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1
Setting the stage

" Making moreinsects"

It obvioudy takes place in outer space. We can see stars and meteorites al around, a satellite
crossng through. Suddenly we land. Through the thick whitish lay of what ought to be the
atmosphere, we approach a blue planet. And a confident, assured voice confirms what we had
guesd : "North America. The Missssppi River". So it takes place on our planet after dl. This
voice is going to tell sories for next haf an hour, except for when it is interrupted by some music.
We indeed hear some nice music.

Now, the music accompanies the flight of some insects in the moonlight. A bit later, it suits some
computer-issued images to show a beautiful chain of round pearls - amolecule.

At one point we are taken indde a computer. A fatty insect - a "woolly bear” - "lives a peaceful
lifé" ingde. A wasp is running &fter it. We follow the pursuit. It Started with an image of a
computer screen @ some insects, drawn as cartoon characters, move in a fake landscape and
produce funny sgueezes and beeps. We figure it is an animated game when we glance & the user
playing from a remote point of view. We dternaively see what happens inside the computer and
what is on the screen : the races are parallel. Findly, the "red" insect, indde, getsits prey and sting
it. Outside, on the computer screen, a cartoon-ant jumps on an other and knock it out with a big
dick. (Image, p. 1)*

An other scene takes place in a garden. A man plays music, while insects in his garden play on
their own. They are not aware of each other, and yet they seem to play together.

Later on, we see atruck driver on the road, in the middle of a picturesque desert landscape. Heis
drinking a beer. He throws the bottle through the window, keeps on driving. But the bottle lands
on a spot filled with Jewed Besetles. The problem is, males jewd beetle recognise the females
because they are "orange, big and dimple” : the maes beetles are "atracted by smple good
looks'. Therefore to amale jewd besetle, the bottle of beer isirresigtible. We see how a bunch of
beetles is climbing on the bottle and desperatdly trying to mate it, while the "red femdes are
ignored”. (Image, p. 1)

! Images are to find in the Appendix



The find ssgment shows a flock of flies escgping from a fridge. They developed from living bait
maggots kept in the fridge - because the fuse blew during the fisherman's absence. We see the
horrible result in dow motion so that we can measure the dramétic tenson of the moment. The
voice takes a tragic tone to remind us that insects are here to Stay, repesating that they are "more
insects, making more insects, making...".

Aims of thethesis

All these scenes - and there are more - are taken from Replicators, the second episode out of Six,
from a British tdevison series cdled Alien Empire, a journey to the world of insects, recently
diffused in Europe.

This series ddiberately intermingles different codes. Stories are told, images are shown, but it is
not essy to say at first what they refer to. Alien Empire redly 'doesnt look like anything else.
Alien Empire is a tdevisgon sies, it is a work addressed to a public. Taking the film as the
object of my anadysis | hope to understand a bit better what it says to this public. | am not
consdering here the making process of the film, no more am | taking into account the supposed
intention of the makers nor the production imperatives. What interests me is the context of the film
as recelved, not as conceived.

The fird d@m of my andyss is to answer the question "what is it ?'. In other words, | want to
delimit the cultura connotation of the series. What televisud datus can be givento it ? Is it a
sciencefiction film, isit a documentary about insects ? | will first extract what Alien Empire takes
from the science fiction culture. However, | will then argue in favour of a documentary status for
the series. The relationship between these two genres ( fiction and nonfiction ) may indeed be
conflictious. If, as Renov puts it, the documentary form "struggles to find its place within the
supposed conflict between truth and beauty” (1993:11) then | am heading to discuss the place
Alien Empire found in this conflict. The truth part will conduct me to look closer at the place of
science in the series. This will be my third step toward a picture of an Alien Empire identity. In
the last part | propose to interrogate its place in the society that watches - recalling that Alien
Empire isatelevison series, a message sent to the people.

Alien Empire, a case study

The BBC series Alien Empire has been broadcasted twice, in 1995 and 1996 on the public
British channd BBC 1. It is composed of sx episodes of thirty minutes each, showed at the pace
of once aweek (in 1996, it was diffused every Thursdays at 9 in the evening ). Each episode can
be watched independently, treating a distinct theme about the topic. Being part of a series, the
Alien Empire episodes share common feetures. They dl start with the same opening sequence,
and have the musicd track in common. The dructure is Smilar throughout the episodes. Every
gtarting sequence is about some interaction between humans and insects. Then the episode goes



from the 'human world' to the ‘insect world, each sequence telling short stories where humans
hardly appear or have a secondary place. At the end, the episode takes a rather dramatic tone to
emphasi se the consequences of these anecdotes... on humans. Let usillugtrate it with the episode |
described above. Replicators garts with an invason of flies on the Mississippi river. Then, about
ten sequences are dedicated to little Sories, telling about how this couple of insects encounter to
mate, or how this femae lays eggs. The find scene draws on the dramatic consequences of the
mating activity of insects: "Numbers. Sheer quantity..."

Another piece of materid that deserves to be cited is the book. In 1995 the BBC published a
book entitled "Alien Empire" - and overtitled "an exploration of the lives of insects' -
avallable for the public in (British) bookshops (for £ 17.99). The book (224 pages) heavily
illugtrated, is written by Christopher OToole, the scientific advisor of the series. It dedls with
themes amilar to those of the TV series, but has a different organisation. | did not integrate the
book in my analysis as such, but | gave it some interest in accordance with its advocated role: "to
accompany the television series” .

Being formerly abiologist, my research has abias. | am not alayperson when faced to a discourse
about insects. | congder it as an advantage. Absolute neutrality or objectivity toward one's object
of andyds is not possble anyway. Rather than denying it, | chose to ddiberatdy use my
background to exerce my critical look upon the series. My results are influenced by it. They are
issued from one of the multiple points of view one can choose to adopt when confronted to Alien
Empire.

Analysing Alien Empire

In order to analyse Alien Empire | will firs consder every programme as a film, in the rough
sense : aset of moving images combined with asound track.



A film - any fil? - isthe result of a construction by ateam. From the former ideato the end result,

some rolls of images and a sound tape, the preparation of a film has to go through a successon of

gtages. This does not normdly ( if the work has been done well enough ) clearly appear on the

screen. It is a process involving time, technical devices, various competencies, and over dl, that

implies choices. Choices anong the possible codes, words, images, sounds, rhythm... will be the

reult of a chain of negotiaions that build the film. An incredibly wide amount of choices is

possible a every stage, but only a single, definite option will be taken. These choices and the

condraints that influence them conditute a specific world for a given film. A film is dways a
compromise - limitations are a bunch, not to mention the everlasing imperatives in terms of time

and money.

The making of a film needs at least the three main stages, broadly defined by the preiminary
research, the filming and the editing. Every phase can be subdivided ad libitum, and might involve

distinct groups of people. In Alien Empire, the extensve use of sharp technicd devices, such as
computer animation or specid cameras ( miniature cameras, endoscope, straightoscope as
specifies the video cover ) required a speciaised type of work, adding some extra stages to the

more traditiona filming. The ends credits mention for instance the members of the crew in charge

of the"digital effects’ or of the"graphic design” .

The editing is probably the most obvious step in the completed film. The editing ( or montage )
congructs the film by grosdy sticking pieces from the shooting one after the other, in an gpparently
atificid way, in order to produce a certain meaning effect. The filmic andyss describes every
shot to show this congtruction. To deconstruct the montage process, revealing some choices by
isolating the succession of shots, is part of my methodologicd attitude towards the audiovisud
material.*

% This gpplies to any film when what | am talking abouit is purely the artifact composed of a
combination of images and soundsin order to produce a meaning effect, whatever its purpose,
public or ideology is.

% The end credits render gpparent the main steps of the film making, by explicitly citing the persons
that took part to them - aswdl asthe stages namdly listed. For more details about Alien Empire
case, Cf. gppendix : Replicators ends credits

* | will not do here an extensive exposé about the methodology of the close viewing issue. For
more details about the theory of film andys's, agood sarting point is the collective work led by
Aumont, Aesthetics of film, or his more recent L'analyse des films The enlightened reader will
yet keep in mind Aumont's statement : "there is no universal method to analyse films®
(1989:29)



| have given a close viewing to the entire series, but the object of my plan par plan ( shot by shot
) andlysis has been the one programme out of it entitled Replicators.”> My materid manly comes
from it, athough | might refer to some of the other episodes when | judge it striking or particularly
relevant. The Sx episodes are redly part of the single Alien Empire series, which | condder as
having, as awhole, a rdaively sable identity. This identity is what | am aming to describe in the
following discussion.

> Landmarks of thiswork are to find in the gppendix, aong with some other information about the
materid.



And thus was the Empire forged.
( Douglas Adams, The Hitch Hiker's Guide to the Galaxy, p. 87)

2
The construction on an Empire

Stating that a film is a particular congtruction leading to a more or less coherent world, | want to
describe the Alien Empire one. As | will show, it appears to have the characterigtics of an..
Empire.

Let us take a guided tour in this empire. To do o, | will first examine the cultural grounds on
which this empire is built. Rdated to it are its politics, which will be the object of my second
point. | will then give my focus to the characters of the film, the heroes in this world. The next and
last angle will ded with the power of the empire - its authoritative trends.

The Culture
Theworld of Science Fiction

The am of this part is to gragp the culturd identity of the world built by the film. It is reflected by
the choices made in terms of aesthetics, ranging from the shades of colours to the music. Alien
Empireisdso referring to the worlds of other films, indicating some possible culturd roots for the
series.

Aesthetics
Opening credits

The opening credits, because it is the fird message sent to the spectator, influence the first
impression received from the film. They are of great importance in the setting of the world we are
going to be taken to.

In each Alien Empire episode, the one minute of opening credits starts with an image of sparkling
gars and stony shapes of meteorites spread in a dark background. A rapid movement is initiated



and we soon redise that what is moving is theftitle, " Alien Empire" coming from the lower part of
the screen. (Image, p. 2) The distorted angles of the letters render an impression of perspective,

that makes the title moving from laid to straight up in front of us as it gets doser to the centre of
the visud fidd, where it stays 4ill for about haf a second. The spaceship-like title then moves
away from the black sky, where planets and stony shapes stand. The camera moves to the I€ft,

taking the eyes to a spatid trip. The speed increases. A blue planet isin sight - Earth, we guess.

Its image gets bigger and bigger. The image of a sadlite rapidly crosses the screen, while a
repeated beep is heard. (Image, p. 2) During thistrip, amusica piece plays. It is an origind one
performed by the Munich Symphony Orchestre®. A violin note dominates, and the melodic motiv
suggests a rather volunteer movement. It gives a decided, determined atmosphere to the start of
the programme. It prepares the coming of the title and subtitle of the series ( Alien Empire,

followed by a journey to the world of insects) on the outer space image as a sdf-affirmation,

announced by the previous movement in space and mudc.(Image, p. 2) After the credits
sequence ( two minutes later ) the title of the episode, " Replicators”, literdly gppears on the
screen. The typography has a square design, wheress the angles are dightly rounded, and the
thickness of the lettersis dowly filled in ametdlic light blue. (Image, p. 3)

All these features of the opening scene makes its congruction gtrikingly pardld to the one of a
motion picture, 2001, A space Odyssey by Stanley Kubrick (1968). Just like Alien Empire,

2001 beginsin outer space, where the title appears from behind the shape of a planet. Just like the
garting Alien Empire soundtrack, the musica signature of 2001 is borrowed from a classical

piece ( among others, both J. and R. Strauss composers contribute ). 2001, A space Odyssey is
known as a sereotype in science fiction productions. Harvesting the benefits of thirty years of
existence, it stands for The outer space movie.” By refaring to it in its construction, the Alien

Empire overture openly grounds the series in the science fiction culture.

Other filmic marks

Colours - The atmosphere created by the choices in light and shades of colours is a striking
aesthetic component of the Alien Empire images. The whole series is bathing in a full rank of
aggressive colours, in the sense that they are bright and straight, dternating with scenes in arather
dark background. The colours used are mainly a nearly fluorescent green, to frame the "outdoor’
scenes, aswdl asafar amount of a cold, dectric blue and red spotted throughout the shots.

® The music of the Alien Empire series is composed by Martin Kiszko.

"It isthetitle that got the more votes within the list of " Science Fiction films judged best or
more significant” (ref. Anatomy of Wonder, p.674)



Green is with no doubt the colour that dominates throughout the series ( not to consder the
darkness ). It doesn't look surprisng in a film about insects, when they evolve in an outsde
environment, garden or forest, made of vegetd. Y et this green touch is going a bit over the top in
Alien Empire, in a flashy kind of way. The sequence about the Leaf Hoppers provides to the
eyes an overdose of green. A couple of round and very green insects are standing on a round and
very green bit of plant. The green rank is so extremely redricted thet it is hardly possble to
digtinguish anything in this wholly green screen. We truly wonder "what can all that green stuff
be ?*® (Image, p. 4). All this green leaves the visud memory filled with an impresson of
atifiadity.

A later scene provides the same kind of impression - in ared shade, this time. Two Tha beetles
fight on a branch. The setting merely displays, not insects, but some kind of made up creatures -
or cregtions. Thisis radicaly congructed by the play on colours. The images show nothing more
than shadows standing on the stage provided by the reddening background. The music reinforces
very much dl the tenson of the moment and the issue of the combet, as well as the impression of
atificidity given by the technological-like insects. (Image, p. 4)°

Sound - The compostion of the Alien Empire soundtrack plays on two resources. As mentioned
for the opening sequence, the first one comes from the classica genre - made up for the occasion,
but 4ill very conventiond. The orchestra will emphasise important issues in the flow of the film. It
will prepare, in arather traditional way, the coming of an insect. In the sequence about the mae
walnut flies, we firgt see the firsd male while the text refers to its rival. Before the later enters the
scene, the suspense is dretched through the music. Right before the actud apparition of the
second mae, the tempo accelerates, the music gets louder. The setting of the 'heroes of the action
is made obvious through the musical wrapping.

The second set of sonorous items is condtituted by synthesised sounds. These deliberatdly artificid
sounds are a some points extremely present and underline again the reference to the technological
and futurigic codes found in the science fiction genre. For ingtance the crackling steps, their
gpasmodic rhythm, illudtrating the wasp running inside a computer, would perfectly match a robot
gralling.

Many filmic conventions used in Alien Empire are borrowed from the science fiction genre. It
impregnates the whole series with a particular culture, giving it a drong identity. This identity is
made even dronger by the choices of the titles of the programmes. They congtitute a world of
references that directly send the experienced spectator to this one science fiction culture.

References

8 Quoating Alice in her Adventuresin Wonderland (Lewis Carroll)

® For the bluish version, see thewanut flies cf. Image, p. 4



The name of the series is very much its signature, the firgt informetion it tells about itsdf. It is
carried aong with the series itsdf as aflag. It is an outsde mark and it must make clear its identity
both in terms of style and of contents. The meaning of "Alien Empire" will be discussed it in the
next section, because, relayed by the whole congtruction of the series, it belongs to the "politics of
theworld of thefilm.

But, to an attentive film spectator, the association of the two words: Alien and Empire is pointing
at a least two titles of formerly existing motion pictures of a great popularity. The first one, Alien
is the title of one of the most popular science fiction films of the last decades, directed by Ridley
Scott in 1979. It explores the theme of an dien form of life threstening the human crew of a
spaceship™. The word Empire aso refers to a famous science fiction film, The Empire strikes
back (1980, directed by George Lucas), one of the Sar Wars. The identifications might not be
purely casua since they are pursued aong every episodetitles. | will rapidly list them'.

1. Hardware

This episode draws upon the physica features of the insects, their "hardware”. The term refers
to ther outer skeleton, which is literdly their hard part. Hardware is adso the title of a British
soience fiction film'.

2. Replicators

The second episode of Alien Empire series deds with the great ability of insectsto "replicate” -
to reproduce themsdves. The title, Replicators, recal the 'Replicants’ in Blade Runner (1992).
The Replicantsis the name of the aliens when they take the human form to reproduce themsalves
- to replicate. Let us note that Blade Runner was directed by Ridley Scott, just as Alien was.

3. Battleground

19 The video of the film was number 12 in the American Top 50 Rental films (year 1986) and is
a0 cited as science fiction films judged best or more sgnificant. Numbers of sudies have been
conducted about it, and many studies on other science fiction films rely on it, as an actud standard
for the genre. ref. Anatomy of Wonder, p.674

" Source ; CD-ROM Cinemania, Microsoft

12 P Tdotte in his article Enframing the Self : The Hardware and Software of Hardware,
sees the movie as "reflecting on our own "hardwar€’ -that is, our technology and our

technol ogicaly-based communication”. It may be worthwhile to notice aso that the same article
makes mention of not only Alien (title of the series) but aso of both Blade Runner (see episode 2)
and Metropolis (title of episode 5) ! These films dl belong to the same ‘family’ - to the same
culture.



This part tregts of the fight for surviva and the quest for food. Battleground is again the title of a
fiction movie.

4. \oyagers

This episode shows how good travelers insects are, and how they eventualy spread dl over the
planet. Voyager is the title of a Star Trek episode, but many science fiction works use the
Voyage -in the space- if not the word, at least the theme.

5. Metropolis

This chapter, about the social organisation of some insects, is undertitied "Living together" .
Metropolis is of course the dassc film by Fritz Lang (1926). It draws the parald between two
worlds, the underground and the surface one (or the lower/upper ones), and contains aso a
warning about atechnologica threst.

6. War of the Worlds

The last episode is the one where the two worlds meet, the insect and the human one. Itisdso a
famous book by H.G. Wdls adaptated into aradio piece by Orson Welles. A film has been made
out of it too.

The titles are heavily charged with a science fiction background. It offers to the whole series a
specific key accessthat signsits very own style. It isnot amild choice, in the sense that the culture
of the series is meaningfully rooted in the science fiction backyard. More than its culture, it is an
actud cult to science fiction that impregnates the empire of the film in its politics as well.

The Politics
Defencein a hostileworld =

Alien (from Latin alius, other)

Belonging to, characteristic of, or derived from another country, place, society, or person;
not one's own; unfamiliar; strange

Being inconsistent or opposed; repugnant; adverse

A person who is excluded from some group; an outsider

Empire (from Latin emparare, to command)

13 Title of achapter of the Alien Empire book



Supreme authority
Extensive enterprise

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

The choice of the two words Alien and Empire does not only recal some science fiction works,
but aso refers to two main themes in the traditional sciencefiction fied. | want to examine now the
implications of this choice on the satting of the Alien Empire world. Far from being just an outsde
catch, the terms are the reflection of the whole series 'palitics. I'll define the politics as the 'Sate of
mind' that rules the world. It is "the theory and conduct” of a government, on the leve of its
"affairs and methods" ™.

By the means of the words and figures of style disolayed in the text of Alien Empire, a politicd
trends is defined. To analyse this pattern of the series, | propose a short vocabulary survey to
browse the principa leit-motives of the text in the series. By doing so | was sruck by the
coherence of the world built by the words. All dong the text the same repertoire is extensively
used. It is very much issued from the Alien Empire heedliine. It is not only a question of
vocabulary, but it condtitutes awhole metaphorica structure. The commonly accepted definition of
ametaphor is"the figure of speech that uses a word - or a phrase - to designate one kind of
subject or idea in place of another to suggest a likeness or analogy between them" ™. But
the metaphorical figure is aso supporting a conception of the world*®. Describing Alien Empire in
terms of a big metaphor does not (only) mean that there are some obvious resemblance between
the insects in the outdde world and some diens. It is a ddiberate way of describing,
understanding, thinking, congtructing the world of the film. It is again a choice thet reveals a sde of
the empire thereby built.

Indeed, the entire series lies on a centra metaphor, the one of an dien empire. It is made very
clear by the full title of the series: "Alien Empire, a journey to the world of insects'. The
metaphorica propogtion gives an image of diens for the insects, while their world is seen as an
empiret’

4 Ref. Webster's Dictionary
> Ref. Webster's unabridged 3rd int. Dictionary

16 For a recent theory on metaphors see for ingtance Lakoff & Johnson, Metaphors we live by,
1980

Y The"world" of insects s itself aready ametaphor ; but the use of the word "empire" denotes a
much stronger connotation. The journey as ametaphor for its concern, is highly structured through
the camera trestment, the filmic congtruction of the film which | will not consder here.



| think that the few illustrations picked below are representative of the way the whole series kegps
ahold on this particular representation of its advocated object.

"In their looks and behaviour, insects are as close to an alien life form as any we are likely
to find in the stars" (Alien Empire, book)*®

To present insects as diens implies a referent : dien to wha ? This referent is implicitly the
humans. Indeed, the insects are presented as " seeming so alien” - because of their Sze (they are
much smaler than humans ), but aso the way they look. They are directly compared to robots in
the book, where they are "the ultimate robots". In the series (Hardware), the vocabulary used
to describe the physica attributes of the insects refers to the technica one. The technological

comparison is another way of underlying ther difference - their dien sSde - to humans. They are
"perfect miniature machines’, and their structura characterigtics ( having the hard part on the
outsde) dlow them to develop "precision tools' . They even have " on-board computers”.

But they are not any machines. They are thinking ones, some kind of anthropomorphised diens. A
spider "thinks", thisbat "understands’, the caterpillar "doesn't know it yet", dl insects "have
to solve problems in life", some other beetle "doesn't mind", this wasp "has plans”, they can
even "get upset” ...

Insects dso have, just like some dien invaders from outer space, an incredible ability for
reproduction. The Replicators episode is entirely devoted to showing how good insects are in
replicating’, in other words, in producing huge numbers of other diens. Insects are then, says the
narrator, "making more insects'. It sounds a bit indudtria. To replicate means to copy ; it

applies to copy machines for ingtance. Insects function like a big factory producing robots a a
very high pace. The induced metaphor of invaders is highly exploited throughout the film. A vast
proportion of shots shows an imposing mass of insects, by countless numbers, reinforcing the
feding of invadon. This impresson is strengthened by an accompaniment of continuous swarming
noises and motion. (Image, p. 5)

Such a high production force of new insect leads to "vast numbers'. Insects conditute an
"empire". An empire, as suggested by the definition quoted above, describes a force which can
concern not only space (" 1nsects have invaded every corner of the human world") but power.

The power of insects, including awarrior-like one, is a very recurrent theme throughout the series.

For instance, insects develop "powerful weapons' or "chemical weapons', and they even
"evolve nasty weapons just for fighting duels’. It is so possible to "unleash the real power

of insects". Thetext often sets up different forces opposing each other, and there is dways afight

at stake. It can be a combat between two "rival males’ to get to mate with afemde. Or it isthe
sruggle of acaterpillar to survive the hundreds of "parasitesinside”. Or agan, it will be the war

18 Although | am aiming here a an andyze of the film, | took this quote from the book published

by the BBC as a surrounding materid. Thelogic of the book, sarting from the dien argument, is

very much in phase with the film. Let us remark that in this citation, the pronoun "we" underlines
with no ambiguity the dienity to us - humans. Y et in the film the reference is never direct.



to surviveto the "deadly chemicals' made up by humans to suppress the insects, where insects
"take control"”.

Indeed the more stretched war is the one between "the two dominant forces of the planet”
(War of the Worlds), that isto say, in the series, humans and insects... and in Alien Empire view
the issue of the war is clear : "humans will never be able to control this alien world"
(Hardware) - and "Resistanceis useless’ (Replicators) !

These few quotes draw a good picture of the genera metaphorica frame used throughout the
series. The description of the insect world relies on the concept of an empire of diens, as non-
human and evil creatures animated with a domination purpose and an invading will. They gppear
as gifted with high-technology features, capable of sdf replication and virtudly impossble to evict.
They are dso and over dl animaed with a fighting determination. They rule wars, "with no
mercy". The Alien Empire series uses this specific set of images to describe the insects world : it
is apicked out view showing a power-led empire based on war - it isa "battle for survival" at
firg, dl about how to survive "amongst all this competition" (Battleground).

Such a setting can take its origin, once more, in the science fiction culture - the culture of the
empire which turns into a cult. The politics of the empire made up by the film tends to render the
agoressive feding echoing the dien's one. Insects in the film want to invade the surface of the
planet, conquer new territory, win wars. So does Alien Empire as a film : it wants to invade the
surface of the screen, conquer the attention of the viewer, win the war of its eventudly floating
interest. It is performing a spectacle. Here are the actors.

The heroes

Scaling and the reference

At an early stage of my research, | was dissecting the shots, describing them in aclassca way, in
terms of their content ( what do we see ) their mobility ( the motion or absence of motion ) and...
their scde. It was a firg obvious that a shot showing for ingtance the head of an insect was
defined as a close-up to an extreme close-up. | soon encountered a difficulty when the screen was
animated with, say, a couple of insect fighting a some distance letting appear some vegetd
around. Since we could easily distinguish the insects shape and even the details of their body and
heads, the distance couldn't be that important. So it was gtill a close-up, from the point of view of
a human spectator peeking at insects on a leaf. This is when | redlised that the filmic andyss
vocabulary was defined from a human reference, mainly aiming at framing human characters, as
Aumont raises : "a [more] general theoretical-ideological problem exists precisely because
the scale itself is determined in relation to the human figure" (1983, trand. 1992:28)

Indeed, in atraditiond filmic analyss, the main object on the screen is the human figure, same as
the viewer. So when it comes to analyse Alien Empire as a film, it turns soon inconagtent if not



incoherent to proceed the usua way. The figure on the screen is not a human one, but an ‘insect’
one. | can infer without taking too much chances that some devices to enlarge the image had been
used. So most of the shots are, from my human point of view, serious close-ups. It becomes
helpful if not necessary to re-frame my conception of the scales. | decided then to consider that a
close-up isfor instance the shot where | can see an the head of an insect filling the whole screen,
and so forth. It meansthat | redefined my analysis from an ‘insect point of view'. The scde of the
Alien Empire empire has to be defined in accordance with its object, the insects. Thisis of course
amatter of conventions used for the description, the size of the scaes being tools for an andysis.
But it dso says something about the world constructed by the series.

Of course, my re-definition is partly due to the topic itsdf, to the fact that insects "are so tiny".
Even though, | can think of possible options that could have been taken ingtead, ill alowing me
to name the scales the classic way. For instance, the series could have aternated some shots seen
from a human scae and some very-close-ups of insects. It would have resulted in a very different
world, where the spectator would have an idea of the actual size of the insects related to his/her
own. If the look could wander from a shot of humans to a shot on insects, eventually incorporating
both, showing interactions, the film would be recognised as comparable to any other (fiction) film -
and so would be the definition of the shots. But such a device is not exploited in Alien Empire.
On the contrary, we are dways watching the insects world - the Alien Empire. The whole film is
nothing but a damed "journey to the world of insects'. This idea of a journey seems
particularly pregnant when it takes the viewer to ajourney "inside". For instance, indgde the body
of acaterpillar parasited by some developing wasps. The notion of inside has something to do
with the perspective from which the traveller sands. The outsde/insde limits depend on where
ghe currently is. Going inside a caterpillar to check how the wasps grubs develop mean that the
viewer is standing from the caterpillar (or adult wasp) perspective, and not from the grubs one.
Grubs are not insects yet, but only agrowing stage ; from the insect perspective, grubs belong to
an inferior scde, both in sze and in development. The viewer is truly incorporated into the
caterpillar's world.

It gives an impresson of being 'locked in a closed world, the one of insects. To precise this
impression, | concentrated my andysis on the way the human figure is shot ( in the few shots
whereit gppears). The human action is actudly awaysframed in a peculiar way. Very indructive
inthis regards are for instance, the two sequences out of Replicators about the fisherman and his
fridge. The shots where the human ( fisherman ) first gppears are taken from the ceiling, while he
loads the fridge with the tray of maggots. Later, it's this time from a high angle from the floor that
we observe his return, in the ending sequence. When he opens the fridge, we see only fragments
of him, for ingtance his hand grabbing the fridge door. We never face a human figure as a whole,
the screen never embrace a human being but instead, concentrate on insects. Humans intervene in
this world less as human beings than as actions on this world. The viewer sees humans acting in
the insects world, whereas insects are playing in ahuman film. (Image, p. 5)

Acting subjects



A redundant characteristic gppearing in the analyss of Replicators is that we seldom see groups
of insects. Mogt of the time, we watch clearly an insect, individudised, exising as a character.
The numerous very close-ups are literdly speaking 'portraits of insects. Quite often a couple of
inscts is literdly performing before the camera, while the filmic condruction suggests a didogue
among them. The classc editing strategy used then is the shot/reverse shot effect. It congsts in
matching two consecutive shots on the eyeline. As Aumont puts it A first shot shows us a
character looking something which is generally offscreen, while the next shot shows the
objects ; if that object is a second character looking back toward the first, then we have a
shot/reverse shot" (1983, trand. 1994:56).

This editing effect is extengvely used in Alien Empire, the characters being insects through the
look of the spectator. For agtart, we recogniseit indl the sequences where two rivas encounte.
The meeting of the male walnuit flies, for ingtance, is based on this shot/reverse shot technique. The
screen showss the firgt fly walking toward the camera ; next shot we see another one, ill, facing
the camera. The following shot comes back to the first insect, getting closer. Then again well see
the second insect, dightly reacting to the gpproach of itsriva by moving gently, getting ready. We
are placed dternatively on each insect's point of view. This gives the couple of insects the status of
movie characters as a whole: "the shot/reverse shot... the most natural method by which a
story can be told in the cinema" (Aumont, 1983, trand. 1994:234).

So Alien Empire looks like a feature film, usang technique of a dassc Hollywood production,
with a proper mise en scene of insects. Not only the editing techniques betray it ; the sound effect
contributes to the construction of the spectacle too.

An (authoritative) empire

Sound : the shock effect

Sound has an influence on perception : through the phenomenon of added value, it
interprets the meaning of the image, and make us see in the image what we would not
otherwise see, or would see differently. (Chion, 1994:34)



In other words, the sound tells us what to see in the image. Watching the same program
successvely with and without the sound track is an enlightening thing to do. For instance, Kesser
(193) shares his own experience of viewing different versons of "Spanish Earth” (Joris Ivens,
1937). Two of them differed from each other ‘only’ by the off-voice commentary. The same text
was said by Orson Wdles and then by Ernest Hemingway. The single difference between the
voices is enough, says Kesder, to have "an enormous influence on the way we read the
film".*° Thisgenerd congtatation about the role of the sound led me to pay a particular attention
to the sound during my andlyss. In Alien Empire a focus on the sound seemed of an even greater
importance because of some of its Sngularities.

The voices of insects

Re-creation - The fird one originates from a smple congtatation : the sounds most insects
actudly produce are virtualy impossible to record. The Sze of the insects, the pattern of the
acoudtic waves, the life conditions in which they emit them... are only some examples of technicd
limitations. Neverthdess the film provides to the lisener a rich soundtrack, and hardly any time is
left to dlence. Not only can we hear the narrator's voice but aso an extremely present music.
Besdes, various sounds congtantly fill up the air. We can recognise the noise of the wind blowing,
the water in a mud being shaken, a fly buzzing, steps getting closer, a car engine starting, some
beetles knocking againgt a beer bottle, a fuse blowing, the crunch of aworm chewing a plant...

So for technica reasons, the sounds heard, at least when they stand for the ones emitted by the
insects shown on the screen, had to be recreated. This is rather classic in (fiction) films 'most of
the time we are dealing not with the real initial causes of the sounds, but causes that the
film makes us believe in." (Chion, 1994:28)

Creation - To recreate a sound an insect might have emitted and make it appear as redigic as
possible is something admitted, broadly used in Alien Empire - probably as much as in any
audiovisud production. But the Alien Empire soundtrack goes beyond this demand for redism :
even when the sound doesn't echo as such in human perception, the film offers to the spectator
sounds which are obvioudy created. And it is made clear in the commentary itself. In Replicators
the fifth sequence deds with the way a made and a femde of a given species manage to get in
touch. In a garden, a couple of colourful insects are shaking around. Repeated buzzes and loud
clicks are heard, and they answer to each other with their own rhythmic, that sounds like an
dternative musicd soundtrack, "not that humans would recognise it as sound ; the moths
music is pitched several octaves above human earring. Moths hear in ultrasound.”
(Replicators). Later on, the commentary adds that the strange noises we did hear were actudly
"a medley of ultrasonic clicks"... Next couple on line are the greenish Leaf Hoppers : "they
transmit vibrations through their legs to the plant stems, and the sound is received by

¥ Frank Kesder, unpublished (1995)



touch. In other words, Leaf Hoppers hear with their feet." But the spectator indeed hears -
with hisears- amusica diaogue of whistling sounds, strange cooing and funny cregking.

Not only has Alien Empire, as afilm, the power of faking exisent sounds. The spectator will have
no chance to check how redigtic they sound anyway. But the empire of the film is dso able to
make up inexigent ones! And dthough "humans are completely unaware that their garden
plants are alive with secret music”, the Alien Empire spectator is perfectly aware that the
programme she's watching provides the world of insects with a lively rank of croaking and
warbling.

"When the spectator hears a so-called realistic sound, he is not in a position to compare it
with the real sound he might hear if he were standing in the actual place. Rather, in order
to judge its "truth", the spectator refers to his memory of this type of sound, a memory
resynthetized from data that are not solely acoustical, and that isitself influenced by films."
(Chion, 1994:108) And in Alien Empire the spectator will aso refer (unconscioudy) to the
memory s/he has of the Alien Empire series itsdf. The series offers a set of sounds that becomes
familiar dong the watching of the programmes. It is creating its own databank of sound, ingdioudy
educating the listener a proper memory.

Sounds and chase

The second feature that directed my interest onto the sound in Alien Empire, is its role in
supporting actions such asinsect tracking. An striking example is provided by the sequence about
the quest of a mae moth for the femde in a"derdict warehouse'. She attracts him with scent, but
it doesn't seem that easy for the mde to find her. Hes rushing dl over : "by flying upwind and
tacking across the waves of scent, he moves in her general direction”. The close andyss of
this sequence of dmog three minutes shows that the chase is congructed with the extensve
support of the soundtrack ( together, of course, with the editing and its very rgpid rhythm in the
dternance of shots : no less than 35 of them ! ). The quickly dternating images are linked by the
movement of the symphonic music tha follows the narrative. The melody unifies the various
images of flight seen from different points in one single track. The music speed decreases dowly as
the insect gets closer to itsaim, until the music stops while he findly reaches Her. What hgppens to
the spectator isthat, Since the sound superimposed onto the image is capable of directing our
attention to a particular visual trajectory (Chion, 1994:11), hisher look is in a way less
"atentive’ than hisher ear is. The mugic by its unity and the commentary in tdling what we ought
to see dominate and drag the spectator on a chase, while the images are not interesting as such -
ther interest in terms of understanding what is happening in the Sory is secondary.

Another example can be taken out of a later sequence, when, ingde a computer, a wasp is
chasing a woally bear, trying to find a path through dectronic components. The sounds, regular
succession of kicks remind some steps, and ther rhythm and volume suggest the direction of the
run avay. This recongruction of chases have some samilarities with the eternd car pursuits of
detective movies. The speed of the car and the multiple and sudden changes of direction would
get anyone lost. But the sound synchronisation plays arole in the finad coherence of the chase.



In both the case of the insects 'voices or the one of the pursuits, not only the sound helps the
condruction of the film but it literdly directsiit. It supports the coherence of the narration, giving it
an added value. Besdes its very topic - insects - that renders the sound illustration a bit delicate,
Alien Empire have a particularly strong and authoritative sound-effect.’ The assured voice of the
narrator contributes strongly to this impression of authority of the soundtrack. Not only his voice,
for that matter.

The Alien Empire Emperor : God isa narrator

During the opening crediits of every episode of the series, little information are given. Even though
the opening sequence lasts nearly one minute, it isn't provided with much written matter. First, the
title appears, rapidly followed by the subtitle: Alien Empire, a journey to the world of insects
After that, the only thing we can read before the actud start of thefilm is:

NARRATED BY

JOHN SHRAPNEL

Heknowsit all

This for sure gives a gpecid place to the narrator. Even before the series begins, the attention is
caught onto the fact that it is going to be narrated. Thisinformation indicates thet the "journey” is
truly a guided tour. Someone is going to tell a story about “the world of insects'. Even though
the speech is about insects as a whole, they are represented by some of them, which are the
characters of different storieswithin an episode. Each sequence in Alien Empire sets a short story
: the Story of the Invading Mayflies, the one of the Londly Moth, the one about the Fisherman and
its Fridge... The narrator not only relates these stories. He ( for it is definitdy a mde voice : John
Shrapnel's ) dso takes charge of the narration on a more generd leve. For ingtance, the narrator
will first say about one single moth, the one we see on the screen, that "she's just a bag of eggs” .
Right after that he will reach an universd level, when he adds "most insects lay hundreds of
eggs...". Thenarrator isnot amply tdling sories ; he brings them dl together in order to hold the
discourse on the whole world of insects.

20 \/arious remarks from happy (and benevole) contributors to my work spontaneously underlined
it. One of them, Edel, had nothing el se than the soundtrack of Replicators recorded on an audio
tape, and that was asked to concentrate on the speech. She emitted a"it's crazy ! that could
apply not only to the sound but also to the text itsdlf - but since they were not then separated, |
would consider her spontaneous cry as a general comment. Peter, a"normal” spectator ( inthe
sense that he watched to the programme with both sound and image ) described for his part the
impression coming from the sound as a"shock effect”.



He starts Replicators taking aout "a continuing story, unbroken for nearly four hundred
million years'. This gives him an absolute and rather broad awareness of the story time scale. His
privileged relation to time aso gpplies on future ; the narrator does have some predictive kills. He
knows what will happen. In the Mayflies sequence he affirmsit : "tomorrow, they'll all be dead".
The narrator has an universd knowledge of the Alien Empire empire. This knowledge concerns
the time axis but dso the spatia dimension. He can tak about anything whether it takes place
ingde Sydney opera or on the tip of a moth's antenna. He will comment from any place he's
looking a - with the most natural voice. A quick look to the lines of the narrator's text in
Replicatorsis enough to check it. He knows. The tenses he uses are the ones of the certitude, not
some hesitant conditiona. He knows what happened inthe past ("the beetles were in danger of
extinction"). He knows exactly what's going on right now ("he moves in her general
direction”). And he is podtive as wel about what will happen ("the caterpillar will never
complete his own transformation"). His undoubted knowledge encompasses the entire empire.
He seems even gifted with ubiquity. For ingtance the narrator knows what happens both insde
and outside, a the same moment. The late sequence about the wasp parasiting the interior of the
caterpillar isagood illustration. The caterpillar - outside - "gorges itself" while the wasps grubs -
ingde -"absorb all [this] nourishment". This sequence gives the amazing impresson that the
narrator can follow what happens both ingde and outside the caterpillar, having a privileged place
wheress the caterpillar itsdf "doesn't know" .

Power of the narrator

All these fegtures : power of seeing it al, omniscience and ubiquity are the qudities that define
Chion's acousmétre.” Yet, Chion adds thet the "voices of clearly detached narrators’

(1994:129) are not to be considered as acousmétres, because, unlike the latter, they are not
"implicated in the action, constantly about to be part of it".

But in Alien Empire the narrator's position oversteps the classic one. This strange place within the
Alien Empire world comes from the fact that we hear the voice of somebody we do not see. Itis
away for the narrator to be both present and absent from the screen. | think that he is different
from classic narrators, sory tellers or luminous explainers. No more is he an actor as such of the
film. 1 would define him as akind of acousmétre because he definitely stands on the edge of it

all. He is on the border of being insde the Alien Empire world though he 4ill spegks from
outsde of it. He is dmost part of it when, for ingance, he has some kind of power upon the
narrative. During the first part of the sequence about the fisherman, the narrator Smply suggests a
possible event. "If* he says "a fisherman put a tray of maggots in a fridge (...) and if, just

after he left for the airport a fuse blew, the fridge would warm up nicely...". Then, he quietly
explains how big an amount of developed flies it would result in, but this was an hypothesis, a

21 The definition given by Chion isthe following :

Acousmétre (from acousmatic and ére ["being"]) : akind of voice-character specific to cinema
that in most ingtances of cinematic narratives derives mysterious powers from being heard and not
seen. (Chion, 1994:221)



fantasy, - even though we actudly see the fuse blowing. And when the next sequence garts, a
totaly different sceneis set ( @bout the mae moth chase for his femde). It's only at the very end
of the episode that we suddenly remember about this suggestion of the narrator's. He doesn't say
athing, but now we see what he's been describing earlier. All he said earlier is now on the screen,
his prediction redised. Everything is happening exactly like if the narrator, by a Smple evocation,
had the power to render red the events he has set up in imagination.

The position of a God

The pogition of the narrator regarding the worlds hel's declaming about is a floating one. He is
again, on the edge. The narrator designates both "Humans" and "Insects® from outsde these
worlds, avoiding to mark any difference of status in his speech. In the text they are treated in an
equivalent way. Heis pointing at them, asif he was watching them from a external stage. He does
nat indude himsdf in Humanity by using the we pronoun. Neither does he mark any sympathy or
closeness to the insects. He keeps the "complete neutrality” that narrators are supposed to
"pretend before the 'truth' of the story" (Aumont, 1992:86). From wherever he speaks, he
obvioudy knows about dl these worlds, even though he doesn't belong to any of them. His voice
and speech reflect the supreme power of authority. He is not in the human world, and heisnot in
the dien empire : therefore, being neither human nor dien, he occupies the idedl position of a God.

Like Silverstone was putting it, about another BBC productior??, the commentary voice is the one
of someone who has "a mystical relationship with the whole earth it dwells upon”

(1985:179). The narrators knows and can see everything ; he seats in an abdract place,
somewhere above the empire heis ruling. He has the power of an emperor, and the absolute aura
of aGod. His speech "will provide data, facts about the world not evident from the images.
Through the provison of this information, and through its accurate provision, the
commentary voice claims authority for the filmas a whole." (Silverstone, 1985:144)

Alien Empire is peforming a spectacle. It takes its culturd origins in the science fiction fidd,
fiction par excellence. But here the actors are insects. And a God-like narrator occupies a
blurred place. He is explaining what is going on, with an absolute knowledge of it dl. The
authority of the film as a whole does not only come from its coherent mise en scene and
powerful commentary. Alien Empire is not a science fiction film. It isafilm about insects. The film
has the authority of its anchor to redity. Indeed, | am heading in the following chapter to define
Alien Empire as a documentary, as opposed to a (science) fiction film.

22 Silverstone gives a fairly supportive account about his participant observation study on
Horizon, a BBC documentary (which also takes the form of a series) in hisbook Framing
Science, the making of a BBC documentary, 1985






3
Documentarising Alien Empire

The contract

Up to now | have consdered Alien Empire only as a film ; it is now time to (re)introduce its
reception. Let us consder the film as a message sent to a receiver : its meaning effect depends on
the interaction with the latter, the spectator. A more or less active implication - "the role of the
reader” in Eco's words, "the share of the spectator” in Aumont's” - of the receiver of the film-
message IS necessary. This participation can be conceptualised by a contract, or a pact, that the
receiver of the message ( i.e. the film ) would implicitly sgn up whenever she decides to enter
within the space of communication crested by the message, its sender and its receiver. As soon as
the spectator decides to watch afilm, s’he hasto agree on an audiovisud contract. Chion reminds
usthat snce any filmis condtructed out of moving images stuck with a successon of sounds, the
pre-requirement is to accept to see them atogether as a coherent production :

"The audiovisual relationship is not natural but rather a sort of symbolic pact to which the
audio-spectator agrees when she or he considers the elements of sound and images to be
participating in one and the same entity or world." (1990, trand. 1994:222)

Fiction or Non-Fiction ?

Good question

3 Borrowed from thetitle of Eco's book (The role of the reader, 1979) and from the title of
Chap. 2 in Aumont's (L'image. Chapitre 2 : La part du spectateur, 1990)



Such an audiovisud contract first prevents the spectator from decongtructing the world of the film.
The nature of the contract will then define the way the film is perceived and how it is understood.
My am is not to dretch the specific role of the reader. To know what a spectator actudly
consders as the enunciator goes far beyond my study. Odin himsdf is aware of the impossbility
for the theoretician to redly grasp this sde® It would have involved a draticaly different
research design. An extended survey of the different groups congtituting the actua spectators
would be another interesting study, which is not to be completed in this dissertation. But | can try
to grasp the possible and plausible contract offered to the reader and presuppose that if the
gpectator is atending to the spectacle in norma conditions s’he has accepted it. And of coursg, it
is dways possible to bresk the contract, a any moment - including during the viewing?.

Here my main concern is to digtinguish between fiction and documentary films - the documentary
being defined as "a film which is not a fiction"?. Fiction and non-fiction seem to be the two
categories afilm can possibly belong to. But of course the boundary is blurred between these two
- thisiswhy | need this chapter : to define a documentary is not dways that smple.

| showed in the previous part that Alien Empire display many of the features of (science) fiction
film, to congtruct its own world. Thus every documentary, dbeit caming its reference to redlity, is
congtructed just as any other audiovisud production is. This is exactly what dlowed me, in afirg
stage, to conduct the filmic andyss of Alien Empire as | would do for any other film. Renov
argues that documentaries contain fictive ingredients in their "style, structure and expositional
strategy” . Among them, some are found in Alien Empire. I'll cite for instance the "character
‘construction’ ; poetic language ; emotionalising narration or musical accompaniment ; the
exaggeration of camera angles, camera distance, or editing rhythm." (Renov, 1993:198). As
| treated before, the character construction in Alien Empire appears through the mise en scene
of insects. This includes the scding (camera distance) designed to frame them, and only them -
the main characters. | dso mentioned the editing rhythm which is part of the fictive Strategy
especidly in the case of the shot/reverse shot trick. Concerning the poetic language and
emotionalising narration, let me give an illugtration here. One ought to recal that Alien Empire
sets another world, a miniature one, inhabited by tiny creatures - just like some dwarves or
goblins. This sequence, taken out of Battleground underlines the coming of "The Giant Damsel
Fly" (thet is, adragonfly) by some sweet music and anice guitar riff. Dedicated to Her gpparition,
the sequence lasts much longer than the average ones. She is depicted as a herain, "6 inches

2+ e théoricien est sans prise devant les réactions individuelles et imprévisibles des lecteurs'
(1984:275)

% To deconstruct the world of the film, | redefined my audiovisua contract with the film asa
research contact.

% Burch, N, "Two recent British films and the documentary ideology" , in Screen, 1978, Vol.
19, n°2, p. 122



long,... ". Sheistruly the centrd character of afairy tale, as indicates the sparkling halo around
her and her glowing wings. The music sounds very jolly and soft while she truly performs an
"aerial ballet" in the middle of this episode.

The documentarising reading

So how is it possble to distinguish between the fictive ingredients necessary to a documentary
and the fiction itsdf ? The theoreticd debate about fiction and non fiction film is far from being
solved. To frame my own gpproach, | chose to use Odin's, which he qudifies himsdf of " semio-
pragmatics'. The pragmatics Sde is particularly seducing because it is possble to put it in
resonance with my case study. Odin is dso very fruitful here because he (re)integrates the film in
its context, trying to understand how it "functions in a given social space’ (1995b:227). His
basic assumption, specidly relevant for my case, isthat there is no documentary film, but there
is only a 'documentarising' reading. In other words, what characterises a documentary is not
inscribed within the film itself, but depends on a particular " mode of reception”?’. Nothing can be
found in the film that would drictly labd it as a documentary. Thus the film can cregte the
conditions for a "mode of production of the documentarising reading” or "process of
documentarisation" ( | encountered both trandations for his French neologiam : lecture
documentarisante ). The film contains some marks, some indications that can programme the
documentary reading®. What kind of marks can be recognised as such indications? Basicaly,
anything in the film or in its reception context that leads the gpectator to presuppose that the film
has areal origin rather than afictive one. A documentary is afilm that hasiits origin in the redlity.
Anything in or around the film that alows the spectator to elaborate areal enunciator, rather than
a fictive one is a documentarisng indication. The documentarisation indications condtitute a
"framework of cultural constraints" (1995a:213), because they depend on the culturd habits.
For ingtance, a film shown in a classsoom is more likely to provoke a documentarisng reading
than if the spectator has paid his ticket to see it in a comfortable movie theetre. The culturd
condraints are infinite ; snce they are culturd they of course vary accordingly. Another
paticularity of these condraint is their 'volatile€ aspect. They don't order a documentarisng
reading, they suggest it or direct it. They are "extremely flexible, and easy to evade" (Odin,
1995a:214). Once again, the reader has the possibility to refuse the contract at any stage.

%" To quote Eitzen, another theoretician of documentary. Cf. his article When is a Documentary
?: Documentary as a mode of reception (1995)

% |t isimportant to note that the documentarising reading can be blocked a any time. Basicaly,
any film can be consdered as afiction or as anon-fiction ! But some are more strongly leading to
adocumentary reading than other. To Odin there are " degrees of documentarity™.(1995b:229)



Condraints to programme a documentarisng reading can come from the film itsdf, from the
reader's atitude towards it, finaly from the ingtitutions® surrounding the projection (or diffusion) -
and from the interactions of them dl. | will sort out the most relevant indications, within Alien
Empire and its context, that programme a documentarisng reading of the series, in spite of its
strong fictive component. I'll distinguish between three classes. The first one is what makes Alien
Empire looks like a documentary', the congraints interna to the film, what openly refers to some
more classic documentaries. | will then consder what anchors the series to the redity - how the
filmis grounded in everyday life. My lagt paragraph will argue on the role of the inditutions, which
might ultimately point as science as a possible enunciator.

It looks like a documentary

Many internal indications can be thought of to define a documentary programming within a film.
In this paragraph | will only list some of the onesfound in Alien Empire. They come from different
characteridtics of the series, such as the content of its credits or the congtruction of its very
structure.

The opening credits of Alien Empire are seemingly constructed in order to introduce a science
fiction film. But a closer look to both opening and ending credits is likely to direct toward a
documentarisation reading®. Alien Empire credits illusrate the "absence of actorsnames'
(Odin, 1984:271). In this case an absence is used as a mark. This absence reved s the spectator's
expectative, when watching a fiction film, to see actorsnames on the screen. This expectative
comes from the norms we know concerning the fiction film : they are typicdly cultural
constraints

Alien Empire fits the documentary form aso because of its length. A documentary is a first
"usually a short or average footage film" (cited in Odin, 1984:276). With a 30 minutes size for
each episode, Alien Empire indeed belongs to the short footage category.

Ancther explicit condraint of Alien Empire is the form of itstitle. "A journey to the world of
insects" is referring without too much ambiguity to a documentary. The title proposes to show to
the spectator something that exigts in the redity, that is not fictive (as | will develop shortly ). The
journey is dso the formd drategy used to build the film. It is part of the narratives techniques
recognised by Aumont as often resorted to in documentary film : "we can cite dramatisation (...)
avoyage or itinerary approach (...) Within documentaries, short stories often serve to retell
a life or various adventures by using a character who gives a semblance of coherence to
information gathered from quite heterogeneous sources." (1983, trand. 1992:78-79). |

% What Odin cals 'ingtitution' accept a broad set of actants. For instance, the documentarising
reading can be programmed by the ingtitution of science, of pedagogy, of history, sociology ...
Bagcdly the indtitution is defined by the context in which the filmis sent - or recaived.

%0 See the what appears in the series credits, transcripts in Appendix



showed in the previous section how Alien Empire varioudy exploits dl these techniques. Insects
are the characters whose stories are told about, with indeed afair amount of dramatisation.

In Alien Empire, the gory tdling is sometimes fed with a "commentary of the explanatory
type" (Odin, 1984:272) which is an obvious criteria for a documentary, besides the actud
presence of anarrator. For ingance in Replicators, during the sequence on how the femae moth
atracts amale, the text adds "the scent consists of long molecules with a particular shape”.
This sentence has an explanatory structure ( whether or not it provides sgnificant explanaions is
another matter, Cf. part 4 ). Another way of interpreting the commentary, particularly focussng on
the voice and phrasing, isto see it as being some on-line news report. The narrator explains what
event he's fallowing : "all afternoon they've risen out of the water” . Or he names what we see:
"thisisa moth", introducing the main actor of the happening. The narrator ensures the mediation
between the event and the people he informs about it. It could for ingtance a direct-life
documentary programme, from our specid reporter to The World of Insects.

These structural components of Alien Empire are some of the internd indications that make it
looks like a documentary. It would certainly not be a sufficient conditions to provoke a
documentary reading, if it were for the grounded reference to redlity.

It comesfrom reality

| can seeit soitisreal
Les | nsectes existent, Jeles ai rencontrés

Let merecdl thetitle of thefilm: "Alien Empire". Itislinked, as| showed earlier, to the world of
science fiction and to the whole metgphorica structure of the film. But | want now to focus on the
reasons of the choice of the "alien” term. It stands for the insects ; insects are congdered as dien
( to the humans world ) because they are amdler. In the film discourse, the main legitimisation
appears to be a matter of sze. They are aliens because they are so tiny. Having accepted this
explanation, a question remains. If what makes insects deserve any interest comes from their size,
(‘and dso from their number and ubiquity, but this could fudl the same debate to ) why not making
an exciting series about viruses or bacteria, Snce they share the same features ?

To answer | would suggest that the choice of the subject has something to do with its vighility : if
you can't seeit, it doesn't exist. Hence, every one has truly seen insects before, has probably been
bit by mosquitoes, bothered by bees during a picnic, been scared by an oversized spider stting in
the bathtub... or opened wondered eyes staring at a butterfly. So the Alien Empire spectator
knows what insects are, s’he knows that they do exist in the red outsde world. Therefore gheis
more likely to believe that what ghe's watching has more to do with redity than with fiction. Alien
Empireisrooted in therea world, thet isto say on the vishility of insects Thisis the starting point
to alow the spectator to documentarise the series. | see it as a necessary step to documentarise
the series. Insects as a topic functions as an anchor to redlity. The former choice of the object of
the film plays a role in its reference to redity. Silersone writes : "The plausibility of a



documentary film lies in its naturalisation, in its internal coherence and in its matching
reality to a reality which 'everyone knows." (1985:178)
And everyone knows that insects are aredity, living animas rather than diens.

The origins of the images

Not only the nature of the images ( they show insects ) but aso what the reader can infer from
thar origins, is pointing a redlity. The artefact, the means that produced the film may dso dlow
the documentarising reading. When watching a film, the spectator knows that ( in most cases) the
images shown come from the record of a camera, a technologicd arttefact that has been
manipulated by a cameraman. Might it sounds trivia, nevertheless to obtain an image of an object
through a camera, the object had to stand before the camera. "It is because we know that the
image is an imprint, a track [...] that we believe that it represents adequately this reality,
and that we are ready to eventually believe that it says the truth about it."*" (Scheeffer,
cited in Aumont, 1990:83, emphasisin the origind)

Oudart puts it in his own terms. An image, photo or filmislikely to offer to the reader an effet de
réel (real effect). According to him, "the spectator believes, not that what s’he sees is the
real itself but that s/he sees had existed, or could have existed, in the reality"* (cited in
Aumont, 1990:82, emphasisin the origind)

Both accounts recd| that the spectator has a culturally induced knowledge about the image and its
origin. This knowledge plays arole in the way she will read the film, as opposed to a written text
for ingtance. Of course, we know that an image can lie and doesn't speak for itsdf - far from it.
Y &, the aura of the filmic image is ill a component of the congtruction of the enunciator.

The spectator naturally presupposes that the images are on the screen because a camera recorded
them, through some manipulation - say, with the help of a cameraman. The reader may infer that
"the cameraman was on the spot where events took place : he saw them with his own
eyes." (Odin, 1984:269)

Some sequences of Alien Empire congruct an obvious fiction. Thus others suggest that thet the
cameraman was there and shot the images dmost by chance, and tha everything "would have
happened in the same way if the director and the camera had not been there" (Odin,
1995:217). Thisisfor ingance the case in the first sequence of Replicators. The Mayflies invason
is presented as a yearly event. "It's happening again” says the narrator. "People here dread

3 "C'est parce que nous savons que |'image photographique est une empreinte (...) que nous
croyons qu'elle représente adéquatement cette réalité, et que nous sommes préts a croire
éventudlement qudle dit laveérité sur ele”

% "|_e spectateur croit, non pas que ce quiil voit est le réd lui-méme, mais que ce quiil voit a
existé, ou a pu exister, danslerée"



this kind of day at thistime of year", he adds. This event is possble to predict. Therefore, it is
plausible that this time, a cameraman had planned to stand there in order to record it.

The filmic images are the witnesses of something that had happened ( whether this something had
been (re)created or not ). The origin of the images is part of the (cultural) congtraints that can
trigger the documentarising reading. This reading take place in a wider context where the
ingtitution enters the scene with some weigh.

Role of the institutions

As mentioned above, the operation of reading a film results from the interaction of three actants™.
One of them is the reader ; ancther one is of course the film itsalf. Findly, the third actant is the
ingtitution’. | will discuss its role now. The background production and the reception conditions
enframe the reading of the series. The inditution influences the context in which the film is sent -
and received. Itsroleis primordid.

| will fird remind that Alien Empire is a series produced by the BBC 1 (British Broadcasting
Company) that gives it some kind of state backing, so to speak. The seriesis broadcasted on a
nationa channd, it has therefore a huge rank of possible spectators™. On the top of this, the time
scheduled, 9 p.m., is definitely one that dlows a mass of people to waich, fitting in the prime time
segment. We can aso note that the Alien Empire programme has been broadcasted at |east twice
(in 1995 and in 1996).

One step ahead and we note that Alien Empire is produced by the BBC Natural History Unit,

which dready labelsit as a science program. This origin appears on the end credits as well as on
the video cover and the book. They are three sources of information that play an active role in the
congtruction of the audiovisud contract. They provide the few cues that tell us about the program,

the indtitutional background of its making and broadcasting. From the same sources we learn that
Christopher OToole is the "scientific advisor” of the series. He is a biologist, specidist of
insects for 30 years, working now a Hope Entomologica Callections a the Universty Museum in
Oxford. Findly, the end credits for each episode provide thanks to a long list of scientific
inditutions and organisations such as universties and museums. (see  gppendix  for
Replicatorsligt).(Image, p. 2)

¥ "Tout acte de lecture gpparait comme une opération mettant en oeuvre un systéme interactif a
trois actants : un film, uneinditution, un lecteur" (Odin, 1984:275)

¥ 1t would be amistake to consider that the BBC audienceis restrained to the British one. An
exampleismy own : | watched the seriesin March 1996 from Maadtricht, The Netherlands.
Beddes, as| am writing these lines Alien Empireis being diffused on the private French channd
Candl+.



The dructure of the film, the red origin of insects findly the inditutiona backing cregte a
"framework of culturd congraints' that operate on the audiovisud contract. A single one of these
indications wouldn't leed to a documentarising reading. But the interaction of them dl conditute a
network of intertwined marks that alow the reader to consider Alien Empire as a documentary.
Being a documentary on insects, the inditutiona environment is strongly supported by a scientific
backing surrounding the film making. But what appears of it within the watching of the film ? This
iswhat | want to discuss in the next section : the place of sciencein the film.



They seem to come from the World of Science Fiction...
They belong to the World of Science Fact.

(Alien Empire, Hardware)

4
The place of sciencein Alien
Empire

TheWorld of Science Fact

In my definition of Alien Empire as a documentary, or rather as a film that programmes a
documentary reading, | have consdered the role of the institution. Doing o, | chose to stick to
Odin's pergpective. He indeed gives a key role to the indtitution that frames the film. | will recall
here that in Odin's theoretica framework, the ingtitution is to be understood quite broadly. It is,
basicdly, "anything that is supposed be responsible for some aspect of the film* (Etzen,
1995:101). | will examine here what | condder to be the most influent indtitution, in the sense of
ingtitutional condraint that command a documentary reading. In last resort, in the reader's
comprehension, the main inditution respongble for the film it is pointed as science.

Of course, a bit before, the BBC 1 ( and more widdly, tevison ) is the inditution responsble a
least for the making and broadcasting of the series. These are the most obvious aspects. But the
BBC 1 as an indtitution has certainly had a determining role for many other choices, which are not
the focus of the study. | am concerned here with the redlity effect provided by the series. If the
viewer is conducted to read Alien Empire as a documentary, then she is going to believe in the
film. The role of the indtitution in this congruction iswhat | want to explain now.

The rdevant inditution to condruct a redity effect, to strengthen the belief of the reader is
presented as the scientific inditution. | listed previoudy the scientific surrounding of the making of
the film, apparent in the end credits. There we learn that Alien Empire benefits from a scientific
advisor and a research team. The making has dedt dso, in one way or some other, with
universties and museums, as testimonies the written acknowledgements from the BBC. This
information is a first sep to indicate that the indtitution possbly responsble for the serious, the
grounded-in-redlity aspect of the film can be at last, the indtitution 'science. Indeed, Alien Empire
is a documentary about insects. Due to this topic, the scientific background functions as a will of
making the spectator believing in it. Insects are issued from the outside world, but they over dl
they are living creatures, whose sysematic study is reserved to scientists - hbiologidts,
entomologists, researchers in Natura Science... All kinds of serious people. This is one of the
reasons why, when watching Alien Empire, one is more likely to believe that what s’he's watching



has more to do with Science Fact than with Science Fiction, as the narrator himself frequently
ensures

They seem to come from the World of Science Fiction...
They belong to the World of Science Fact.

This direct reference to science fact is made severd times throughout the series. It sounds like
some Hf advertisement or legitimisation. And it is both. Before | dig this point further, 1 will first
sort out what in Alien Empire come from "science fact”. For the scientific surrounding does not
soldy appear in the credits. It is part of the film itsdf, quite obvioudy sometimes. The assertion of
the narrator is supported by the materid provided to the sight and offered to the ears. The images
and the text contribute to reinforce the science-originated impression of the film, initiated by the
credits and the topic. Various images, besides the insects ones, come with no doubt from science
itsdlf. For ingtance, an animated sequence shows the inside of a caterpillar. The drawing looks like
acartoon ; neverthdess it dill shows a representation of the inner anatomy of the anima. We can
guess some vessdls, tubes and reticular structures that recall some diagram out of a biology
schoolbook. (Image, p. 5) The same impression goes for the "long molecules with a particular

shape”. This sentence is dready science connoted. It comments an image supposed to display a
schematised molecule. This image can be read as a scientificdly produced image. This reading
does not only come from the represented itsalf. The style of the image speaks for this argument as
wdll. No fancy background or fantasy colours supportsit ; it looks serious, more a graph than an
picture. Significantly enough the credits identify the source of the computerised images as being
"Science Pictures Ltd."

An other kind of serious image eventudly fill the screen. For instance, the sequence where the
narrator comments: "each egg is a microscopic survival capsule, most are smaller than a
pinhead" is obvioudy illustrated with some images issued from dectronic microscope, an
indubitable track of the scientific origin of the images.

Some way of framing insects are dso the mark of awill to show something that interests science.

When the femae moth emits a scent to attract the male, a close up shows only the last part of her
body and lingers over it. The narrator adds that the scent is "released from a gland on her

abdomen". Even if we do not perceive a thing, this precison given by the text judtifies the dose
up. We now know that what we see is the moth abdomen. And we infer thet it is spasmodicaly
shaking because she is emitting the scent.

The couple of sentences just quoted are, for their part, textuad marks of the scientific contribution
to the film. In some occasion the lines of the narrator use some biology-issued vocabulary like
"pheromones’, "molecules’, or "hormones'. The names of the insects are dso given
thoroughly. They are not the Latin names, but they il contains some entomologica precison. For
indance, in this shot is not any moth, it is a " vapourer moth”. At the end of the sequence in
Sydney's opera, when the narrator talks about the loudest insects, he list some of them. We see
none of them. But we hear their names. It renders them red, and |abelled : "double drummer

cicadas, green grosses, yellow mondays, black princes, cherry noses...".



The content of some images, the way they are a some point framed, as well as the vocabulary
and some times the gructure of the text, dl of it provides some scientific hints, some bits of
science spread in the film. But they are barely marks of science. They show that the discourse
come from the scientific one, but they do not redly provide any explanation. They do not give
definitions. They don't bring any new scientific knowledge to the spectator.

Does Alien Empire ( aim to ) teach anything ?

No didactical effects ( or so little )*

If we look closer a how the previoudy described scientific facts are displayed, it becomes soon
be apparent that they are nothing ese but marks. Some particularities in their display have the
result of a"block of the pedagogic reading".

The image from eectronic microscopy is offered to the sight, with a nice rotative effect from the
camera. But the spectator don't know what ghe sees. The definition of what is framed is not given
- nor even the same of the object enlarged. Be it the detall of an egg of a given species ( which
gpecies ?) or an aggregation of a thousand different eggs - we don't know. The fact that it is
enlarged is not explicitly sad ether ; we just know thet it is microscopic. But no scae is given.
No information about through what means and under what conditions the images have been
obtained is given. We are deprived of al contextua clues - but the aesthetic effect is a success.
The same remark gpplies for the ( rare ) numbers given to the curious spectator. "It only takes
half a dozen molecules to excite him - he could detect her a mile away". We have no way to
appreciate this information ; unless being particularly familiar with the molecular scae, we don't
redly know what it means. But it doesn't redly matter, as long as we understand thet it must be
very few. Likein the case of the "nearly four hundred millions years', the numbers are here to
provide an impresson of something extremdy big or smdl - but a any rate impressve. They are
never given within their rank of acceptability or sgnificance. They are not given as an information
but as atestimony of scientificity. The discourse of the film come the red  world of numbers, it
shines with the labdl of science.

Concerning the contents of the documentary, it is dso surprisng how far is the film from a
didactica will. Replicators for instance, the episode main object of my sudy, is tregting of the

* This judgement might sound a bit severe. The fact thet Alien Empire doesn't really teach
echoesin afilmic form B. Jurdant's theory about popularization of science. B. Jurdant sees the
popularization of science as being the source of the myths of our modern 'scientific' and
‘technological’ societies. To him, popularization of science plays an epistemologicd role for the
scientific community itsalf. For thorough details, see B. Jurdant's doctora thesis, Les problemes
théoriques de la vulgarisation scientifique, University of Strasbourg, 1973.



way insects are making more insects. But it does not take up the traditiond issue of the biology
of insects reproduction. It doesn't mention different stages in the growth, or the different way of
proceeding to lay eggs, etc. The difference issue is the problematic point in Alien Empire. The
film does't talk about the differences because it gives an universd discourse ; it is interested by
the common. The documentary never gives any rank, any referent, any scde, any limits of this
scientificdly originated facts. Limits of vdidity of the discourse ae never ever specified. The
context isput asde ; it is never possible to answer to the question : "what do | see and hear redly
aoplyto 7.

In its will to bring the discourse onto a generd level, Alien Empire is douding the issue. Alien
Empire can possibly lead the reader to a confusion, from my biologist's eyes, in between insects
as awhole and as one particular species, or one single insect representing of a given species. The
spectator is never told from which leve insects are consdered. Of course when the narrator goes
for instance "insects have only one purpose in life: to make more insects’, it has to be from a
globd level, insects as the biologicd whole. The narrator in his speech congantly switches from
the individud to reach an universd levd ( cf. his God-like features, part 2 ) - the level of science.
The narrator istalking about "this moth™ or "this wasp"”, the one on the screen a the moment he
speaks, but he then generalisesto "insects' or at least "most insects'. Quick shift, indeed - that
doesnt redly provide satisfactory conditions for the congtruction of knowledge.

Spectaclefirst

Although the entire series is filled with ‘'memories from science, such as the numbers, the images
or the words it produced, the film doesn't allow the spectator to build a coherent representation of
what the scientific discourse says about insects. At this stage one can wonder about the reasons of
such a display of science fact, deprived of it context. Indeed why using science to reach a
mideading effect concerning the information spread ?

Thetrall to follow in an atempt to explain this 'misconduct’ of the film toward scientific information
isto recdl the particular efforts visible in the mise en scéne. The whole film is not @ming to teech
but to entertain, to amaze the spectator. The microscopic images are not informative - but they
have a great aesthetic appeal. The numbers 'don't speak’ - but they impress. They render stronger

the attraction of the story. The entire series is manipulating the spectator's gaze rather than higher

cognitive gptitudes.

The strategy chosen to show insects reveds this quest for the spectacularisation. Insects have a
centrd place in the film. The fact that they are individudised truly equals to set them on the stage.

This is dso why they are designed by their name. The woolly-bear isan subject ; some grub

would be an object. The same effect comes from the sysematiic and extreme

anthropomorphisation in the insect description. The terms used to spegk of their act, for instance,

contributes to give them an actud rolein the film. A maewill challenge another ; that makes him

a hero. Insects are actors. They gain some character - they becomes characters of the film, as
showed earlier (part 2). The spectator is watching subjects, actants, and not anymore objects of a
discourse ; they are science facts, acting facts. Through the look of the spectator, the entire film is



a Soectacle. Everything participates to the spectacular, up to scientific imagery. The aesthetics is
adwaysapriority.

In Alien Empire science has a secondary interest. But it till has a crucid role. Science fact
enhance the interest of the spectacle, and at the same time science itsdlf is the spectacle. Alien
Empire truly blinds the spectator with science - literdly spesking. Despite its subjects and its
reference to science fact, Alien Empire is not aming to increase the spectators knowledge in
biologicd matter. It is again and before dl, a spectacle. This documentary performs before it
informs. However, the role of science stays centrd. It is not a way of ingructing the viewer. But
science is here part of the Strategy aming to render the spectacle attractive in a stronger sort of

way.

Science sells

Alien Empireisits own advertisement

When the narrator putsit thisway "they seem to come from the world of Science Fiction, but

they belong to the world of Science Fact", it sounds like a commercid argument a catch to the
attention of the spectator, to remind himvher that what ghe is wetching is the redity anyway. Some
short pre-views of the series have aso been broadcasted widely usng the these very types of
arguments - it was some advertisement of the series then. The science fact origin is a recurrent

argument within the series. Here is for example a variaion on this theme, from the Battleground

episode : Individual insects can't reach the size of a monster from the World of Science
Fiction. But working together, an army of ants behave like a single giant creature, a
monster from the World of Science Fact.

That insects ( the diens ) truly come from science fact is dretched as a sdling argument - like
some brand or shampoo argues that their tremendous efficiency has been scientifically proved.

In Alien Empire, science - or rather, the scientificity of the series - is a sdling algument a the
same rate than poetic language or dramatisation are. The rhetoric of the text is itsdf close to the
advertisng style. Striking formulas, a bit exaggerated, are countless. Insects are, for instance "the
original world travellers® (Voyagers). A catchy sentence like "insects have invaded every
corner of the human world, including the depth of their imagination" sounds to me as going
over thetop in alyric sort of way. Alien Empire isits own advertisement, within the seriesitsdf.

The absolute aura of a God

The main reason why Alien Empire's centrd sdlling argument is its scientificity is a way of usng
the aura of science. The aura of scienceis ( supposed to be ) big enough so that the spectator
believes in what ghe sees and hears. A fact is something known, accepted as true. A science fact
is therefore a fact coming from the dominant, accepted discourse about the representations of
redlity - a least the redlity of insects. Science fact means in the public consciousness, "absolute
truth”, dueto "the privileged status of scientific conclusions' (Hornig, 1990:12).



Thisiswhy Alien Empire can use Science (Fact) as the warrant of its truth, to Science Fiction ;
fact is opposed to fiction to dlow Alien Empire claims its status as a Science Non-Fiction film.
And the God-narrator stands for the voice of this absolute and undoubted knowledge about the
world. Like science, the narrator gives universdity to his discourse. It is a discourse that knows
about past times ( i.e. like science in geology ), about future ( i.e. like science in predictive
medicine ). The knowledge of the narrator has no space limits, no scale obstacle - like science
deem the infinitely big or small. And, like science, the narretor, an acousmétre, gains his power
from his ability to act on the world he is talking about.

The film assarts that science fact is here once and for dl, obvious track of the fixed redity out
there, telling the unique possble verson of the truth about it : the scientific one. What is
dramaticdly forgotten is the determining importance of the context in the making, the congtruction
of this truth. Scientific truth, like others versons of the truth, is a consensus. Science is a system
that works with some rules and that tries to understand the world, and some of these rules are
socid. Susan Hornig recdlsit in her article about the condruction of scientific truth in an American
TV documentary : " Scientific truth, like other versions of reality, is socially constructed; the
maintenance of our belief in its truthfulness is socially accomplished.” (1990:12)

Alien Empire is not concerned by the relaivigtic aspect of scientific truth ; to convey its own truth

the world of the series needsto lie on the everlasting myth of science. Wearing the bright stamp of

stientificty Alien Empire ars its warranty of authenticity. It damsits reference to redity, with the

ultimate credit of science fact. The public can't doubt about the redity of its origins. It is a
science-non-fiction-film, a science ‘faction' work. Be it a documentary, it is not anymore in the

Latin sense docere, to teach. The main question remains. Alien Empire is both a spectacle and a
documentary. What does it say after al through these embedded styles ?



"Now - have | built up any coherent pictures of things yet ?
No.

Nevermind, hey thisisreally exciting, so much to find about,

so much to look forward to, I'm quite dizzy with anticipation..."
(Douglas Adams, The Hitch Hiker's Guide to the Galaxy, p. 99-100)

5
What isthisworld all about ?

S0, up to now, what did | seein Alien Empire ? This televison series is a documentary about
insects, performing a spectacle at firg - this is the fun sde. | show that it had no possble
didactical effects. The use of science is merdly witnessing the serious Side. Both fun and serious,
fiction and non fiction, spectacle and documentary, Alien Empire seems to strongly resst any
atempt of defining it. Like the Horizon series ( on the same channedl ) a decade before, Alien
Empire onitsown isan entirely distinct kind of cultural work*

What are the possible consegquences and origins of its resstance to definition ?

And "how come Alien Empire is such a slippery beast 2" *" This is rather symptomatic. To
direct toward a diagnostic of the 'dippery’ symptoms | propose two axis of reflection. Alien
Empire may be a documentary on insects. But it can be seen as a discourse about us - humans.
And a second trall is taking shape when we remind that Alien Empire is dso a discourse issued
from tdlevison.

It isall about our world

A firdg hint to diagnogtic Alien Empire can be offered by deeming at it through an apparent
contradiction within it. Let us pay a bit more atention to the way the alien term is judtified by the
text. It lies a heart of the legitimisation of the whole metaphor proposed (or rather, imposed) by
the series, insects as diens. | showed earlier that the choice of insects may come from ther

% They are Silverstone's words to define Horizon, a(nother) BBC documentary (1985:167)

3" Formula borrowed from Douglas Hofstaditer : ""How come truth is such a slippery beast ?"
in hisMetamagical themas, 1985



vighility : they are part of the everyday life, and thus they are as the subject of the film areference
to redity. The text gives its own argumentation to the interest insects deserve ( 3 hours-plot
dedicated to them, prime time and on a nationd channd ). It comes from their alien sde. | will
quote once more this profession of faith from Hardware:

Because they are so tiny, the world is a very different place to insects, and they've had to
solve life's problems in a very different way than bigger animals (...) Living in a miniature
world make them as different as humans as it's possible to be. It's these differences that
make them seem so alien.

Because they are so tiny, they live in a miniature world. This reasoning shelters a paradox. If
insects are tiny, logicaly enough our world should be huge, giant to them. Kids are tiny aswell. To

them, the adultsworld is probably made of over-dimensioned tables, too high windows, and

jungle-like gardens. This is the reason why the reference from where the narrator spesks hasto be
the human world. From a human being perspective, it is indeed a miniature world. We, humans,

are truly gazing at their world. But at the same time, we are gazing a our world. A miniature has
to be the miniature of something - a bigger world. The world miniature implies a andler verson,

a reduced copy from a model. We are left with no choice : the insects world is set as being a
miniature verson of the human world.

The human world is the sandard from which the miniature insect one derives. So &fter dl, the
discourseis about nothing else but ourselves ; insects are defined by, rather than their dienity, their

likeness to humans. In some ingtances, the narrator talks about the 'human equivalent” of the
insects behaviour. The text is truly executing a trandation from their world to ours ( or is it the
other way round ?). As when the soundtrack performs some inexistent sounds - to the human
ear. In our world, it would be heard - so this sequence has to be auditively illustrated, in awill of
over-redism. The world of insects is a projection of the humans one. It appears again in the
extreme and deliberate degree of anthropomorphisation. Insects, just like us, form couples, they
mate, they give ther young "maternal care and attention™ or "the best start in live". They
even haverivdry. "Females never have time for losers' says the straight voice of the narrator

talking about male flies competing for afemde.

Findly, the use of editing techniques such as 'eyeline match' aso denotes the fact that " Referent'R
us' *. Because such a congtruction for the film makes the reader see it as a fiction film - about

human. Insects are not only characters in the sense they play but they have a status equivaent to
the human character in amotion picture. The same rules gpply. "This editing strategy is one of

the strengths of the classical narrative and especially classical Hollywood cinema (...) All of

this reinforces the illusion for each spectator that s’he is simultaneously the centre, the
source, and the unique subject of the emotions produced in the film." (Aumont, 1983, trand.

1994:234)

% For Nichals, it is adominant feature of the 80-90ies documentaries that he calls " performing
documentaries’ (1994.96)



In Alien Empire, these Hollywood techniques are extensively used - remember thet the ded is
'spectecle first'. A hard work is done so that the spectators fed like they are  "the centre, the
source, and the unique subject of the emotions produced in the film",

What can possibly be the emations of a film that displays a word view of a defensive society, a
"hostile world" which is shaped by the metaphorica structure of the film ? For thisis the world

view proposed by the series to the spectator. The audience is invited to enter the spectacle
through this door, the one of an aggressve world where war reigns. However it does so with the
caution of a certified ( by science) reference to redity. Alien Empire is condructed as a strongly
coherent fictive world, but is dill programming a documentarising reading of a domination world.

A world that can ultimately be seen as the projection of ours. The spectator is looking a itsdf.

Not to forget that the spectator which | have individudised until now doesn't exist as such. It is of
course not this abgiract entity | am manipulating as a research tool, but ultimately the society itsdlf.

Alien Empireisateevisud programme that gives the society alook on... itsdf.

The medium isthe message

This leads to my second hint in the attempt to escape from the dippery question of defining Alien
Empire. This hint is provided by televison itsaf. Three decades after MacL.uhan, we can Hill
assert than the medium is the message. The film does not tranamit any informetion. During Sx
episodes it seeks to convince, to entertain, to amuse... The viewer is gazing a a constructed,
gpectacularised world about nature, but s/he is not under standing it.

To teach something about the biology of insects might not be Alien Empire's role. But the series
makers have made a choice, giving their verson of the science verson of redity. This engages
their respongbility. The sender of a message - be it a book, a film, a speech - should try to
measure as well as possible its implications. Alien Empire is a message addressed to the mass.
This series is usng the aura of science to give the series some vauability or qudity mark. It is
possible to imagine TV saries that would adopt a ddiberate rdativigic view, and dlow its
spectators to doubt, wonder, interrogate about their system of values - having a point of view ! Of
coursg, if the sender has to shoulder a respongbility toward the context and implication of the
message, it is at shared expenses with the receiver of the same message.

Indeed, we can wonder how often does happen the "felicitous case" when the viewer realises
that what the secret thought of the sender to the viewer is: "I know you believe you
understand what you think | said, but | am not sure you release that what you heard is not
what | meant" > ?

% Eco, Can Television teach ?, 1979, p.16



Should we go as far as suggesting the ddivery of a television licence™ to mature viewers ( the
ones that can watch TV in the felicitous state described above ) ? Asadriver licence certifies our
ability to use the device 'car', a televison licence would dlow us to use the artefact ‘televison'.
Safety, respect, priorities and responsibilities rules would have to be settled. | wouldn't go that far.
But | would gladly join Eco™ to give any viewer some preventive advice :

Don't switch off your television, switch on your critical freedom.

0" | dea fredy brainstormed by Baudouin Jurdant ( personnal communication )

“! Eco, op. Cited, p.24



3
Postface

What about... insects?

In this postface | would like to shortly review what influenced my andyss. Thisis the place where
| want to dlow mysdlf to be as Hf reflexive as can be. Thisis dso the time to confess my biases
and prejudices -at least the conscious ones.

My initid motivation for teking Alien Empire as a case study for this thesis was twofold. On the
one hand, | was curious about the topic itsdf -insects- because of my former training in biology, as
| have said earlier. On the other hand my interest originated from the fact thet, as many, i an "a
person suspended from narratives' (Aumont, 1990:217). This can dso patly explan my
interest toward insects a dl. It comes from the fact that | have learnt to watch them, and to
understand their behaviour a bit better -because | recelved passonate explanations from
passionate researchers. They were telling stories, and a the time | beieved them because they
were scientific sories. The same thing happensin Alien Empire. The series is tdling us gories
about insects.

What | was wondering about, and have tried to track dong my work, is whether the story told is
believed or not, and what were the conditions that render possible such a position for the viewer.
My culture has certainly influenced my research. But as | want to believe, it can aso be seen asan
advantage. The critical review of the materid is of course triggered by the STS gpproach, which
clams, and it is a strong point, to be pluridisciplinary. As a result, the series suddenly darted to
come to life as | was writing about it. It became animated with its own will. 1t was the will |
assgned to it. | even used Alien Empire's own metgphor, and nearly got mysdf logt in a meta-
system of crossed empires. It seems that | anthropomorphised Alien Empire as much as Alien
Empire anthropomorphised insects...

Taking about insects, let us give us a bit of room here. They were one of the sarters of my
andysis. They seem to have been manipulated through the research that was precisely aming to
decongruct the way the series was manipulating them... Thisiswhy | want to give these few lines
back to them. To let my message become: watch insects!

But not onaTV screen.
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TIME SEQUENCE DURATION NB OF

(MIN:SEC) (MIN:SEC)
SHOTS

00:00

00:57 #0 Opening credits 00:57

00:57

04:38 #1 Mayflies 03:40 36

04:38

06:49 #2 Eggs (Mothsl) 02:11 15

06:49

08:14 #3 Fisherman - Start 01:25 17

08:14

11:.06 #4 Chasein aDerdict Warehouse (Moths2)  02:52 35

11:06

12:44 #5 Ultrasounds (Moths 3) 01:38 21

12:44

13:56 #6 Vibrations (Leaf Hoppers) 01:12 19

13:56

15:50 #7 Sydney 01.54 25

15:50

18:02 #3 Jewd Beetles on aBoattle 02:12 25

18:02

19:19 #9 Wadnut Hies (Rivary 1) 01:17 12

19:19

20:41 #10 Tha Beetles (Rivdry 2) 01:22 14

20:41



22:40 #11 Inside a Computer 01:59 31

22:40
26:46 #12 Parasites Insgde 03:59 30
26:39
28:05 #13 Fisherman - End 01:25 27
28:32 End Credits 00:28

- - short description
Opening credits

Panets and starsin adark background. "Alien Empire" as atitle gppears on the screen. "A
journey to theworld of insects’ folows. A satellite entersthe visud fidld. Music plays. Approach
of ablue planet, surrounded by awhite misty layer. This cloudy zone gets closer, the movement
dows down, the music stops. Going through it leads to afamiliar landscape. Start of the narrative :
"North America. The Misssspi river”. We get closer and closer, until the point of view changes
from aboveto fronta.

Segil - Mayflies

It starts with some images of alot of insects, obvioudy deed, littering ayelow truck in some
isolated side of theriver. Every shot gets closer so that we can see the amount of dark insects
immobile. They are Mayflies, and that this invasion, dread by people here, occurs once every year
: when mayflies, dive for only aday, have to mate. Shots of the surroundings aternate with shots
of masses of moving insects. We see aclose-up of an insect pouring eggsin the water. To
introduce the theme of the episode, thisfirst sequence ends by saying that every insect has, just
like these Mayflies, only one purpusein life which isto mate. "Replicators’ appears on the screen.

Seg#2 - Eqas (Mothsl)

The atmosphere cams down to introduce alonely moth. Sheis afemae left by her mde after they
mated. Sheis conscioudy laying regular rows of eggs. As agentle music starts, some computer
animated images that show us, we guess, the microcopic level of an egg and of other kinds of
eggs. We don't know exactly what it is- but it is moving and has a certain aesthetics gpped.

Seg#3 - Fisherman - Start

This sequence takes place at a fishermen shop where, on the outer window, stands a couple of
flies. The commentary says how good they are in replicating themselves. Then we areingde a
room where aman load a fridge with atray full of bate maggots. The narrator saysthet if during
this fisherman's week away, the fuses blew so that the fridge warm up, the tray of maggotsto
grow into flies and to mate. We see a sorm ; the fuse is obvioudy blowing - the light in the fridge
isoff.




Seg#4 - Chase in a Derdlict Warehouse (Moths 2)

Not al the insects are as numerous as flies are, so others have troubles finding a mate. Next
sequences (#4 to 8) will show how amae and afemale of a given species get to reach each other
to mate.

The first example is about the quest of amae moth in a derelict warehouse. She advertises hersdlf
with achemical redeased from her body but it doesn't seem so easy for the mde to find her, he's
flying dl over. We see some animated images that supposedly represent the "molecules’ some
chains of round forms, moving nicely with a soft music. At the end he findly reaches her.

Seg#5 - Ultrasounds (Moths 3)

Now in agarden, we see some other insects emitting sounds. These sequences (#5 and #6) are
based on shot/reverse shot editing technique, which go from a character to the second one (resp.
the mae and the femae trying to get in touch). First, we actudly hear repested and loud clicks -
the insects we see communicate in ultrasounds.

Seg6 - Vibrations (Leaf Hoppers)
We then see some other images of insects and hear some noise, but this time they "transmit
vibration through their legs to the plant sems'.

Seqg#7 - Sydney

Startswith aview on Sydney opera, we hear asinger. Indgde the opera, the repetition of an act is
st ; some green plants make part of the decor. But the Singer is disturbed by the noise of insects
(drummer cicadas) hidden in the plants. The assistants fail to locate them because cicadas are
"ventriloquist" - so that the Snger just gives up her work.

Segi#8 - Jewel Besetles on aBottle

Last exemple in the ways of finding a mate dedls with mae attracted by "smple good looks'. We
follow the tory of the jewel beetles. The males are atracted by the femaes because of the way
they look : orange and dimple. Exactly like... abottle of beer. We see abunch of mae jewe
beetles unsuccessfully trying to mate a bottle of beer thrown away before by atruck driver passng

by.

Seo#9 - Walnut Hies (Rivary 1)
This sequence deds with mderrivality for afemde. To avoid the combat, two mdeswanuit flies
take "each other's mesures' by touching. The bigger is considered the winner.

Se0#10 - Thai Bestles (Rivary 2)
Two Thai beetles fight for afemae, on a plant gem at dusk.

Seg#ll - Insde a Computer




We are now indgde a computer, where awasp is chasing another insect, awoolly bear. The wasp
will ging it to pardyseit, and then lay eggs on its body. The sequence dternatively shows pictures
taken from the screen of the computer : it isagame with animated insects, making funny noises.

Segitl2 - Paradites Inside

Back to a garden, we now see abig blue caterpillar eating leaves. A wasp arrives and attacksiit to
inject her eggs. We are then ingde the caterpillar : thanks to animated images, we see some
strange shapes moving around, while hearing the now familiar music. The eggs developp indde
and escape through the caterpillar ; we see many little white grubs emerging from the dead blue
caterpillar.

Segf13 - Fisherman - End

Back to the fridge in the dark room. The fisherman walks in back and gets to open the door of the
fridge. Theimages dow down. Numbers of flies come out and the fisherman drops his pipe. Still in
dow images, the fdl of the pipe ends on ajourna whose cover represents Alien Empiresgn : an
big insect shadow dominating the planet. The voice reminds us that insects are here to stay,
repeeting that they are "more insects, making more insects, making...".

Replicators: transcript of narrator's text
Opening credits

Seq #1
End of Music
Wind

North America, The Missssipi River,

It's duly, and the afternoon is ill, and very hot
People here dread thiskind of day at thistime of year
they brace themsdlves

because it's hgppening again

All afternoon they've risen out of the water
Mayfliesinvade the aity in their millions
in their billions

For the last year, they existed as grubs,
feeding in the mud & the bottom of the river
building up energy for this one day

at dusk they taketo the air



Music starts
Thisisadance of life and desth
Therés only onereason to fly : to mate
and thisisther only chance

tomorrow, they'll al be dead

They can't even eat
adult Mayflies have no mouth parts

with only enough energy to fly once and mate
they crash onto the water surface

pouring up their cargo of eggs asthey die

from thisfina act comes a stream of new life, a continuing story
unbroken for nearly four hundred million years

and in that four hundred million years
the biggest problem mayflies have faced is a recent one
Humans have built cities on thelr river

Citieswith bright lights that draw them away from the dugs??
S0 that they die without ever laying eggs

Seps
The night leaves a scene of devagtation

Music stops

Their bodies litter the roads and bridges
and clog-up machinery

Lessthan aday after they emerged from the river,
every angle mayfly is dead
they had only one reason for living, and many of them failed

it al seem s0 pointless, even tragic, but each mayfly was just an insect, being an insect, its only
purpose in life to make more insects

more

and more

and dl insects are as dedicated to this cause as mayflies

Seq #2
Thisisamoth



a least mayflies get to fly
but afemde vapourer moth doesn't even have wings
she'sjust abag of eggs

she mated once, with a passing wind male
who then flew away, leaving her to spend her whole adult life in an area no much bigger than a

postage stamp

Music starts
Mogt insects lay hundreds of eggs in the hope that afew will survive

every egg hasits own flegting moment of maternad care and attention
but once in place, the eggs are l€ft to hatch, or not, by themselves

But even though their mother is probably dead by now,
she had given them the best gart she could
each egg isamicroscopic surviva capsule

mogt are smdler than a pinhead
yet every different kind of insect egg is aunique and intricate sculpture

Vast numbers of eggs insure againgt disaster
but if it weren't for these disagters,
insect would overwhelm the planet.

Music stops
Seq #3

Fliesfor exemple breed every few weeks
if this pair was a breed and if dl their descendants survived and bred for ayear
the resulting ball of maggots would be as big asthe earth
... more than enough big for awhole nation of fishermen
but nature has away of keegping thingsin check
predators, competitors, disease
fliesdielikeflies
it's only when humans meddle with nature that they then unleash the red power of insects:
to make more insects
if afisherman say, put atray of maggotsin afridge, expecting the cold to keep them subdued until
he got back from holiday

and if, just after he left for the airport afuse blew



the fridge would warm up nicdly, and theréd be nothing to stop dl the maggots turning into
bluebottle flies

in amatter of days, each one of these will produce a thousand new maggots

an unpleasant welcome home

with such huge numbers, mayflies and bluebottle flies have no problem finding amate

but it's not that smple for every insect

Sounds
Seq #4
aderdict warehouse in North Americais ahuge, three dimensiond space
s0 how can alone silk moth hope to find amete here ?

Sk moths have been introduced from therain forest of Asa
aplacejust as big and complicated

and there, they developed a system that works however complex the surroundings

She advertises hersdf with scent, a specia chemicd, a pheromone
released from agland on her abdomen

Music starts

The scent consgts of long molecules with a particular shape
these are only recognized by this kind of moth
they fit like akey and alock into specid receptors on the mae moth's antenna

his antennae are 0 sengitive, it only takes haf a dozen molecules to excite him
he could detect her amile away

by flying upwind and tacking across the waves of scent
he movesin her generd direction

as he gets closer, the scent gets stronger

and the waves turn into a flood

she could be anywhere here

it seemslike sheis everywhere

he's overwha med
he knows he's very close
but he has to find her as best he can

Music stops
They do findly get to mate
but scent is mogt effective over long distances



a short rangesit can be confusing/
Sounds
Awhich iswhy this pockadock (polkadot) moth/

Music starts
Music lower

/in the degp south of the United States has developed a short range system as well
amae moth homesin on the female scent

she avoids any last minute confusion by switching to afiner sgnd
abeam of sound

Not that humans would recognize it as sound

the moths music is pitched severa octaves above human earing
moths hear in ultrasound

she gives him precise directions with amedley of ultrasonic clicks
as he closesin, he clicks back

the problem with broadcasting sound though,
isthat some predators can dso tunein

these brightly coloured moths are very poisonous
they don't care who else hears their broadcast

Sounds stop

but more gppertizing insects
need a secure channd

Music louder
Music stops
Sounds

Leaf hoppers aren't poisonous
so0 when they use sound
it has to be as private as a phone cdl

they tranamit vibrations through their legs to the plant gems
and the sound is received by touch

Seq #5

Seq #6



in other words, leaf hoppers hear with their feet

the males move from plant to plant
cdling and ligening for femaes of their own kind

sounds

they're not digtracted by sounds in the human world
and humans are completely unaware that their garden plants are dive with secret music

Music

Music

Seq #7

Some insects are not as shy
their songs are so amplified that humans can't fail to ear them

the world'sloudest sngerslivein audrdia

distant relatives of leaf hoppers, cicadas
Music stops

acicada angs by clicking membranesin his abdomen, back and forth
his song can be heard haf amile avay

but to a predator wanting to hunt him down
his song seems to come from a different bush
he's not only loud, he's a ventriloquist

once they get going some cicadas can sing at one hundred and twenty decibels
enough to drown out a pneumeatic drill

Music starts
Music stops

Double drummer cicadas are the loudest insects in the world

but not far behind are green grosses, yellow mondays, black princes, cherry noses and they dl live
in sydney

no wonder that in the din of summer many people move away for the season

Seq #8



Some insacts use vison to find amate
they're attracted by smple good looks

afemade jewd beetle flaunts her golden dimpled wing-casng
whichisirresdibletoamde

shes dso big, which to him, is beautiful

but in recent years, males have discovered other distractions

sounds

for amade jewd beetle, it's the smple things thet are exciting
if it's orange, and dimpled, it's just what he'slooking for

and enormous
this must be a super femde
ajewe beetle goddess
certain beer bottles have just the right colour and texture
al the malesin the area are besotted
sounds stop
the red femdes areignored
with so many maes on the bottle, the beetles were in danger of extinction

until the breweries began redesigning their bottles
hoping the maes will spend some time with their femaes

amdewanut fly dso hasasmple god inlife

he hasto lay cam to a blemish on the surface of awalnut
it's not easy, other maeswill chalenge him

every mae knowsthat afemae fly needsto lay her eggsingde the heart show

but she can only pierce the casing through a soft blemish

the male that controls the blemish will be guaranteed to vidt from afemae sooner or later
thereisno room for ariva

these two maes could just fight over it,



but the bigger one would win. So, why just don't take each other's measure, decide who is bigger,
who would lose, and avoid the intervening violence

The dispute is settled and no-one gets hurt

Seq #10

Red mdesin the insect world do resort to combat
and evolve nasty wegpons just for fighting duals

Music

Outside atemplein Thailand, deer horn stag beetles clash head on for the honour of claming a
femde

but the fight isn't just a brawl

itsaritud every bit asformd as anything ingde atemple

there are rulesto follow
the firgt to didodge his opponent is the winner

hisprizeisthe femde
and she gets to mate with the champion
femaes never have timefor losers

Music stops
sounds

Seq #11

for mogt insects, choosing the strongest mae and laying vast numbers of eggsis enough to win the
game of survivd

but some are much more inventive than that

to an insect, even a computer is just somewhere warm and safe

a carpet beetle grub or wooly-bear, lives a peaceful life, feeding on dust particles
but there is something se here aswell

thiswasp has plans for the woolybear



it can run, but it can't hide
the wasp stings the wolly-bear not to kill it, but to stun it

onceit's parayzed, she drags her il living trophy to a safe hide awvay

thiswasp is a more caring mother than most insects
she lays one egg on a helpless body and leavesit to hatch

Seq #12

wasps have turned exploitation into afine art
they nourish their young a someone else's expense

this hawkmoth caterpillar doesn't know it yet, but it's about to become a walking incubator

the female wasp hi-jacks the caterpillar
resgenceis usdess
as s00n as she find somewhere soft enough she will inject her precious eggs

the ingde of the caterpillar ismogtly liquid
50 her eggs will be cushioned and safe from the outsde world

she can leave them. the caterpillar will take care of them from now on

it gorgesitsdf, trying to stock by food reserves for the time when it becomes a moth
but the wasp eggs have hatched into grubs
and they absorb al the nourishment the caterpillar can provide

asfadt asthe caterpillar lays down fat around its gut, the wasp grubs devour it
and then, they take control

they release achemicd that imitates one of the caterpillar's own hormones
one tha gops it from beginning its transformation into amoth

instead, it kegps on egting and growing

until it turnsinto a super giant, a huge eating machine
that just manages to keep up with the ravinous appetites
of the parasitesinsde

Music starts



eventudly, whan they've taken dl they need from the caterpillar,
they release chemicasto pardyse it
and they riggle through the body wall

their firgt task in the outsde world is to spin their silken cocoons
to begin their transformation into wasps

the caterpillar will never complete its own transformation
but for one caterpillar's body, hundreds of wasps have been given life
Music stops

Insects may be small, and each individua seems vulnerable on its own
but they have one thing going for them :

Numbers
Sheer quantity

there are Smply
SO many insects

as each insect's purpose in life is to produce even more,
whatever happensto the rest of the world, insects are here to stay

there's dways been lots of insects, making more insects,
making more insects, making more insects...

MUSIC.

Seq #13 and end.



