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@® “An Authentic Ecological Nightmare: Insect Representation in the Horror-
Documentary The Hellstrom Chronicle (1971)"”
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This paper examines The Hellstrom Chronicle (Walon Green, 1971), an Oscar-
winning pseudo-documentary film about insects. Part-documentary, part-wildlife film,
part-horror genre narrative, the film reflects contemporary anxieties regarding the
growing awareness of the role of humans in environmental change. This paper
explores the ecological message of the film through historical and textual analysis.

The film’s guide and narrator is entomologist Nils Hellstrom, who is revealed to be a
fictional character played by an actor at the end, but who in the beginning introduces
himself as a man ousted from the academic world due to his eccentric views on how
insects will someday take over the world. From there, the film showcases the physical,
behavioral, and genetic characteristics of several different species of insects (as well



as some species of spiders, “a close relative of the insect”), including harvester ants,
termites, locusts, luna moths, black widows, honeybees, mayflies, and driver ants.
The insects are shot on location as well as in studio and accompanied by a constant
narration by Hellstrom, who also appears occasionally on camera to lecture us on
how these characteristics make insects superior to humans. His central thesis is that
insects will “inherit the earth” after humans have caused destruction to the
environment and ourselves. Although Hellstrom himself is a fictional character, the
film assures the audience that all statements regarding the insects are “factual” and
have been reviewed by actual entomologists, and that Hellstrom’s thesis is
synthesized from contemporary opinions.

The film received mixed reviews upon its opening, with many reviewers applauding
the microphotography and technical artistry — which earned the film the Grand Prix
de Technique at the Cannes Film Festival - but severely criticizing its content as
sensationalist, superficial, and ultimately uninspiring. For many critics, the over-the-
top characterization of Hellstrom and the scare-and-doom narrative came across as
intellectually naive and undeserving of both the intricate photography and detailed
facts about the various species of insects. Despite its sensationalism, or perhaps
because of it, the film was a box office success and went on to win Best Documentary
Feature at the 44th Academy Awards.

The film’s generic ambiguity has been a point of interest for scholars, as the film
contains elements of a documentary film, a fictional narrative film, and a wildlife film.
Although some scholars like Kristopher Woofter (“Radical diversion: Attractions
politics in the horror pseudo-documentary The Hellstrom Chronicle,” 2018) and Jan-
Christopher Horak (“Wildlife documentaries: From classical forms to reality TV,”
2006) have found positive effects of this feature, other scholars like Robin L. Murray
and Joseph K. Heumann (“Hellstrom Chronicle and Beetle Queen Conquers Tokyo:
Anthropomorphizing nature for humans,” 2014) have found issues with the film’s use
of the horror genre convention within the wildlife film context. Murray and Heumann
criticize the way the film constructs insects as monsters through the use of
anthropomorphism, which incites horror rather than empathy and feelings of
interconnection. According to the authors, the film fails to take advantage of
anthropomorphism’s potential to encourage positive responses and serve as a
conservation tool.

My study elaborates on but also departs from the above discussion of the film in
two significant ways. First, my paper focuses on the historical context in which the
film was made - namely, on the ecological and social significance of insects to the
American popular imagination in the 1960s and 1970s. Insects were on the minds of



the public with the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), whose central
thesis of the interconnectedness of all living things was based on a criticism of the
use of insecticides and the adaptability of insects to them, and the development of
research on the social behavior of animals, whose theory relied on the social
evolution of insect species like ants and bees. These developments severely
undermined the long-standing myth of the exceptionality of the human species, as
above and apart from other animals, and the effect was considerable especially given
that insects were considered by many to be ‘lower’ forms of life. The vilification of
insects in The Hellstrom Chronicle can be seen as a fear-driven reaction to such
developments in the socio-ecological discourse.

Second, I examine the ideological nature of how insects are represented in the film
and how it affects the overall ecological message. As many scholars have pointed out,
since wildlife films purport to present an objective record of animal facts and behavior,
they perform important ideological work, wherein certain socio-political formations
and beliefs about race, gender, and class are projected onto animals and normalized
(Gregg Mitman, Reel Nature, 1999; Cynthia Chris, Watching Wildlife, 2006). The
Hellstrom Chronicle draws on various problematic stereotypes supporting hegemonic
social structures to construct the insect as the Other. Insects are imagined as a
racialized and colonial Other though an emphasis on their “primitive” behavior and
militarized aggression, a sexualized Other through an emphasis on predatory female
sexual activity and reproductive importance of the Queen insect, and a communist
Other through an emphasis on their rigid social structure devoid of individuality or
compassion. These descriptions are supported by the aesthetic techniques of the
horror genre, including the use of eerie sound effects and violent visuals. The film's
projection of the oppressive hierarchy of the human world onto the insect world is not
only a problematic naturalization of the hierarchy, but also works to strengthen the
oppressive structure of the human-animal relationship. The racialized, sexualized, and
politicized Other is a naturalized Other, further emphasizing human superiority to
animals and thus justifying our violence towards them. Although Hellstrom seems to
argue that the destructive activities of humans towards the environment will only end
in destroying ourselves, the implied message is less about environmental preservation
and more about self/human preservation.

Through this study, I aim to highlight the importance of interrogating insect
representation in cinema for their potential to be enlisted in ideological projects and
for their significance in socio-ecological discourse.
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