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FOREWORD:   
It dives the deepest seas of the world. In total darkness it hunts its pray. 

On its head the circular scars tell a story of the many encounters with an 

almost unknown creature - the giant squid. It lives most of its life far 

away from shore at the open oceans. There it is seen resting in the light 

of the surface clearing its lungs and gathering oxygen for yet another 

dive into the blue abyss underneath. In its head the sperm whale carries 

the largest brain ever to have existed on earth. But what are its 

thoughts?  
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BACKGROUND: 
If I was to boil my life into three events that have led me to where I am 

now spring 2011, I know what they are. They happened in 1985 and 

1986.  

 

1. 

I was running around the kitchen table. Suddenly I stopped by the 

bookshelf. High up one book caught my eye.1 It was old and the back of 

it had almost disappeared. It had a greenish colour and it was the 

thickest book I had ever seen. I asked my mother if she would take it 

down for me to have a look at. The next minute I was browsing through 

some of the most spectacular things I had seen. Animals, flowers, trees, 

humans, weather phenomenon was what I saw. All illustrations were in 

black and white. The text was written in a typeface that I was not able to 

decipher. Very old it seemed. Having started I could not stop looking in 

the book. Though it was scary to look at some parts I continued. For 

every page turned the excitement increased. By the time I got to the 

chapter about the sea my mind was ready to dive into it. My heart was 

beating fast. I did not dare to go further but somehow I had to. I was 

surprised. Everything I looked at started moving. Waves were splashing 

out of the book. Tentacles of a giant squid were agitating in the surface. I 

could not believe what I saw. It was so real. The sea was alive and filled 

with wonder. I sat with the book for several hours just looking and 

building up stories from what I saw. This was the beginning of my fears 

and fascinations for the sea.  

 

                                                
1 Henry Davenport Northrop, Earth Sea and Sky or Marvels of the Universe, 
Lyceum Publishing Co. 1892. 
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2. 

My parents were looking at the news. I ran past the screen, towards the 

garden, stopping in my socks. A man was hanging high up above 

Kongens Nytorv in Copenhagen wearing nothing but the hooks that 

penetrated his skin and held him hanging. He was naked. I had never 

seen a naked man before. He was pulled down by gravity turning his 

back into something that looked like a hedgehog. I did not understand 

what he was doing up there between seagulls in Copenhagen. I asked my 

parents what it was. Their answer: Art. I thought that it was strange. For 

all I knew art was paintings and drawings. I looked at them, then again 

at the screen. I ran out in the garden to look for my sister to play with. 

Later by coincidence I found out that his name was Stelarc and his ways 

of working was his own method of doing scientific research on the 

human body. He had the laugh of a mad professor. This was in 

Stockholm twenty years after my first meeting with modern art. 2  

 

3. 

The first time I heard Jacques Yves Cousteau’s voice it was coming from 

the television. It was a strange crispy voice. It sounded almost like a 

catholic priest. I did not understand what he was saying since he spoke 

in a foreign language. I sat down in front of the screen and started 

looking at something that would change my life forever. It took a while 

for me to understand that the footage in the film was under water. I did 

not think that was possible. I was haunted by a notorious hydrophobia 

and seeing this did not cure it. The colours were faded and parts were 

very dark making it difficult to distinguish what I actually was looking 

                                                
2

 21. of June 2006 Stelarc was in Stockholm at Tekniska Museet to give a lecture 
about his work. At that time he was working on growing a functioning human ear on 
the arm. It is, from what I have heard, not working yet. 
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at. Slowly I saw the contours of large fish, sharks and humans swimming 

beside them. I thought to myself that this was the certain death. I could 

not look but then again I had had to. The rest of the film I saw with my 

face covered in my hands. Still I look at nature films with the same 

excitement.3 

 

These three to me very important occurrences happened during two 

years in my early childhood but it was not until later that I understood 

their impact.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3 Jacques Yves Cousteau, Le Monde du Silence, FR, 1955. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
In the last six years my artistic projects have involved the sea. I have 

been trying to grasp and explore the sea in different ways.  

 

In the summer of 2005 I sat out on an expedition to explore the seas and 

sounds bordering the Danish coasts: Kattegat, Lillebælt, Nordsøen, 

Skagerak, Storebælt, Vadehavet, Vesterhavet, Øresund and Østersøen. 

It was called Expedition Oceanography and it was an attempt to understand 

the sea holistically. For two weeks I travelled along the coasts in a little 

car to gather information about each sea. The samples I took were: 

water, sound, found objects, sand, salt, underwater monochrome 

photographs, photographs of the horizon and documentation 

photographs. At each sea I made a logbook about my investigations. 

During the expedition I used certain expedition aesthetics inspired by 

the film The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou.4 All of the material 

collected and the information gathered was presented in an installation 

that functioned as a scientific working station. The audience was 

welcome to use the objects in the exhibition.  

 

Later on in 2008 I worked with the sea as a book: Ocean - Narrations from 

the Sea, a project that evolved around the old book Earth, Sea and Sky I 

mentioned in the beginning of the text. By making this artist’s book I 

wanted to create a paraphrase on this old book trying to present the 

wonders of the sea in present time. I had no boundaries for the book it 

could contain all subject matter concerning the sea. The final 

presentation of the book was in a small installation consisting of two 

boxlike bookshelves: the first contained my personal library of books 

                                                
4 Wes Anderson, The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou, US, 2004. 
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about the sea including my own Ocean - Narrations from the Sea. The 

second was a tilted bookshelf containing a little cabinet of curiosities 

consisting of my collection of objects connected to the sea. 

 

Most recently, this spring 2011, I did an exploration into the deep sea 

living squid. In this project I researched different squid species. Mostly I 

was trying to capture their way of living and the different techniques and 

tactics they use in order to survive. They are extremely well adapted to 

their living environment, which is probably one of the most 

extraordinary aspects of these animals. My goal was to demonstrate their 

adaptation skills in different experiments. I worked with ink, water, 

paper and glue. Later in the process these trials became two videos, 

processed photographs, texts and objects. Conclusively I showed the 

material in one installation where the pieces were brought together and 

created a collective narration about the squid called In the Mysterious 

Depths of the Ocean.5    

 

This year my main study subject has been physeter catodon - the sperm 

whale, the largest toothed whale and biggest mammal carnivore of the 

world.6 What at first attracted me to this particular whale species were 

                                                
5 The title is from Earth, Sea and Sky, p. 600. 
6 The sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) is a marine mammal species, order 
cetacea. It is a toothed whale (odontoceti) and it is the biggest whale of that group. 
It has the largest brain of any modern or extinct animal, weighing on average about 
8 kilograms. Its name comes from the white waxy substance, spermaceti, found in 
the head of the whale, due to its resemblance to semen. A bull can grow up to 20.5 
metres long. It is the largest living toothed animal. The head can take up to one 
third of the animal's length. The sperm whale feeds on squid and fish, diving as 
deep as 3 kilometres, which makes it the deepest diving mammal. Its diet includes 
giant squid and colossal squid. The sperm whale has few natural predators, since 
few are strong enough to successfully attack a healthy adult. Orcas are known to 
attack groups and kill calves, but the females cooperate to protect their young.  
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the riddles concerning its physiology and the narrative connected to it. 

This was the starting point of my investigation and the beginning of my 

project. Later in the process I found out that my way of working with 

the project was very much associated with spectatorship. This made the 

perception of the sperm whale the main focus in my project.  

 

Over time different ways of seeing the sperm whale have changed for 

instance the perception of its physiology and mans attitude towards the 

whale. I am interested in why. Has it to do with the whale? Has it 

something to do with human development? Is it basic changes in 

technology?  

 

Subsequently this is what I have been investigating and in this text I will 

try to make clear the different ways humans have perceived and 

represented the sperm whale through time by looking at the methods 

and technology used to produce these representations. What are the 

reasons that we have the perception of the sperm whale that we have 

today? 
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METHODOLOGIES: 
My works always start where my own interests are. It is like an itch on 

my back I cannot scratch. It is there - itching and it wont go away until I 

have done something about it. I work with art primarily for my own 

sake. If I did not all my works would be uninteresting and without 

nerve. My own standards are the ones I have to follow. This liberates 

me. Working with my projects I am like the whale described in the title 

of my project: I am freed up by gravity and have the possibility to grow 

indefinitely large. I allow my projects to swallow up, to become big and 

ungraspable. Narrowing down a project is usually a good method 

depending on where in the process I am but I am careful about that. I 

am happy about following the projects own direction.  

 

I always search for material. To me material is general inspiration like 

books, texts, images and video clips for instance. In my works I 

frequently work with appropriate material primarily from books and the 

internet. The challenge lies in how I use this material in my own 

practice. When I choose to use borrowed material it is because it is 

capable of showing something that I am not able to produce myself or 

that the information presented is impossible to access otherwise. In the 

exhibition about deep sea squid, mentioned above, the borrowed 

material I used was of great help since very few people have actually 

been in the deep see. Mostly I process the material in some way and 

making it my own.  

 

The fundament of my works and also the centre of my master project are 

books. The book is for me a magnificent form to work with. The 

possibility that lies in this often rectangular shape is somewhat 

remarkable. What on the surface seems plain, simple and minimal can 
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contain the whole world or maybe the whole mind of a person. I make 

books as part of my practice. I find it good to know that I can make a 

book all the way from writing to bookshelf. It gives me a grip on my 

material that I would not have had otherwise. The artist’s books I make 

are often a way of expressing the projects I am working on. The book is 

one way of working with a project and the installation is another. 

Several of my works exist in both book form and art piece. For me it 

works very well to combine the reflecting process of writing with a more 

practical one like producing books, films and installations. 

 

In my works I work with artist’s books, photography, text and video. 

Usually the outcome of my projects, when presented in exhibitions, are 

installations. I think it has to do with the fact that I almost never work 

with one media at a time. My projects are always a mixture of different 

ways to express the subject. When working with text it is however 

slightly different. For me writing requires another type of concentration 

but I still mix writing with other ways of expression. Most of my time I 

spend writing, reading and thinking. During these periods I also make 

experiments of the more practical kind: printing photographs, binding 

booklets, making posters and so on. In order to move forward I need to 

alternate between methods. 

 

When I work with installations I often think of how I can invite people 

to take part of what I do in the best possible way? There is more than 

one solution to this question and those I will try out in order to figure 

out what works and why it works. Some challenges are: How can I make 

people want to sit down? How can I make them actually look inside the 

books? And how can I make people read? Often the solutions are simple 
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gestures that do not frighten the spectator. Although, to know what 

works is not easy until the piece has met an actual audience.  
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EXHIBITING THE PROJECT: 
The exhibition is placed in the archive, which is in the basement of the 

Konstfack Library. The project is called When not Bound by Gravity it is 

Possible to Grow Almost Indefinitely Large.7 The centre of the piece will be a 

big table. On and around the table in the room there will be other 

objects and pieces connected to the theme of the project. On the table 

there will be my various artist’s books about the sperm whale and its 

world. The books will each present different aspects about whale. They 

will be available for people to read and browse through. There will be 

chairs placed around the table making it possible to sit down for a longer 

time and white glows for handling the books will be provided. Each 

book will have a certain characteristic; one a flipbook, another a map 

book and yet another a plain and simple textbook. The books, amongst 

other things, play with the size of the sperm whale and here the table will 

come into use. The table will follow the sizes of the foldable books 

making it possible to fill an area of the table with part of a whale 1:1 or 

the full length of a colossal squids tentacle. From the table a very 

discreet sound will float out into the exhibition space. It is the sound of a 

sperm whale.8 On a wall in the room there will be a projection of black 

ink floating out in a mass of water. It is a loop dominated by black, the 

colour making the projection almost disappear on the wall. This piece is 

called: Colouring the Whales World. Scattered around in the room there 

will be presentations of other investigations of the sperm whale. These 

                                                
7 The title is a rewritten quote by Richard Dawkins said in the television series 
Inside Natures Giants (Whale). Channel 4, Inside Natures Giants, UK, 2009. 
8 The sperm whale does not sound like singing whales. The humpback whale for 
instance has many times been used in new age contexts. The long singing tones are 
in contrast to the sperm whales short clicking sounds, which are loud but still very 
discreet.  
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objects might not be so visible for the spectator, but rather subtle 

interventions.  

 

The reason why I have chosen to show my project in this way is because 

that this type of presentation represents my way of looking at the sperm 

whale. It is a great mass of information but it is fragmented into smaller 

pieces that the spectator is invited to take part of and individually put 

together.  

 

What is important for me to state in this text is that my work is not the 

work of a scientist. I use different methods borrowed from science but 

the result of my tests cannot be looked upon as science. It is however the 

investigations of an artist working in a scientific way with her art.  

 

The table that will be the centrepiece of the exhibition is a form I chose 

because it is rooted in the scientific way of working. It is a place that 

calls for focus and concentration. The table is a place for the thinker to 

sit down at, it is a place to desiccate dead animals, it is a place to write, it 

is a place to come up with new ideas, it is a place to look at tiny objects 

through a microscope, it is a place to look at a whale. Darwin had his 

table, Newton had his table and now Haurum has her table.  

 

All in all the whole presentation of the project resembles the sea. The 

viewers will walk down stairs, under the surface, to the exhibition space. 

There the table will function as a whale floating in the middle of the 

room. The film and objects in the room will function as a kind of 

seascape for the exhibition. They raise another awareness of the room. 

Around in the space or sea it is filled with various stories all connected to 

the whale.  
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CONTEXTUALISATION: 
For more than two thousand years thinkers and scientists has searched 

the seas in order to find the answers of life’s great questions. And for 

even longer man has been drawn to the sea and its wonders. The sea 

possesses a primordial force that is still today not tameable.  

 

Aristotle is an early example. He stated that the sea was warmer and 

contained more salt at the surface than the deeper seas, which is still 

looked upon as correct for most parts of the world seas. Not only did he 

speculate but he also did research in the Aegean Sea where he 

categorised many different species.9    

 

In this section I will talk about artists who have worked with the sea and 

how my work is related to them. I will look at differences and similarities 

in working with the sea and the question: why use the sea as a subject? 

 

My first meeting with art that evolved around the sea was the Skagen 

painters. I grew up 40 kilometres from where they used to work and had 

their motives. I have always felt a connection to that region. The 

geographical space of Skagen is very spectacular where the two seas: the 

North Sea and Kattegat meet, at the top of Denmark. It is like two 

different temperaments: one angry - one mild. Even the lights are 

different there. It is a space in constant change. Land, sea and weather 

are so evident and they are the forces that sculpt the area. It was at the 

Skagen Museum I saw their paintings for the first time. In the paintings 

I saw the history of my own native soil and a realism that for me was 

unexpected. What appealed to me were not the idyllic Anna Ancher 

                                                
9 Hans Pettersson, Havdybets Gåder, Schønbergske, 1956. 
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paintings of ladies strolling down the beach but the Michael Ancher 

paintings of a dead fisherman or the fishermen’s struggle at sea. They 

told a story that to me was intriguing and relevant because I somehow I 

could see myself in them. And why is that? I think it has to do with 

sympathy. In the lady pictures there was a feeling of high society and 

intrigue. That did not really interest me. No one in my family was a 

fisher but when I looked at the persons in the paintings struggling with 

the nets I was a fisher. I was there in the boat with them - feeling the 

wind, waves and rain.  

 

Later on my own interest for the sea started growing. It was mainly 

animals that attracted me but with time the sea as a mass invaded my 

thoughts. It was not until the end of my first year at Konstfack that I 

realized that the sea always had been a part of what I do. No matter 

what I have done I have at some point turned to the sea. I believe it has 

to do with my own curiosity and determination to find answers to why I 

am here. I suppose the answer lies in the sea.  

 

I have two examples on contemporary artists working with the sea in 

different ways: one being Mark Dion and the other being Bas Jan Ader.  

 

Mark Dion works in most of his projects with scientific methods. Me, 

being an artist, would say that he is a scientist showing his results in an 

artistic way. A scientist might disagree. Nevertheless he has a great 

knowledge about research and science making him incredibly good at 

presenting his material in a way that combines the two: art and science, 

without confusing the audience. What he presents is without doubt art 
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but how he works with his projects is as a scientist.10 In 1996 Dion 

presented a collaboration piece with Stephan Dillemuth about the North 

Sea and the Baltic sea called A Tale of two Seas: An Account of Stephan 

Dillemuth’s and Mark Dion’s Journey Along the Shores of the North Sea and 

Baltic Sea and What They Found There. They walked along some of the 

coasts bordering the North Sea and Baltic Sea and on their journey they 

gathered objects both natural and manmade. In the end the material was 

presented as a collection in cabinets. The project became a cabinet of the 

North Sea and Baltic Sea.  

 

Bas Jan Ader’s way of working with the sea is based on a more poetical 

aspects of the subject matter. His projects are not practical in the same 

direct way as of Dion’s works. The project In Search of the Miraculous 

from 1975 is divided into two parts: a symphony and a voyage across the 

Atlantic Sea, which eventually became the death of Ader.11 Ader had a 

sensibility in his works that allowed his own personality to come through 

and be a visual part of his artworks perhaps not so strange since he 

worked a lot with performances and videos. His way of investigating the 

sea was not scientifically but emotionally based. The journey in his piece 

came closer to a mental voyage across the sea alone in a boat. 

 

In my way of working with the sea I relate to both Dion’s and Ader’s 

works. I am somewhere in between their two ways of working. I use 

both the poetical and practical parts in my work. Sometimes they work 

                                                
10 Lisa Graziose Corrin, Miwon Kwon, Norman Bryson, Mark Dion, Phaidon Press 
Limited, 1997. 
11 Only three weeks into the voyage the radio contact broke of. Ader was lost. Ten 
months later the boat was found floating some 150 miles from the coast of Ireland. 
Many theories about this mysterious disappearance were made but no one has seen 
him since.   
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together other times I separate them depending on the characteristic of 

the project. The two ways opens up for separate qualities. When 

working poetically I relate to whatever I am working on more freely. My 

own fantasy is let free. When working practically I am stricter and 

perhaps more true to fact. I try to show things as they are in their true 

way if that even exist. I tell a story that is already amazing from the way 

nature has made it. By working in my two practices, text and visual art, I 

have the possibility to work in between medias. 

 

So why use the sea as a subject? To find the answer of that I think we 

need to go back to the beginning of this chapter and also the beginning 

of time. Life began in the sea. It is where we come from. Could it be that 

simple? The fact that man can never tame the sea makes it an image of 

something very real and authentic - something unchanged. It is an image 

of a dream - the opportunity of total freedom. The seas riddles are still 

not unravelled. These white spots at the map attract scientists, thinkers 

and artists. They are white spaces of possibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

24 



 25 

MY VISUAL WORKING MATERIAL:  

When looking at whales there is something extraordinary about the 

sperm whale. Its features are very distinct: it has a squarely shaped 

body, almost a third of its body is the head, the reminder part of the 

body is wrinkled, it has teeth in the lower jaw and not baleen plates in 

its upper jaw. Compared with the other large whales the sperm whale 

does not resemble any of them. It is possible that the fact that it is not 

similar to other whales makes it easier to distinguish and therefore also 

to remember.  

 

The image that appears in my mind when thinking of or hearing the 

word whale, is the sperm whale. More precisely it is the silhouette of the 

sperm whale. It is nearly a pictogram. It is so unique the shape of it this 

primitive living submarine and it is exactly the opposite of what my 

body is. A big compact mass able to withhold the pressure of water form 

kilometres above it. To me the sperm whale, is the notion of the whale. 

It represents something bigger than just an animal - it is a 

representation of life.12 

 

PROCESS 
In the material I have collected and worked with there are: drawings, 

engravings, paintings, black and white photography, colour 

                                                
12 Peter Cornell, Saker - om tings synlighet, Gidlunds, 1993. In Cornell’s Saker - om 
tings synlighet, he writes about the notion of things. He brings an example of the 
wristwatch to life p. 18-19. Some things become images when heard as words. The 
image that comes to mind when hearing the word wristwatch is a simple watch - 
black numbers, a white clock dial and a name on it. There are many other objects 
that have the same visual value. When thinking about a chair four legs, a seat and a 
backrest comes to mind. What Cornell explains happens to me when hearing the 
word whale.   
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photography, underwater photography and underwater video stills. The 

way I have worked with these found images was by creating a timeline 

of the sperm whale. I started out collecting images form old books, new 

books, internet and videos from the internet. I began looking at the 

images, analysing them and trying to see connections between them. 

After a while I realized that many of the images existed in an old and 

new version, hereby I mean that the motives presented were the same. 

Therefore I broke up the linear timeline in favour of a timeline based on 

dichotomy, showing the old and new version together. This highlights 

how we have presented and perceived the sperm whale over time. The 

development that has happened becomes obvious. 

 

IMAGINATION 
In the visual material I have worked with I have seen some tendencies 

in the relation between imagination and how to represent the sperm 

whale. When man started exploring the sea few people got the chance to 

take part in these expeditions. Therefore it served the public interest to 

hear about the voyages. The people who were onboard the ships had 

seen things never seen before and it was important to recount their 

experiences and show illustrations of what they had encountered.  

 

Here the first challenges appeared: How to draw an animal that has 

never been seen by man before? How is it possible to draw an animal 

when only seeing a short glimpse or a little part of it? And how can an 

image be made by a person who has never seen the animal only heard 

about it from the experience of others? The answer would be: One 

draws what one thinks one saw or one draws what one have been told. 
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The sperm whale as an example of this: When people first saw it at the 

oceans, they saw it breathing at the surface. Most of the whale was then 

covered by water. Only the back of it was visible and when diving also 

the tale. They could possibly have seen the wrinkled skin and maybe a 

jump out of the water but that rarely happens. It would be likely to get 

an approximate idea about an animals size from just a short glimpse of it 

but not easy getting a entire image of it. The outcome of a drawing 

based on the information mentioned would be a drawing of what looks 

like a tree trunk drifting at the surface and maybe a cloud of air hanging 

above it. Perhaps not so exciting to look at. But if imagining what was 

under the surface the image would be very different. Think about the 

wrinkled body and the shear size of it. An illustration based on that has 

the potential of generating curiosity.  

 

It was not unusual that artists who composed the representations had 

never seen the motives themselves. They created the images from the 

descriptions they got from the crew onboard the ships sometimes adding 

parts to make it more exciting and alive. The goal and importance of the 

reconstructions of the images of the sperm whale was not only to make a 

realistic representation of it but also to make a representation that 

would create a curiosity and narration around it. Certainly there were 

representations made that had a scientific angle to the process and they 

generally were more true to the subject. Still it was hard to always get it 

right.  

 

DRAMA 
Another crucial aspect that came up when working with this project, 

possibly one of the absolute main difference in the images of sperm 

whales from the past compared to present time, is the drama imbedded 
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in the illustrations. In the material from early times all illustrations are 

filled with drama: the sperm whale looks evil, it has horns, its teeth are 

extremely big, it is attacking a boat and its back is covered with 

harpoons. These are just some examples. This is connected to what I 

mentioned above about the imaginative parts filled in or added to the 

images and the fact that the unknown is often more dramatic and 

intriguing than the well known. Also exaggeration has contributed to 

heightening the dramaticly levels.13 It is simple to exaggerate in order to 

make people understand the danger this animal was thought to be 

evidence for.  

 

The human fear of natural forces are extremely evident in most of these 

representations. Perhaps not so strange since they are all man made. It 

is for instance the illustrator that has decided that the eyebrows, which 

the sperm whale has not got, are facing down towards the front of the 

head making it look angry. If this is compared to the more simple 

drawings from the logbooks of seamen other image emerge. In these 

small illustrations, often made in the margin of the logbooks, the sperm 

whale is minimal in shape showing only its most important parts: head, 

body and tale. No expressions are given to the whale. They often made 

tactile variations in the drawings almost like codes making it possible for 

them to keep track of the whales they hunted. The main difference 

between these two ways of expressions were that one was made for 

education and hereby using it for the public and the other was made for 

                                                
13 Earth, Sea and Sky or Marvels of the Universe really is a great example on that 
and in fact several of the subjects discussed in this text. It balances between genres. 
The book includes both text and images. The texts consist of poems, eyewitness 
accounts and scientific texts. The images are showing the world and altogether it is a 
strange mix that claims to be dramatic, entertaining and highly informative at the 
same time. 
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personal work. Despite the simplicity the logbook drawings possess 

something genuine and sincere. It made them very real and believable 

and even more authentic to look at than the detailed representations. 

When professionals made the engravings they looked perfect with many 

details and so on but the seamen’s drawings were more precise. Still 

when thinking about the fact that the artists who made these 

illustrations rarely had seen the animals themselves, it is not difficult to 

imagine the misunderstandings between the eyewitness and the creator 

that could occur resulting in the animal not being presented correctly. 

So the imaginative skills by the creator had to be good. They could not 

make a print that only consisted of parts of a head and the rest being a 

blank paper. They had to fill out the paper.  

 

Turning towards the history of narration in connection to the sperm 

whale it has played a bigger part than its relatives. The novel Moby Dick 

is an example of that.14 The reader is presented to a tremendous white 

and angry male sperm whale. A monster from the sea. The whole novel 

is a battle: man versus nature. Ahab the captain of the ship wanting to 

hunt down the whale. Another example of the sperm whales presence is 

said to be the Leviathan of the bible and the whale that swallowed 

Jonah.15 The intense whale hunt taking pace in the 19th and 20th century 

also contributed to a lot of stories about attacking sperm whales and 

men being swallowed alive. All good stories from which a dramatic 

narration was easy to create.  

                                                
14 Herman Melville, Moby Dick - The Whale, Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1851. 
15 The Old Testament, The Book of Job, chapter 41:1-34, (Leviathan). 
      The Old Testament, Book of Jonah, chapter 1-4, (Jonah). 
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Today we do not need to exaggerate in the same ways to create drama 

and get our arguments through. The drama is still seen today but is 

different. It is not visual in the same imaginative way. All the different 

medias that have emerged open up for other ways of capturing the 

sperm whale: seeing a sperm whale stealing fish from fishermen’s fishing 

lines in Alaska, seeing a stranded sperm whale explode at the coast of 

Denmark, seeing a sperm whale investigate an ROV repairing an oil rig 

in the Atlantic.16 The way it is possible to look at the sperm whale now 

has moved closer physically to the whale. The sperm whale is no longer 

a distant animal at sea, it is on the internet stealing fish. Much more 

accessible for everyone to see.  

 

The still images from underwater video that are found in the material I 

have worked with have something mysterious about them. I believe it 

has to do with authenticity. The fact that the whales are in deeper water 

diminish the quality of the footage. Deep see footage often has a very 

authentic look. Also the fact that the whales do not see the divers 

filming or taking the pictures of them, which they usually do when 

filmed or photographed under water, plays a part. This makes them 

unaware and maybe it shows their true deep see living. 

 

Today there is also a silent drama going on around the sperm whale. 

Scientists continue to find out more about it. Research that have an 

                                                
16 1.Sperm whale stealing fish: http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2009/05/ 
090527-sperm-whale-stealing.html  
      2.Sperm Whale exploding: http://www.dailymotion. com/video/x9bxz4_strande 
d-sperm-whale-explodes_animals  
      3.Sperm whale meets ROV: http://www.youtube. com/watch?v=IWNP4Nb9WfM  
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impact on a global scale, such as what happens to the sperm whale’s 

food? The squids are very vulnerable to climate changes. They seek into 

shallower sea since their feeding grounds have moved. The sperm 

whales cannot follow as they do not live in the shallows which turns this 

into a serious problem. It is a drama told mostly in words rather than 

pictures so one could argue that it makes it less obvious for people.  

 

MISINTERPRETATIONS 
All the physical misinterpretations that are represented over time, in the 

visual material of the sperm whale that I have worked with, are obvious 

confirmations that changes has happened in the way we perceive the 

sperm whale. The whale has not changed but our way of looking at 

nature has changed. Technical progress and another awareness of 

nature has made it possible to come closer to the sperm whale.  

 

One of the fist images I found, when starting this process, was of a 

sperm whale climbing up a boat. The first strange thing about that is the 

fact that the sperm whale has not got limbs to climb with. The second 

strange thing about that image was that it did not at all look like a sperm 

whale. The creature in the image resembled a hedgehog and had hooves. 

How that creature turned out to be a sperm whale is still a mystery to 

me.  

 

A more typical misinterpretation is the blowhole. In several pictures I 

have come across sperm whales that are pictured with two blowholes. 

Sperm whales only have one. All toothed whales do. It is one of the 

sperm whales distinct features, since it has an s-shape blowhole. It 

makes the blow of air come out in 45-degree angle and not straight up 

like baleen whales. Nevertheless two blowholes makes it look more 
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monstrous and maybe more exciting and dramatic to look at. The 

blowhole is also often misplaced in the middle at the top of the head or 

far back at the head.  

 

Another common misinterpretation is the jaw region. For instance that 

the mouth is wide, that the corners of its mouth turn upwards and that it 

has teeth in the upper jaw. The last one is actually possible but it is rare 

and maybe that is why it should be depicted? In some cases the sperm 

whale is illustrated with legs. It is actually also possible that some 

whales are born with hind legs since they use to have legs, it is called 

atavism, but it is extremely rare. The position of the fins is yet another 

part of the sperm whale that have been interpreted wrongly. They are 

sometimes pictured as if they were ears.  

 

SCIENCE 
In the 1940’s something very important took place. For the first time the 

underwater sea became accessible for people and with that the 

possibility of showing whales in their live habitat was brought to life. 

Two persons that played a big part in that transmission were Jacques-

Yves Cousteau and Hans Hass.17 They helped giving people new eyes to 

look at the oceans with. What was so special about these explores was 

that they for the first time went under the surface of the sea and showed 

the planet from another angle. Showing all the wonders and mysteries 

in the oceans never seen in their live habitat before. The representations 

                                                
17 Jacques Yves Cousteau: naval officer, explorer, ecologist, filmmaker, innovator, 
scientist, photographer, author and researcher who studied the sea and all forms of 
life in water. He co-developed the aqua-lung, pioneered marine conservation. 
     Hans Hass: diving pioneer and mainly known for his documentaries about sharks, 
the energon theory, and his commitment, later in life, to the protection of the 
environment.  
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that before were dramatic, hectic and a bit scary now became living and 

innovative images. People all of a sudden saw these moving images on 

their TV-screens. The sea that for many people had been so distant 

suddenly was right there in their living room.  

 

With Cousteau and Hass the sea had a golden age of people’s interest 

starting in the 1940ties going up until the 60ties when travelling into 

space took the place of sea.18 After that period the intense focus faded 

but the ocean still has the interest of scientists, photographers and some 

everyday people. The science fiction author Arthur C. Clarke stated: 

‘we know less about the deep see than we know about the moon.’ With 

that in mind there is still a lot to find out.  

 

The change from seeing the whale as business and money to seeing it as 

extremely important part of our ecosystem also happened around that 

time.19 The sperm whales went from being perceived as monsters of the 

sea to being intelligent fellow creatures.20 The newest pictures I have in 

my material show recent knowledge about the sperm whale filmed from 

cameras that are placed in the oceans to find out how they are able to 

take fish form fishermen’s fishing lines I Alaska. This is an example of 

                                                
18 It was not only the moving image the two pioneers stood for. Both Hass and 
Cousteau published a number of books, Ich fotografierte in den 7 Meeren and The 
Silent World being the once that truly got people’s attention for the sea to a rise. 
19 John Berger, About Looking, Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2009. In the essay 
Why Look at Animals? Berger describes man’s relation to animals. He explains how 
man on many levels has moved away from animals and he describes how the 
relation has been cut, from being familiar to being strange. That is indeed true but I 
believe that in the case of the sperm whale or whales in general the scene is in some 
cases different. 
20 Carl Sagan, The Cosmic Connection, Doubleday, 1973. Sagan writes among other 
topics in The Cosmic Connection about the possibility of extraterrestrial intelligence. 
He uses the whale as an example on how we on earth live beside an animal that 
probably outgrows our intelligence and may resemble extraterrestrial intelligence. 
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an experiment where scientists and fishermen have started a 

collaboration. The fishermen being interested in solving the problem 

with the whales and the scientist’s interest in finding out more about the 

sperm whale.  

 

PERCEPTION 
But what is it we see today? There is an overall consensus about what 

the greater perspectives in nature are. Surely humans have different 

opinions, but there are some general perspectives that we for most part 

agree about. The consensus about how we perceive the world changes 

over time but often in small steps, therefore it is seldom that we 

experience the change or see it. Cases where the change is obvious is 

when evidence is shown. For example the existence of the colossal squid 

was questioned until a couple of years ago when a specimen was caught. 

Evidence is one of the keys to changing the perception of nature or 

certain species fast.  
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CONCLUSION: 
There are a number of layers in the perception of the sperm whale that 

have changed through time:  The techniques used to produce the images 

have become more able to show a realistic outcome and thereby the 

misinterpretations that used to appear are now gone. The flaws of today 

will occur and probably become clear in the future. The drama that 

earlier was a big part of the illustrations is not present in the same way 

today. The imaginative part of creating the images has disappeared in 

most genres of picturing the whale. The attitude towards the sperm 

whale has changed from being a wild and grotesque creature that was 

hunted for the money to an intelligent fellow being. Yet that does not 

mean its future is safe.  

 

In this material it is unmistakable that there is an ongoing 

transformation. Right now these changes are evolving around us but 

they are easiest seen when looking back in time. In a hundred years 

hopefully the sperm whale is still around to help man see the world. 
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EPILOGUE: 
I have in this text worked mainly with the visual image of the sperm 

whale but fact is that nowadays there are many ways of getting an 

image of the whale. Scientists use many different techniques to create 

those images of the sperm whale. They record the sound of it to know 

more about how it communicates. They try to put transmitters on it to 

detect its routes in the sea and record the depth of its dives. They collect 

skin samples to make a DNA catalogue. And there are of course many 

other methods but all are a way of getting a clearer image of the life of 

the sperm whale.  

 

While working with this project I have encountered questions 

connected to what I do. Some questions I would like to continue 

working on and develop are. 

 

1. 

What have we gained and lost in the process of trying to capture the 

essence of the sperm whale? 

2. 

Which are the present ways of representing the sperm whale? 

3. 

How is our way of looking at the world today going to be obsolete in the 

future?  

4. 

What facts from today will be fiction in a hundred years?  

 

This I will investigate further on in the process with my project. 
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AFTERWORD: 
It dives…slowly…and it is gone. Leaving only a velvet smooth circle on 

the surface. An immense grey body now swims to the bottom of the sea. 

Almost one third of that body is head. It is likely that when not bound 

by gravity it is possible to grow almost indefinitely large and develop 

into a nearly mythical creature. Freed from gravity and freed from land. 

Able to withhold the enormous pressure from the surrounding water 

masses and holding its breath for long periods of time it spends most of 

its live away from surface disappearing in the vast oceans. This wonder 

of the sea has for centuries driven mankind away from shore on to its 

often hostile home. With time these meetings have furthered our 

knowledge about life mirroring and recognizing something familiar 

when looking at the sperm whale. Keep looking.  
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