
 

 

Nanook of the North   (Robert Flaherty, 1922) 

   

Nanook  of   the  North :  A  S tory  o f  L i fe  and  Love   in   the  Actua l  Arct ic  was   the   f i r s t   f i lm  of  

Amer ican  documentary  p ioneer  Robert  F laherty   (1884‐1951) .  Coming  as   i t  d id   less  

than  a  decade  a f ter   the  overt ly   rac is t   s i lent   f i lm  mi lestone  Bir th  o f  a  Nat ion   (D .  W.  

Gr i f f i th ,  1915) ,  F laherty ’s   f i lm,   funded by   the  French   fur  company  Rev i l lon  Frères  and  

d is t r ibuted  by  Pathé,  presented  a  s tark  contrast :  a  humanist ic ,  po ignant ,  dramat ic ,  

s tark ly  beaut i fu l ,  and  sympathet ic   look  at  an   Inu i t  hunter ’s   s t rugg le   to  surv ive   in  an  

inhosp i tab le  env i ronment .  Descr ibed  by   f i lm  

h is tor ian  Dav id  A .  Cook  as  “ the   f i r s t   susta ined  

encounter  between the  c iv i l i zed  wor ld  and   the  

Esk imo,  outs ide  of  profess iona l  ethnograph ic  c i rc les”  

(A H is tory  o f  Narrat ive  F i lm ,  4 th  Ed i t ion ,  191) ,  

Nanook  was  made  for  $50,000  and was  a  box‐of f ice  

success .  F laherty  knew a  great  dea l  about  h is   sub ject  

f rom  long  serv ice   in   the   far  north  as  a  bus inessman 

and  eng ineer ,  but  Nanook,   l i ke  many  of   the  great  

documentar ies ,  was  anyth ing  but  an  exact   record .  

Nanook’s   fami ly   in   the   f i lm,   for  example ,   i s  a  

f i c t iona l  construct .  The  dramat ic  capture  of  a   sea l ,  

k i l led  by  Nanook   through  a  breath ing  ho le   in   the   ice ,  

was ,   in   fact ,   s taged   for   the  camera .  The  suspensefu l  end ing ,   in  which  Nanook  

s t rugg les   to   f ind   l i fe ‐sav ing  she l ter ,  was  complete ly   s taged.   ( In   rea l i ty ,  Nanook  would  

indeed  d ie  o f   s tarvat ion   two years  a f ter   the   f i lm’s  

complet ion . )  A  natura l   s toryte l ler  but  a  not  so  authent ic  

anthropolog is t ,  F laherty  was  determined   to  cra f t  h is   ta le  o f  a  

nob le  savage  even   i f  he  had   to   l ie   to   te l l   the   t ruth  as  he  

perce ived   i t .  Nanook  neverthe less  captures ,  w i th  admirat ion  

and  without  condescens ion ,  a  mult i tude  of  va l id  and  engag ing  

ethnograph ic  moments   in   the   l ives  o f  h is   sub jects :  Nanook’s  

“son,”   suf fer ing   f rom a  s tomach‐ache,  actua l ly  en joy ing   the  

taste  o f  castor  o i l ;  Nanook’s   rap id  construct ion  of  an   ig loo ,  

complete  with  an   ice  w indow,  before  our  very  eyes   ( though  one  wal l  o f   the  b igger‐

than‐ l i fe ‐s i zed  enc losure  was   le f t  unf in ished   to  a l low  for  proper   l ight ing  and  camera  

access ) ;   the  co l lect ive  vanquish ing  of  a   two‐ton  walrus ;   the  “ fami ly”  sett l ing  down 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for  a  n ight ’s   s leep ,  naked,  wrapped  in   furs .  S i lent   f i lm,   theor is t  Bé la  Ba lázs  argued   in  

h is  Theory  o f  F i lm,  spec ia l i zed   in   the  art  o f  “phys iognomy”:   the  ab i l i ty   to  

s imultaneous ly   revea l   the  wonder  o f   the   face  and   the   inner  work ings  o f   the  sou l .  

Nanook   i s   fu l l  o f   faces :   the   r ich  countenance  of  Nanook  h imse l f ,   the  extraord inary  

muzz les  o f  h is   team of  husk ies ,   the   face  of  nature   i t se l f .  The  L ibrary  o f  Congress  has  

des ignated  Nanook  a  “cu l tura l ly   s ign i f i cant”  work  worthy  of  preservat ion   in  The  

Nat iona l  F i lm  Reg is t ry .  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