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Prospect.4 film about the Mississippi River is poetry on screen

Jeff Whetstone’s film “The Batture Ritual,” 2017, currently on view at UNO St. Claude Gallery, 2429 
St. Claude Ave., New Orleans, can be considered a portrait of the Mississippi River. Historically 
portraits have offered a narrowed or focused perspective on a person, and this piece does the same 
for a familiar place.

The film opens with a nighttime shot of a bare-chested young man carrying a large catfish out of the 
river. He wears a small headlamp and his face is out of focus. We see only a blurry silhouette, so we 
contemplate the act of fishing rather than the character of the fisherman himself.

Viewed alongside a series of related spotlit photographs of fish, snakes, and trees, the 23-minute film 
is part of “Prospect.4: The Lotus in Spite of the Swamp.”

Viewed alongside a series of related spotlit photographs of fish, snakes, and trees, the 23-minute film 'The Batture 
Ritual' is part of "Prospect.4: The Lotus in Spite of the Swamp." (Courtesy Jeff Whetstone)



The film’s long but shuffled shots don’t allow for a narrative to form. Instead, they show how at 
different times of day man and nature meet on the batture (the strip of silt, between the levee and the 
Mississippi, that is exposed when the river is at its lowest level).

Though Whetstone lives and works in Princeton, New Jersey, he was able to make sustained 
observations of the river during his stay with the environmentally-focused local residency A Studio 
in the Woods.

Perhaps reflecting his extended time focused on the river, the pace of Whetstone’s film is slow and 
poetic as it portrays a largely industrial atmosphere. Huge commercial tankers and cruise ships chug 
across the screen past a comparatively tiny Vietnamese fisherman perched on the bank.

The catfish, dragged around by hooks in the mud or strung together by their mouths on string, are 
numerous and big, some even larger than a whole leg. The film’s droning soundtrack is filled with the 
noises of the river: motors, insects, crows, dogs, sirens, and the water itself.

In “The Batture Ritual,’’ the viewer is confronted with scenes of twilight solitude. The sun is often 
obscured and overshadowed by the trunk of a tree. Viewers can imagine themselves within this 
complex universe of tourism, industry and commerce centered around the river. The film, like any 
body of water, invites reflection.

While it may require a bit of patience, we can consider our own roles: within our communities, with 
the natural environments that surround us, and with the work we do everyday.

This article was produced as part of a collaboration between Pelican Bomb and NOLA.com | The 
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