
















The hunter and the gatherer

A quest for the spirit of nature

Nature as a haven for discovering the origin of mankind? Wilderness as an 
allegory for our existence? Minnesota’s endless woods and their solitude have 
inspired Niels Gilissen to think about the fundamental bond between man and 
nature and to find his personal approach to nature photography. In the 
loneliness and seclusion of the north of the US he found strength and inner 
harmony and was guided by the rhythm of nature. He not only drew inspiration 
from the creatures in the wilderness, but also from the craft of a well known 
master.

My canoe slices the lake in two pieces as I slowly paddle through the 
water, leaving a scar on its smooth surface. I listen to the silence of 
the autumnal woods, only interrupted by the call of a distant loon and 
the click of my camera. The air of tranquility and yet the chance of 
anything unexpected to happen, makes me at ease and alert at the 
same time. Words keep crossing my mind, once spoken by Sigurd F. 
Olson, an american writer and conservationist: ‘Deep down inside all 
of us there is a need of wilderness’. Olson was right: I have a growing 
feeling that also deep inside me there is a hunter and gatherer longing 
for the wilderness. However, as a gatherer I am not collecting food, 
no, I am searching for light. And when I am hunting, I shoot but I do 
not kill.

Minnesota with the master
It was the second week of October and I was paddling my canoe over the lakes  
north of the town of Ely, Minnesota. Ely lies at the edge of a vast wilderness of 
forests and lakes. What had attracted me to this place? Since 1982 this is also 
the hometown of Jim Brandenburg one of the most renowned nature 
photographers of our time. The week before, I had attended a nature 
photography workshop with Jim Brandenburg. He hardly ever gives workshops 
and it was a rare opportunity to work with a master - and in such an inspiring 
environment. Although the workshop was reason enough to travel to the US, it 
was only for eight days and I had planned to extend my stay to explore the 
region. Therefore I had organized a solo canoe trip for an extra week after the 
workshop. I expected it would be a good opportunity to put the things I 
learned into practice, have some time for reflexion and above all to have a 
great photographic experience...and it was!



Autumnal transition
Most of the days came and went with a clear sky and the warmth of the sun 
did not reveal the upcoming arrival of harsh times. However, there were plenty 
of other signs of winter. Most of the leaves had fallen, and the autumn colors 
were fading gradually. The forest was becoming more transparent. Some 
golden aspens, yellow birches, brown oaks and red maples, still created 
colorful patches in the canopy, dominated by the dark green of pines and 
spruces. Life was preparing for the coming winter and I could sense the 
blanket of tranquility and dormancy that was slowly covering the woods. The 
roots of a cedar, the reflection of the woods in a lake, a fallen leaf in a stream, 
a common loon calling - all scenes that were breathing the air of old age, 
pureness and balance. I wanted to convey these feelings into my photographs. 
For me the transition of seasons, which one can experience so deeply in the 
north, is always a source of energy, a time of consciousness and inspiration.  

Northwoods
The woodlands of northern Minnesota undergo this seasonal transition 
intensely, with icy cold winters, a lush springtime, warm summers and 
autumns exploding into colors. The forests cover several hundred thousand 
hectares of land and are connected to forested zones in other states and to 
those in neighboring Canada. Together these areas are called the ‘Northwoods’. 
There it was, this immense network of lakes and rivers stretching out in front 
of me. If I had wanted it could have taken me hundreds of kilometers into the 
US and Canadian wilderness. I only had a week so I decided to take one day to 
paddle to a base camp and make day trips from there. Because it was late in 
the season - in October temperatures can drop below zero and the first snow 
can fall - there were few people in the area. Only on the first day I saw a few 
fellow paddlers, hunters and some adventurers returning to the civil world. 
During the four days in my base-camp I was completely on my own with no 
human activity for miles around. I had never visited the area before and, apart 
from the map, the only source of information where to go were my intuition 
and my senses. Being alone and fully submersed into wild nature, surrounded 
by nothing but water, woods and wild animals, triggered some deeper instincts 
in me.

The gatherer
I felt like a gatherer when I walked through woods and bogs and absorbed the 
colors, odors and sounds. When I discovered a nice scene or witnessed a 
special light I would stop, observe and create tranquility in my mind in order to 
get inspiration for a photo. One morning I entered a bog, beautiful and 
untouched. Bogs always seem delicate systems, this was no exception and the 
diversity in species and structures on a small scale was immense. How could I 
capture it in a photo? Then I saw an odd looking plant, a vase-shaped, flesh 
colored flower without green leaves, penetrating above the sphagnum mosses. 
I recognized it as a carnivorous plant, although I had never seen the species 



before. Later I found out it was a species of pitcher plant (Sarracenia). The 
flower was halfway filled with water, obviously attractive to insects. The sun 
delicately lit the inside of the flower and created a special light on the insects. 
The photo I took was in my eyes an expression of the complex and vulnerable 
lifeforms that have evolved in the bog’s ecosystem. The great wilderness is 
built from uncountable smaller parts, creatures and structures, each of which 
has its own little place in space and time. And I was collecting some of them 
with my camera.

The hunter
I was a hunter when I waited in camouflage for animals to appear. Or when I 
paddled stealth-wise into a creek where moose might turn up, my camera 
ready to shoot on my lap. I always made as little noise as possible, never 
made a campfire and moved slowly. For me it is a natural way of being in the 
wild, I am becoming a part of it, trying to blend into the forest. I was 
constantly aware of what was happening around me, my senses were sharp 
and keen to react to the unexpected. I had encounters with animals like pine 
marten, otters, beavers, a mink, common loons, woodpeckers and I heard 
moose calling. But there is one animal that I have not mentioned, which has 
been reigning the Northwoods since ancient times. It is the animal Jim 
Brandenburg has been chasing his whole life. I was determined to capture it 
during my trip, but was I going to be the hunter I believed I was? Could I find 
this elusive shadow of the woods, look at it through my viewfinder and shoot 
it? Every moment of my canoe journey this animal was in the back of my 
mind. Also on that one morning, when I heard ravens call. And they were not 
just calling for fun, no, they were excited! And when ravens are excited, their 
companions are never far away........

Gaagaagi and Ma’iingan: the raven and the wolf
Before the Europeans came, indigenous people inhabited the Northwoods: the 
Ojibwe indians. Dependent on what nature provided them they roamed the 
woods and navigated the lakes with their canoes made of birch bark. They 
were gatherers and hunters and the analogy with my canoe journey made me 
aware of the history of this place. Gaagaagi and Ma’iingan are the Ojibwe 
words for the raven and the wolf. They played and still play a very important 
role in Ojibwe mythology, even going back to the origin of men. In their early 
myths it is said the first man was accompanied by a wolf. In most of the 
modern cultures this bond between man and wolf has been forsaken and they 
had estranged from one another. However, beyond mythology, there is a bond 
that has persisted: the alliance between wolf the and the raven. Research has 
been done on the association of the cunning and opportunistic scavenger, the 
raven, and the strong and swift predator, the wolf. The predator kills and 
provides an opportunity for the scavenger to pick its share. The ravens 
associate with wolves even when there is no kill, anticipating on the availability 
of food when the time for a kill is there. Some people even believe that ravens 
would lead wolf packs to their prey.



The call of the raven
It was in the early morning that I was packing my camp and loading my stuff 
into my canoe, when I heard several ravens calling in the woods on the other 
side of a lake. I was trying to see them, but in vain. When another calling 
raven flew over my camp towards the others, I became really alerted: there 
might be wolves around! Then I heard breaking branches and I thought that it 
was a deer or a moose. To my surprise three wolves appeared from the woods. 
They used the boulders to traverse the lakeside and were obviously in a hurry 
to get to the spot which the ravens were so excitedly indicating. I instantly 
grabbed my camera and was taking photos as the wolves passed by. I could 
hardly believe what I had just seen. What a moment! After they disappeared I 
jumped into the canoe and paddled towards the ravens. But then I noticed the 
ravens had stopped calling and when I arrived at the spot where the wolves 
disappeared into the woods there was nothing but silence. Suddenly they were 
coming out again. Apparently it was false alarm and I assumed they were 
returning to their den. This time one of them saw me sitting in the canoe and 
gazed at me for a while. He was not alarmed but observed me with calmness 
and maybe a little surprise. The stalker had been stalked ... and photographed! 
After some time they vanished in the thick woods, leaving their image printed 
in my mind and their spirit in my pounding heart. Their hunt was not 
successful, but mine was!

The spirit of wilderness
Sigurd F. Olson stated that people could best come to know their true selves by 
returning to their biological roots. He feels that wilderness is a place where 
people can come to rest, experience solitude and find an uncivilized world that 
can connect them once again to their evolutionary heritage. He believed in the 
sacrality of everything he saw in nature. I too, as a nature photographer, feel 
that being in wild nature gives me a connection with the origin of life and our 
place on earth. It provides me with a source of wonder and adventure. Olson 
used his eloquence to convey the message about the essence of wilderness. 
Jim Brandenburg translates his vision on wilderness into timeless images. I 
think that I speak for many nature photographers when I say that deep in our 
souls that is what drives us to go out and capture the beauty of wilderness. It 
is not only the presence of so much natural beauty and diversity that attracts 
me to these kind of places, but even more the absence of distraction and 
civilization. Places where life is still pure, untouched, pristine. Where we can 
witness the spirit of nature and maybe capture it in a photo.

Niels Gilissen (40)
...is an ecologist at the Dutch Ministry of Defense and a freelance nature 
photographer. He is engaged in photography of nature on military training 
areas and Natura 2000 areas in the Netherlands. www.miratio.nl
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