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When you’re taking pictures on land, it’s 
you, the camera and the landscape. You 

dress to suit the weather and your surroundings. 
But the underwater photographer and filmmaker 
must be a competent diver, too, happy in a wet 
suit in an environment that very much belongs to 
the subject he or she is shooting. We’re not fish, 
we can’t breathe underwater without help, so if 
you’re going to get great underwater photo-
graphs and footage, you need to be able to 
seamlessly merge two areas of expertise – recog-
nising a great shot almost before it happens and 
demonstrating a high level of diving compe-
tence. You may only have seconds to capture that 
one, single, iconic shot.
Now, you may be forgiven for thinking that 
underwater photography is a fairly recent phe-
nomenon. After all, you have to perform in 
diving gear and those early underwater suits 
allowed for so little movement, what chance 
was there to hang on to a camera as well (which, 
of course, had to be waterproof ). But – shock 
fact – the first underwater picture was taken 
over 160 years ago!
Englishman William Thompson snapped the 
first underwater photograph in Dorset in 1856. 
To be fair, he didn’t actually dive in and take it. 
Rather, Mr Thompson and his pal, Kenyon, low-
ered a camera into Weymouth Bay in a water-
proof box – but it was an underwater picture 
nonetheless.

The first true underwater photograph was 
taken by French marine biologist Louis Boutan, 
who built his own equipment and utilised an alco-
hol lamp, magnesium powder and oxygen-filled 
barrel to enable flash photography. And here’s 
another shock fact. He even took the first ‘selfie’ at 
164 feet below sea level using a 30-minute expo-
sure, which left him feeling pretty poorly.
In 1916, underwater cinematography was used 
in a film based on the novel ‘Twenty Thousand 
Leagues Under the Sea’ by Jules Verne when J. 
Ernest Williamson joined the crew as an under-
water photographer. The first colour underwater 
photographs emerged when W.H. Longley’s pic-
tures of corals and sea fans were published in the 
July 1927 issue of National Geographic magazine.
In 1950, French underwater photographer Henry 
Broussard designed Tarzan, an underwater hous-
ing for the French Foca camera. In 1957, a former 
member of Jacques-Yves Cousteau’s ‘Calypso’ 
crew designed an amphibious 35mm under-
water camera which was eventually bought by 
Nikon, and re-released in 1963 as the Nikonos.

Spin forward to 2018 and there is a vast pool of 
fabulous underwater talent – just as pioneering 
as Thompson and Boutan, with high tech, crea-
tive equipment. Their images are stunning, niche, 
unusual and shot with a passion the viewer can 
feel. You’re about to meet six photographers and 
cameramen whose work is truly breathtaking. 

g Underwater cameraman 
Mark Sharman filming 
off the Togean Islands, 
Sulawesi, Indonesia.
Photo Kat Brown

h Underwater cameraman Mark Sharman filming seahorses in the Dimaniyat Islands,
off the coast of Oman. Photo Mark McClean

g Underwater cameraman Mark Sharman filming a whale shark in the Gulf of Oman.
Photo Mark McClean

YOU MAY ONLY HAVE 
SECONDS TO CAPTURE 
THAT ONE, SINGLE, 
ICONIC SHOT

UNDERWATER 
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CONSERVATION’S

NEW HEROES
A year on from Blue Planet II, its iconic underwater images are still fresh in the
memory. Drama in front of the camera but what’s it like behind the lens? We 
celebrate marine conservation’s new heroes – the underwater photographer

Clare Fischer
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For me, the most wonderful realisation about sharing time in the water 
with marine animals such as whales or seals, was my simple appreciation 
that they are mammals. Like us. And that means every individual you meet 
in the sea has his or her own personality.
The male Weddell seal under the ice wary about me being too close to the 
breathing hole he’s defending; sealions and fur seals whose idea of fun is to 
spin round me twice before I’ve even half turned, nipping at the tips of my 
fins; the bad tempered walrus... although to be honest they just about all 
seem to have got out of bed on the wrong side every morning. I’ve never 
met a friendly walrus yet – it’s more a case of varying degrees of crabbiness.

Humpbacks are endlessly fascinating. You might hear the males singing 
even before you slip into the water, their long melodic tones audible 
through the hull of the boat.
We spent an hour quietly pottering around one particular female. Our 
engine was barely ticking over but was sounding a steady note. Lole, 
our Tongan skipper, was always totally patient, constantly watching the 
animals around us. “Time my friend... time,” he’d say to me. “She knows what 
we’re feeling here in the boat, she doesn’t like to be rushed”. And when 
Lole thought that the time was right, he’d motion to me to slip quietly in 
off the swim step. Another gem of advice from him was this: “The first time, 
as soon as you can see her, no matter how faintly in the distance... stop. 
Keep her there. Remember she needs to get to know you.”

Patience, persistence, tenacity – call it what you like – time is the key for 
wildlife images. I gave her that and she, in return, gave me this shot. I was 
able to slide down below her, catch the dapples in the surface above, and 
see the calf immediately below mum. The wee ones are buoyant, they can 
relax when they’re there, tucked under her pec.
Surely, the biggest privilege of all was how this female Humpback chose to 
spend time in my company. For had she been uncertain, maybe with me 
approaching her too quickly or just giving off the wrong vibes for some 
reason, all I’d have been able to film would have been her tail heading into 
the blue. But instead, she relaxed with me; she was comfortable.

I felt so satisfied. Because trust in a fellow mammal is surely the greatest 
compliment any whale can pay you. The least we should give them back 
is our respect, and a silent promise to stop destroying part of our shared 
planet that is theirs.

CONSERVATION HEROES CAPTURING THE DEEP

WHO IS
Doug Allan is one of the world’s best known and respected cameramen. He special-
ises in natural history, expeditions and science documentaries in some of the wildest 
and most remote places on our planet, filming for series such as The Blue Planet, 
Planet Earth, Human Planet, Frozen Planet, Ocean Giants and Operation Iceberg.
Doug is an MCS Ocean Ambassador.

Doug Allan
HUMPBACK WHALE, TONGA



MCS  WINTER 2018  21

The pretty bay of Babbacombe in south Devon plays witness to one of 
nature’s classic circle-of-life stories, each spring and early summer. This is 
cuttlefish mating season and large numbers of adults make their way into 
the bay to find a mate and lay the eggs of the next generation. Cuttlefish 
live for a maximum of two years, so the annual mating event is hugely 
important for the future of the species. Babbacombe, like many other bays 
and coves within Torbay, is a favoured mating spot because of its relatively 
sheltered, warm, shallow position. There is also an abundant growth of 
seaweeds which they use to anchor their eggs to and is the perfect haven 
for the juveniles to mature into tiny hatchlings that will start to appear 
towards the end of the summer.

Male cuttlefish can reach up to 50cm in length and have a ‘Jekyll and 
Hyde’ personality. While searching for a mate they can be very aggressive 
and assertive, but once paired they are gentle partners, protecting and 
encouraging the female during the egg laying process. However, nothing 
is certain in the cuttlefish world and lone males, as well as females, will seek 
to steal another’s partner to take their place. It is exactly such a moment 
that this photograph captures. The large male has paired with the smaller 
female below and is ferociously defending her against the interests of 
another couple of individuals. The encounter lasted just a split second and 
ended in a cloud of ink as the two smaller usurpers were successfully seen 
off by the bigger male. This image was taken in 2013 at the height of the 
mating activity which saw many pairs cruising around the shallow waters 
over the course of several weeks. Sadly that was the last year that divers 
reported numbers being so high. There is a large fishery for cuttlefish in 
Torbay and each year a virtual wall of fishing-pots surrounds Babbacombe 
(as well as many other sites in the area) which attracts the adults. Once in 
the fishing pot trap the urge to mate and lay eggs is still strong, so it is not 
unusual to see the pots covered in delicate eggs, laid there by the trapped 
cuttles. It is an immense privilege to witness these magnificent creatures 
at this time in their lives. After a very careful approach they will usually 
accept your presence in their world and it is possible to see all aspects of 
their time here, but to see a fight like this one is truly special. That’s why it 
remains one of my personal favourite images even after five years.

Underwater photography requires, first and foremost, good diving skills. 
If you can’t approach slowly, carefully and without disturbing the marine 
environment, you’ll never get the chance to take any photographs. Most 
underwater photographers use normal land-based cameras and lenses, 
protected in specially made ‘housings’ that mean you can take them 
underwater. Personally, I use an Olympus Micro Four Thirds camera, the 
OM-D E-M1, and an Aquatica housing. To freeze the action in the frame I 
use two Sea & Sea strobes (flashes).

CONSERVATION HEROES CAPTURING THE DEEP

WHO IS
Dan Bolt has been diving since he was 13 and belongs to Totnes BSAC. He started 
underwater photography when the digital era made it relatively cheap for sport 
divers to take up the challenge. In 2011 and 2013 he won the British Underwater Pho-
tography Championship and in 2016 was named British Underwater Photographer of 
the Year. He’s a regular contributor to diving and underwater photography magazines.

Dan Bolt
CUTTLEFISH, DEVON, UK
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Lembeh Strait sits almost directly in the middle of the 
Coral Triangle and is a long narrow strip of water which 
separates the mainland of Sulawesi in Indonesia from the 
island of Lembeh. This small stretch of water is a mecca for all 
underwater macro photographers and is the capital of muck 
diving around the world. Even before I had ever picked up an 
underwater camera, I heard tales of this magical place. These 
weren’t tales of amazingly clear, colourful coral-filled vistas 
but of the strange and weird creatures that inhabit these 
waters. So it had always been on my travel bucket list and 
in 2011 I finally had my chance to visit. The thing that hits 
you when you arrive at this land of fairy tales and mythical 
creatures is that it sits right next to the busy container port 

of Bintung and if you have ever visited a port you know that 
they are not the most idyllic places. There are no pristine 
white sand beaches here. Instead, you stand looking over the 
Strait and see old tin cans, plastic bags and food containers 
slowly floating by. It’s easy to be saddened by the state us 
humans have made of the area with little thought given to 
the impact our rubbish has on the environment here.
Still, Lembeh draws thousands of scuba divers to its waters 
every year. When you enter the water for the first time you 
really wonder why. The visibility is generally poor and the 
black volcanic sand seems to suck away all the light, making 
everything grey and dull. My first time reminded me of a 
gloomy English Channel dive. But (with a massive capital B), 
your eyes soon become accustomed to the poor conditions 
and slowly things start to stand out. The rock to your right 
suddenly gets up and runs away; the feathery stick in front 
of you disappears with a flash under the sand and a ball of 
weed opens its mouth and yawns. You are now in the land of 
the weird and wonderful – welcome to Lembeh. Even with 
all the pollution and rubbish, this area has an extraordinarily 
high biodiversity. Some of the animals here cannot be seen 

anywhere else in the world and they have made this harsh 
environment their home with many seeming to thrive in the 
conditions here.

You’d be forgiven for thinking that it must be a common 
pastime for local people to drink beer on the beach and 
throw their empty bottles into the water because the seabed 
is littered with them. If you carefully peek inside some of 
these bottles, you’ll often find a little critter that has turned 
this discarded human trash into a home. My image here 
shows two Yellow Pygmy Gobies, Lubricogobius exiguus, in a 
plastic water bottle, but these guys seem to have a doorman. 
A juvenile Coconut Octopus, Amphioctopus marginatus, is 
helping to defend their home. Every time I approached the 
bottle the gobies would dart inside and hide behind their 
octopus friend who would puff himself up and block the 
entrance. They were really funny to watch. I returned several 
times over the coming days to see my friends living in the 
bottle and watch for a long time as they interacted together 
and often saw the octopus working with the gobies to clean 
out sand and pebbles from inside their home. The final time 

I visited, the octopus had found a shell to use as a front door 
helping to defend this small bottle castle. Eventually, the 
octopus would outgrow the bottle but at that time these two 
different species seemed to have found a perfect relationship 
living together in the trash that we have carelessly discarded 
into the sea. When I look back at this experience it often gives 
me hope, as sometimes life does find a way.

CONSERVATION HEROES CAPTURING THE DEEP

WHO IS
Saeed Rashid learned to dive on the Great Barrier Reef over 20 years 
ago. He bought his first cheap underwater camera in Duty-Free but 
now uses a Nauticam system with Canon DSLR and travels to some 
of the world’s most prestigious dive sites, running workshops or 
capturing the wonders of their country for governments and tour-
ist boards. He’s a member of the British Society of Underwater Pho-
tographers and an Editorial Consultant for Diver Magazine.

Saeed Rashid
YELLOW PYGMY GOBIES, LEMBEH ISLAND
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WHO IS
Sue Forbes has been creating photos for over 30 years, travelling 
to over 90 countries on all 7 continents. What started as a hobby 
beside Royal Air Force and Silicon Valley careers is now her main 
focus. Since 2011 she’s been working on expedition ships teach-
ing photography and guiding from the Arctic to the Antarctic. She’s 
been recognised internationally, including at this year’s Wildlife 
Photographer of the Year awards.

You hear so much about the bleaching of the coral reefs 
around the world that it’s so important to recognise and pro-
tect the healthy areas. So I was really pleased to see the healthy, 
vibrant reef in the Morovo Lagoon located by the Georgia 
Islands off the Solomon Islands where I took this image.

This area is protected by a double barrier and the crystal 
clear water reflects the blue of the sunny skies above. The 
image is actually of a marine animal called a feather star, or 
crinoid, that I spotted while snorkelling in the lagoon.
It is a filter feeder with arms wafting with the motion of the 
sea, feeding on small particles of food that float by.
This one is attached to the coral but the adults can also 
swim from one location to another – although it’s really rare 
to see that!

They are often seen in the shallows but can be found at 
depths up to 9,000m! This one was only about a couple of 
metres below the surface.

I was putting together a slideshow to help educate the 
passengers on our little expedition ship, to include all the 
things they were experiencing (and for them to take home 
and share with family and friends). So I dived down to get 
a better angle with the brilliant blue of the water behind 
the feather star and to see the coral and sea squirts below. 
I had to be sure not to touch the coral or feather star so I 
didn’t risk damaging anything. We were touring around the 
islands of the Pacific Ocean and had seen many areas with 
limited or dead coral so finding this area full of life was a real 
highlight of the voyage.
Taken with Canon G7x Mark ll, Canon underwater housing, 
1/500 second at f/4.0, ISO 320 at 33mm.

CONSERVATION HEROES CAPTURING THE DEEP

Sue Forbes
FEATHER STAR, SOLOMON ISLANDS
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This photo montage has been created from screenshots of 
film footage taken in the Dimaniyat Islands, Oman. Together, 
they show various characteristics of this mysterious marine 
creature – fascinating body armour detail up close in macro 
as well as cryptic coloration seen in the wider frames where, 
amongst the sea fans, this Great Seahorse blends perfectly 
into its reef environment and can remain hidden in plain sight 
for hours at a time. Seahorses are elusive, so it was no surprise 
that during this five-week shoot in the Gulf of Oman I only 
found myself in a position to film them twice. I’d previously 

captured these graceful aquatic animals on film in Barbados 
and Singapore but regardless of location it is always an exciting 
challenge to see them in their natural habitat. For me, despite 
their size, this tiny fish carries mesmerising power and mythical 
appeal. It’s always considered a special dive when seahorses are 
spotted, and every encounter is a pleasure and a privilege. They 
swim upright, propelling themselves using the dorsal fin which 
moves at a rate of 70 beats per second, the same frequency as 
a hummingbird’s wing. Manoeuvring by using just pectoral fins 
located either side of their head, seahorses make surprisingly 
poor swimmers, with the slowest species travelling at just five 
feet per hour. Because of this, you mostly find them anchored 
to their surroundings by their prehensile tail, swaying in the 
current whilst keeping a close lookout for predators and food, 
using eyes which can move independently, facilitating almost 
360-degree vison. Seahorses are generally considered tricky 
subjects to film, as they have a habit of being very camera shy, 

constantly turning their backs and swimming away as soon as 
you get close. However, for this sequence I was blessed with a 
relaxed individual who was very comfortable and at peace with 
my camera and quadpod set up. Globally, almost a third of the 
world’s 44 seahorse species are classified as either endangered 
(EN) or vulnerable (VU) on the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species. Closer to home, the Short-snouted and Long-snouted 
Seahorse species have been protected by English law since 
2008 and can be found in UK seagrass meadows.

Despite many UK dives over the last twenty years I am yet 
to encounter a seahorse in British waters. Either way, seagrass 
condition can be used as an indicator of the overall health 
of coastal habitats and I strongly believe that an awareness 
needs to be raised to protect this valuable ecosystem. In turn, 
this will allow our own beautiful seahorse species to thrive and 
continue their legacy as they have done for millions of years.

CONSERVATION HEROES CAPTURING THE DEEP

WHO IS
Mark Sharman is an award-winning underwater cameraman with 
television and film credits including Blue Planet II (BBC One), One 
Strange Rock (National Geographic) and Jago: A Life Underwater 
(Netflix and BBC Four). His work, both topside and underwater, 
has taken him across the world to film wildlife in arctic, desert, 
jungle and open ocean locations where recent filming highlights 
have included manta rays feeding on plankton at night in Hawaii, 
humpback whales and their calves breaching playfully off the 
coast of Colombia and pods of orca hunting shoals of herring in 
the fjords of Norway.

Mark Sharman
SEAHORSE, DIMANIYAT ISLANDS, OMAN
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I first began diving in 1994 and, like many divers, was keen to capture 
memories through videos and photographs but it wasn’t until 2006 that 
I began to take photography seriously and purchased my first alarmingly 
expensive underwater SLR camera system.
Since then, it has become progressively easier to take underwater shots. 
The lack of light at depth used to be a real challenge even with underwa-
ter strobes. Compromises had to be made either with the depth of field 
selected, the shutter speed or the sensitivity of the image sensor. However, 
the latest cameras are far more forgiving.

I captured this spotted handfish using a Nikon D7200 with a Nikkor 
60mm lens in a Subal ND7200 housing with Inon Z-240 strobes.
The spotted handfish lives in the cool waters of south-east Tasmania and is 
a Critically Endangered species from the family Brachionichthyidae.
The handfish uses its pelvic fins, which are considered to resemble hands, 
to walk along the seabed in search of food. Spots on each handfish are 
unique making it easy for individuals to be identified. They are usually 
found at depths of five to ten metres although there have been sightings 
as deep as 30 metres.

Common throughout the lower Derwent estuary in Hobart up to the 
mid 1980s, the handfish has since suffered a serious fall in population 
numbers. There are several reasons for this decline including limited dis-
tribution and a vulnerable life cycle. In addition, shipping has introduced 
predators such as the Northern Pacific seastar which have decimated 
the stalked ascidians to which handfish attach their eggs. The Derwent 
estuary is also both industrialised and urbanised resulting in ongoing 
degradation of their habitat.

I took this shot in the Derwent estuary. Alhough a rare species, I was 
lucky enough to find two handfish together. The underwater visibility 
was about seven metres but the estuary bed was silty – one moment’s 
carelessness spoiling the visibility for some time. I had anticipated that the 
water temperature would be pretty cold but, in fact, it was 19 degrees.

CONSERVATION HEROES CAPTURING THE DEEP

WHO IS
Malcolm Nobbs is an underwater photographer who dedicates much of his time 
to capturing images of rare and unusual marine life from around the world – he 
particularly enjoys photographing sharks. He has contributed articles for numerous 
diving magazines and worked as an underwater stills photographer for television 
productions. Now based in Nelson Bay, New South Wales, Australia, he frequently 
returns to the UK where he’s a member of the British Society of Underwater Pho-
tographers. He’s currently using a Nikon D500 which shoots ten frames per second.

Malcolm Nobbs
SPOTTED HANDFISH, HOBART




