photography biurs the
boundary between art
and science, writes
Richard Wilson

avid Shale looks for

beauty in the recesses of

the world — deep beneath

,the oceans. Darkness,
water pressure and plunging tempera-
tures conspire to evolve forms of life
that are startfing in their design and
appearance. These are otherworldly
creatures, dramatically  distinctive,
and as a photographer and film-
maker Shale seeks to capture their
uniqueness. In deing so, he also
questions the dividing line between
science and art.

What is it that separates these two
disciptines? When does a photograph
of an animal bécome more than just a
record of its appearance? Shale
believes the answer lies in technique;
in trying to bring a still image 1o life.
He has a PhE} in biclogy and worked
for eight years as an oceanographer;
science informs his work, but he is not
2 sclentist. “1 consider inyself an art-
ist,” he says,

His latest work is included. jn an.

exhibition, Deeper Than Light, which
cpens  at  Aberdeen  Maritime
Museum tomorrow. The collection of
photographs was taken during an
expedition by a Norwegian research
ship, GO Sars, 10 the mid-Adantc
Ridge four years go as pan of the
Mar-Eco survey of north Atlantic eco-
systems. The ridge is & series of moun-
tain ranges abow 2,500m below sea
level. The project, exploring the bipdi-
versity of the deep sea, is part of a
wider census of marine life, 25 scien-
tists atiempt to explore and describe
the world that exists in the oceans,

The journcy was 2 voyage of discov-
ery for Shale. Each day on board
brought new species to photograph,
occasionally animals that had never
before been seen, Bach represented a
different artistic and technical chal-
lenge, Where the Awoplogaster cor-
nuta is 2 frightening-looking fish with
a large jaw and scowling features that
resemble a piranha, the Cydocamia
weishi is a transtucent, bell-shaped
creature, luminescent and soulful.
While a scientist seeks to record and
detail, an artist seis out to characterise
and embody, to personify.

“In film-making and photography,
it's trying to represent the animals in a
particular way,” Shale says. “You can
put an animal on a tabletop  take a
picture of it and that’s a scientific rep-
Tesentation, oT yeu can try to make it
look, or interpret it, as if it was iving
in the wild. Part of that is art.

“Every animal Pve photographed
has produced a different set of prob-
lems. You can’t just say, here's an ani-
mal, you putitin a tank, you take a pic-
ture and it’s going 1o work. You have
0 test 10 make sure the lighting is
right, because the colours are different
or the absorbency of the animal is dif-
ferent, the texture of the animal means
you have to do different things.”

The results are vivid and compel-
Eing. The Cirrate octopodis a1ed, gelat-
inous creature that leoks perplexed,
while the Forskalia asymmetrica resem-
bles a elutch of dangling diamonds.
There is a fascination in the images, a
striking defiance of the extreme condi-
tons in which these cxeatures exist,
but also an aesthetic quality,

The exhibition, organised by the
University of Bergen in Norway,
makes its first UK appearance in Aber-
deen, as the Scottish university's
Oceanlab is involved in the Mar-Eco
research project.

Work by the Norwegian painter
Ormnulf Opdaht, who was also on the
expedition, Is also on display. The
exhibition merges science, ant and
technology (some of the research
equipment will also be displayed) to
try to broaden the understanding of a
world that is largely unknown to the
public. Science can explain the discov-
eries, but it is art that reveals them.

“That’s the air, to communicate
the findings of the project and also
general things abour the deep sea and
the mid-Adantic Ridge 1o the lay per-
son,” explaing Dr Nicola King, a
research fellow at Oceantab.

Shale has spem his working life cap-
turing nature at its most dramatic and

beguiling. He left full-tirvie research in
1979 and his previoas work includes
the BBC’s Blue Planet, in particular on
The Deep documentary for the series
and The Abyss, which was broadcast
live from the ocean’s depths.

He recalls a time when “the theory
way that people got fed up waiching
lion kills in East Africa”, and wildlife
television moved from the land into
the sea. Interest in the marine environ-
ment persists and Shale, who stili
works on BBC projects, has a growing
range of outlets for his work, includ-
ing posters and book and magazine
ilbustrations. :

“There are a lot of strange animals
down thete that people have never
come across. This sort of exhibidon
brings them 1o their attention. [¥’s not
like going into a museunt and seeing
something presetved in a betile, you
see images of animals that were alive,
and they are interesting.

“Mest are quite strange, they have
to adapt to the environment and their
bodies are modified in a different way
than most people are used to. Theyre
interesting, they’re colourful: Modern
filming and photographic techniques,
along with modern scientific and
research techniques, have enabled us
10 show them in a different light”

Shale often shoots underwater,

but during the mid-Adantic Ridge -

£ It’s not like

seeing something

preserved in a
bottle, you see

images of animals
that weére afive

expedition, the animals were brought
-up from the, deep in specially
designed nets and photographed
onboard in a room ‘specially refriges-
ated to keep.them alive. He aud the
research team worked round the clock
to make the most of thelt month at
sea. The commitment was productive;
the . specimens they. found were
remarkable in their diversity.

“You might know that certain char-
actexistics will exist, because of other
animals you have seen from ehiat envi-
ronment, but you can never know
what they are going te look like on
any given day,” he says, “There’s a
beauty in their distinctiveness, In this
exhibition, some of the chrome jellies
are fascinating, so delicate that if you
hefd one in your hand and pulled it
out of the water, it would disintegrate.
Yet in the water, they're fantastically
colourful. 1 also like the squid and
octopuses, because they have patticu-
lar adapiations, like the glowing
sucker octopod.”

Shale talks with the enthusiasm of 2
devotee, He sees the exhibition as &
demenstration of the way science and
art can merge. In the unexplored
depths of the ocean, beauty can be
found lurking in the dark.
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