
G R E A T  O C E A N  Q U A R T E R L Y32  33

DANCES WITH WHALES
For fine art photographer Bryant Austin,
discovering whales helped him discover himself.
by Serena Renner

The snorkeller floated motionless, observing a humpback whale mother and her calf from a 
distance. In a rare act of curiosity, the five-week-old calf left his mother and swam right 

up, muscles flexing as he arced his streamlined body away at the last moment. When the man 
looked up, he was staring at the ribbed belly of the two-ton calf. There were reflections and shad-
ows, grooves and scars and all the subtle tones that made the whale real. Then the snorkeller 
received a tap on the shoulder. It was too firm to be human. He turned around and was eye to 
eye with the calf ’s mother. Her body filled his entire field of view, her eye illuminated by the late 
afternoon sun.

“I saw clearly what had been missing in the fifty years of whale photography,” the 
snorkeller, Bryant Austin, tells me at the Australian National Maritime Museum in 
Sydney. “Intimate moments such as these, documented at full scale.”
 It’s the opening day of Beautiful Whale, Bryant’s first Australian exhibition, named 
after the photography book he published a few months prior. Wearing a charcoal 
blazer, blue button-up and wire-frame glasses, he looks distinguished. He has just 
finished an interview with ABC news. “I think they were interested,” he says modestly, 
as he escorts me around the gallery.

Above: 

Two sub-adult humpback whales inspect 
a diver. Kingdom of Tonga, 2006.

Right: 

‘Humpback Whale Calf 1341’

Beethoven coming in for a close 
inspection. Kingdom of Tonga, 2006. 
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Above: 

‘Minke Whale Composite Portrait II’

A minke whale with killer whale 
bite scars swims just beneath Austin 
while he composes a series of five 
photographs along the top of her 
head to make this final print.  
Great Barrier Reef, Australia, 2009.

 We stop at the exhibit’s focal point: a shiny two-by-nine-metre image of a dwarf 
minke whale taken off the Great Barrier Reef. Bryant says it’s composed of more 
than fifteen high-resolution images stitched together and mounted to acrylic. It 
weighs six hundred pounds. I swivel my neck completely from left to right to take 
it all in. 
 “If you’ve never been with a whale under water, your mind has no visual 
reference ,” Bryant says. “It’s almost like you’re being visited by an intelligent 
alien life form. My goal for these exhibits is to reach not only people who love 
whales but people who haven’t given whales much thought. Hopefully it will make 
them pause and feel more connected to what’s in the ocean.”
 I admire the patterns of light sliding down the whale’s body, and the way its 
knowing eye – a hallmark of Bryant’s work – looks back at me. In the next hour, 
Bryant shares countless stories, from his unexpected background to that dream-
like humpback whale experience that continues to inspire his work today.
 The term ‘whale photography’ doesn’t quite cut it. It doesn’t convey all that 
Bryant went through to get the photos, and himself, to this place.

  Growing up an only child in Sacramento, California, Bryant often felt isolated. 
By the time he was twenty, he was working as a frustrated file clerk for a franchise 
tax board. He practiced painting on and off but concluded he didn’t have enough 
life experience to be an artist. He was restless, depressed, even suicidal.
 “I needed to feel something ,” Bryant recalls. “I had no self esteem, no 
confidence, no contact with the opposite sex. I was a chubby redhead who was 
about to snap. I said, ‘Okay, if I’m going to be alone the rest of my life, I’m going 
to feel the sublime’.”
 He got in touch with a Sacramento BASE jumper named Jonathan Bowlin, who 
soon became his mentor. With Jonathan as his guide, Bryant jumped off derelict 
railroad bridges, the granite peaks of El Capitan and Half Dome in Yosemite and 
abandoned buildings in downtown Oakland. He not only learned how to jump, he 
learned how to feel, and he took up photography as a way to capture such sensations 
as being on the ledge of a 600-metre-tall antenna, about to free-fall.
 “All your fear and apprehension vanish as soon as your feet leave the ledge,” 
Bryant says. “It’s probably the closest thing to enlightenment I’ve ever experienced.”
 But everything changed in an instant on 9 May 1993, on a Navajo reservation in 
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“What compels me most is the thought of losing over five 
million years of evolving culture and communication. 

They’re at the mercy of how we live, and if they go extinct, 
there will be no archive of what’s lost.”

Left: 

‘Minke Whale Composite I’ (at Tamada)

The Tamada Museum, Tokyo, 2010. 

Below: 

‘Minke Whale Composite I’ (at Tamada)

Austin’s second largest composite 
photograph featuring Ella, measur-
ing 2 x 9 metres. He spent a total 
of eighteen hours with Ella across a 
period of five days. Great Barrier Reef, 
Australia, 2009.

Arizona. Jonathan was jumping with a friend and his parachute opened too soon. 
The chute wrapped around his friend’s legs, entangling the two men and causing 
Jonathan to crash to his death. The friend survived, albeit with a shattered right 
leg, a broken hip and a fractured vertebra.
 “He was the sole provider for his family of three kids,” Bryant says. “I thought, 
‘wow, how selfish can you be?’ That was an eye-opening moment for me.”
 Bryant continued jumping for the next six months, but the magic was gone 
without his mentor by his side. The other jumpers asked Bryant what he really 
wanted in life. The only answer that kept surfacing was, “I just want to swim with 
a whale.”
 Even after Bryant received that pivotal tap on the shoulder from the humpback 
whale mother in 2004, it took many years for him to pursue his passion for life-size 
whale photography full-time.
 He tried to express his concern for marine mammals by volunteering at 

conservation and research organisations, first at Sea Shepherd and then with the 
Marine Mammal Center in Sausalito, California, and the Monterey Bay Aquarium 
Sea Otter Program. He took paid work with the University of California Santa Cruz 
sea otter research lab.
 Sometimes, he would spend six to eight hours with a single otter. He would tie 
up to a kelp paddy on his kayak and photograph their full spectrum of behaviour. 
Eventually, he gained possession of a six-metre Zodiac that allowed him to venture 
farther offshore to find whales and dolphins.
 “I was searching for very elusive moments with my camera,” Bryant says. “Ideal 
weather conditions where the wind is less than five knots; incredible atmospheric 
states; incredible sea surface states. You try to bring all that into alignment with 
whale or dolphin behaviour. It’s very difficult.”
  The biggest challenge was fitting water time around his day job as a financial 
manager for the UC Santa Cruz otter lab. One day out at sea, he broke down crying. 
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Page 38: 

‘Minke Whale Composite Portrait I’

A two-image composite photograph 
of Ella, a dwarf minke whale. 
Great Barrier Reef, Australia, 2009. 

Page 40: 

‘Sperm Whale Composite Portrait I’

A five-image composite photograph 
of Scar, measuring 2 x 3 metres.  
Eastern Caribbean, 2009.

Above: 

‘Sperm Whale Composite Portrait II’ 

A detailed view of Austin’s largest 
composite photograph. 
Eastern Caribbean, 2011. 

His inner voice told him he had to leave all that was safe and familiar to do this 
work. As the weeks progressed, he kept putting off his resignation, but the pain 
cut deeper. He worried he might hurt himself.
 “I worked at a lab,” Bryant says. “I knew where the pharmacy was. I could 
easily do it.”
 He checked himself into a crisis center and started seeing a therapist down 
the hall. She told Bryant she didn’t know how to help him.
 “I was stunned as we sat in silence together,” he says. “I felt really hopeless, 
but then I thought back to that moment on the boat. I looked up at her and 
said, ‘I have to quit my job. I have to do this full-time.’”
 With that epiphany, Bryant finally took a leap of faith, for himself and for 
the whales.
 “That wasn’t the end of my troubles, but I’ve never felt that low again.” 

Bryant’s second brush-up with a humpback whale occurred in 2006 in the Kingdom 
of Tonga, this time with a calf he named Beethoven. He had sold everything he 
owned to fund 124 days in the field, and as his trip was drawing to a close, he had 
nothing to show for it.
 He couldn’t sleep all night, so he put his camera housing together and waited for 
the sun to rise. Tired and depressed, he slipped into the water. Over the years, he’d 
learned that being patient and predictable yielded better results with whales than 
chasing after them like most photographers do. So he floated in one place, hoping 
that a nearby mother and calf would take interest. 
 “The mom was sleeping at eighteen metres and she surfaced underneath me,” 
Bryant remembers. “She rolled up and looked at me, and I lost track of Beethoven. 
Then I felt this pressure on my back and head. I strained to look up and I saw a chin 
come over me. I lowered my camera and Beethoven’s pectoral fin wrapped around 
and held me against his belly. We breathed together at the surface, him through his 
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blowhole, me through my snorkel.”
 The very next day, he had a close encounter with a newborn humpback whale 
named Mozart. His images could finally become life-size at 1.2 by 1.8 metres. After 
the trip, he moved in with his mother and sold his underwater camera system to pay 
for printing and mounting. A life-size photo of Mozart was his only currency.
 In 2008, Bryant brought his image of Mozart to the International Whaling 
Commission meeting in Santiago, Chile. The more he learned about the plight of 
whales – the fact that several nations still kill them for meat, oil, bone and cultural 
traditions, not to mention the 300,000 whales, dolphins and porpoises that die every 
year entangled in fishing gear – the more meaningful his work became.
 Bryant saw a man and his friend taking photos of Mozart, so he offered to take 
their picture. When the man, Peter Hall, learned that Bryant was the photographer 
he revealed that his investment company, Hunter Hall Ethical Managed Fund, was 
interested in donating to a whale project.
 “Within about thirty seconds, he asked if I had a budget,” Bryant says. “I didn’t – I 
didn’t know what he was talking about.”
 But Bryant and Peter corresponded over the next several months about 
commissioning life-size photographs for exhibitions in Norway and Japan, two 
countries that still hunt whales commercially.
 “Art is the antenna of the human race,” Peter tells me, explaining his initial interest 
in Bryant’s work. “Artists sense things before most people and communicate that to 
the rest of humanity.” Peter’s two conservation passions are rhinos and whales. “If we 
can’t save these two charismatic species, what will we be able to save?” he asks.
 Bryant had other questions as well. He was eager to find out what would happen 
if he took the highest-resolution camera out there – then a 50-megapixel Hasselblad 
– and aimed a portrait lens less than two metres from a whale’s mindful eye. He 
wondered: What would that look like, and how would we respond?

On New Year’s Day 2009, the newly-released Hasselblad H3DII-50 arrived at 
Bryant’s mother’s house, just days before he was to leave for Dominica, an island in 
the eastern Caribbean, to document sperm whales.
 With funding for only five weeks in the field, Bryant hedged his bets on creating 
life-size portraits of one sperm whale family, the Group of Seven, known to be curious 
and friendly with people.
 Towards the end of his trip, Bryant met up with Shane Gero, a Canadian whale 
researcher who had spent thousands of hours studying the social behaviour and 
family dynamics of sperm whales off Dominica. Shane had watched a tourism 
industry grow up around the whales over the past few years, and he was wary about 
photographers. He felt they were putting unnecessary stress on the small number of 
whale families that called these waters home. 
 But, unlike most photographers, Bryant took a genuine interest in Shane’s 
research and wanted to know about the whales as individuals. He also entered the 
water at a great distance and usually just waited, without urgency, for the whales to 
inspect him.
 “That’s just so against what most photographers do,” Shane says. “Though I 
wouldn’t classify Bryant as a photographer, maybe because the rest of the population 
doesn’t fit his mold.” 
 Sure enough, Shane was able to locate the Group of Seven, and Bryant 
experienced close encounters with Enigma – the first whale to become a full-
body composite – as well as the family’s most famous member, Scar. At one 
point, Scar swam right at Bryant, mouth open like the whale in Pinocchio, to 
within a forearm’s reach.
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“I can’t hit print,” he says, 
referring to a full-body composite of Scar. 

“Printing, mounting and framing 
would cost $64,000.”

Page 45: 

‘Humpback Mom and Calf III’

Beethoven and his mother during 
Austin’s fourth day with the pair.  
Kingdom of Tonga, 2006. 

Above: 

‘Sperm Whale Composite II’

A twenty image composite photograph 
measuring 2.5 x 11 metres. Eastern 
Caribbean, 2011. 

 “I remember looking into his eye and realising I had waited five years for 
this,” Bryant says. “You have to remember that eye is attached to the largest 
brain to have ever existed. They’re highly complex, social animals like us, 
and they’ve been around for more than five million years. What compels me 
most is the thought of losing over five million years of evolving culture and 
communication. They’re at the mercy of how we live, and if they go extinct, 
there will be no archive of what’s lost.”
 Shane says making the photos life-size is a subtle but important point to represent 
the whales as individuals. 
“We shouldn’t just be worried about the fact that there are only 360,000 sperm 
whales left,” Shane says. “Enigma is not interchangeable with her cousin Tweak, and 
the Group of Seven is not interchangeable with their bond pair group, the Utensils. 

And the animals in the Caribbean have a unique dialect that’s not replaceable 
with animals in the Azores. Seeing the whales in such detail and full size is super 
important to communicate that message. And I think Bryant is a good messenger.”
 The famed marine biologist Dr Sylvia Earle came out to Dominica that same season 
to meet this unconventional messenger floating on snorkel. In the introduction to 
Bryant’s book, Beautiful Whale, she describes him as “a motionless partner in a dance 
where the whales make all the moves.”

A few months after I meet Bryant in Sydney, we catch up for lunch in Monterey, 
California, not far from where he lives. He is on call to tag blue whales (groundwork 
for an experimental project to photograph them using a remotely-operated camera 
array), but the seas are too rough so he agrees to meet me at his favourite Indian 
restaurant, Ambrosia, a few blocks from the bay.
 I had asked if we could meet at his house, nestled in the Santa Lucia Preserve, but 

I sensed hesitation. “It’s very modest; I only have two photographs on the wall,” he 
responded. I realised I should treat Bryant the way he treats whales: to let him reveal 
himself on his own terms.
 To my surprise, that’s what happens at lunch. He’s relaxed and talkative, and over 
lentil dahl and butter chicken, the conversation undulates between blue whales and 
freediving to his fiancée Cheryl, robots, space and the cost-prohibitive nature of his 
business.
 It’s on this last topic that we linger a while. Bryant and Cheryl are currently taking 
care of a wealthy couple’s property, so Bryant can dedicate his time and energy to 
prepare for his work with the blue whales. Book published and Norway and Japan 
exhibitions finished, Bryant is now focusing on print sales and future shows to raise 
funds for more fieldwork.
 He admits he hasn’t taken a photo in three years but says he just bought a Nikon 
D800. (“I can’t even read the dials anymore. I need bifocals.”) There are still several 
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“I’m going to find a way because I want to inspire others 
to find a way, to help people wake up to what’s in their 
hearts without being afraid.”

‘A Mother Listens’

A humpback whale mother hangs up-
side down with her tail out of the water 
for twenty minutes. Slowly rotating her 
body 360 degrees, she may be listen-
ing for whales in the distance. 

life-size photographs on his computer that haven’t seen the light of day. “I can’t hit 
print,” he says, referring to a full-body composite of Scar. “Printing, mounting and 
framing would cost $64,000.”
 I ask what drives him, despite all the obstacles. After a few thoughtful moments, 
he explains: 
 “Civilisation has a lot of overhead. There are many things you have to do that 
you don’t want to do to survive. Great ideas aren’t executed or even acknowledged 
because they seem impossible economically. I am wrestling with how I can express 
and live my true self in civilisation right now. I’m going to find a way because I 
want to inspire others to find a way, to help people wake up to what’s in their hearts 
without being afraid.” 
 The comment echoes something Bryant said to an audience of more than a 
hundred people during his introduction at the Australian National Maritime 
Museum.
 “It’s better to light a candle than to curse the darkness”, he said, quoting a famous 
proverb. He continued: “And all of you are lighting a candle that inspires me to keep 
going, to keep taking greater risks to bring something back from a world that is still 
beyond our imagination.”
 Before I leave the museum, I buy Bryant’s book and ask him to sign it. When I get 
home, I open up to the title page and see a message that speaks straight to my heart: 
“For the ocean and all it has yet to inspire.” 
 I thank the messenger.                       


