Cuttlefish Conundrums

by Mark Webster

Spending long periods working
away from home, in Angola currently
in my case, makes the heart and
mind yearn for a spot of UWP in
temperate or tropical waters. I had
been keenly anticipating a month
at home in August with visions of
brilliant summer sunshine and calm
seas around the Atlantic coast of my
home in Cornwall UK. Anyone who
spent the month of August in the UK
this year will know that this vision
was shattered by high winds and
heavy rain with scant opportunity to
get into the water let alone concentrate
on photography. The few times I
ventured into the water I was faced
with heavy swells and poor visibility
due to freshwater run off and plankton
blooms.

I was keen to play with my new
digital toys and beginning to despair
that I would produce any images let
alone find interesting subjects. Living
on the coast fortunately gives me the
choice of choosing to dive as soon as
the conditions allow and I am lucky
enough to have a splendid beach dive
Jjust ten minutes from the front door.
The area has a variety of reef and
sand/gravel habitats and has been
known for sightings of Atlantic trigger
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fish and even spiny seahorses. In the
summer small forests of boot lace
seaweed reach towards the surface
and are a good hunting ground for a
variety of marine life, even when the
visibility is poor.

A gap in the low pressure weather
systems brought an opportunity to
make a dive and I was in that water
in a flash. Hoping for better visibility
than I found, I had armed the D100
with an 18-35mm zoom, but the
visibility transpired to be a murky
2m at best. I decided to explore the
bootlace weed forest for thornback
rays or grey Atlantic triggerfish,
frequently seen here in late summer,
and hope to get close enough for a
clear picture. Moving slowly through
the weed I encountered nothing of
the sort, but when I stopped for few
minutes I soon became aware that I
was being watch by more than one
pair of eyes.

Slowly through the gloom
appeared one, then two, then four and
then finally six cuttle fish ranging in
size from 15cm to 30cm. Although
they were showing a healthy interest
in me initially they were staying on
the limits of visibility, particularly the
larger ones, which was no good for
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Nikon D100, LMI Titan housing, 105mm macro, Inon quad flash, f8 @ 1/60,
200ASA
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photography. Eventually I decided to
Just move gently towards one of the
smaller cuttle fish which seemed a
little less wary than the others. Over
many agonising minutes it eventually
let me get within 30cm and I was able
to fire off a couple of shots.

It soon became apparent that this
cuttle fish wanted to co-operate and
he (making a sexist assumption here)
began to go through his camouflage
and texture repertoire whilst
apparently signalling to me with a
number of arm movements. As this
was progressing I also noticed that a
number of sand gobies were hopping
in closer to have a closer look at the

pair of us - big mistake on the sand
gobies part! In an instant the cuttle
fish struck, almost too fast to see but
I did detect a change in colour and
behaviour just before he made his
move

He began to move off slowly
across the weed and gravel obviously
intent on finding further candidates to
satisfy his appetite. It was plain that
he did not object to my presence or
close attention - I had my dome within
25cm (67) of the cuttle fish as I tracked
him through the viewfinder. Using
the 35mm end of the zoom gives the
equivalent of a 50mm and a plus 4
diopter will get you very close indeed.

Nikon D100, LMI Titan housing, 18-35mm zoom, two Subtronic Mini TTL’s, f8
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I watched him strike a couple
of more times and realised that there
was a distinct behaviour pattern which
indicated when he intended to strike
and might enable me to capture the
moment. Immediately after a strike
he would remain motionless over an
area of weed and attempt to match
his colour to the surroundings whilst
increasing the texture of his body to
the classic warty appearance whilst
raising and waving his two centre
tentacles - at me? After a couple of
minutes he would move off slowly
aiming for a likely gravel patch
which the sand gobies would favour.
Hovering at the edge we would wait

patiently wait for a potential victim. It
soon became obvious that this cuttle
fish was not merely tolerating me,

he had deduced that the gobies were
coming closer to investigate me and so
I was helping him with the hunt!

As one or two approached the
cuttle fish would gradually lose his
texture and extend his tentacles into
a funnel. His colour would gradually
fade more and more towards a pale
beige colour and his head would
extend slightly from his mantle. Next
his ‘striking arms’ would just begin to
emerge and I then knew that the strike
would happen at any instant. This was
the difficult part - predicting when he
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would strike and pressing the shutter at
the precise moment to catch the action.
Needless to say I had many failed
attempts - but the joy of digital is of
course that you have a huge number
of frames to play with and of course
you can see immediately if you have
missed! If it is truly awful then just
delete it and try again.

The D100 has an almost
imperceptible shutter lag and in
most instances it appears to be
instantaneous. This in fact proved both
a blessing and a disadvantage with
some of my shots. The best turned
out to be those that I managed to fire
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just at the beginning of the strike and
then the short delay caught the strike
at the crucial moment. Many attempts
produced perhaps three or four
satisfying shots and whilst the cuttle
fish was happy to carry on stalking, I
was running low on air and needed to
fin slowly back to the shore to clamber
out over the rocks. However I was
immensely pleased at having captured
a behaviour I had rarely witnessed
before.

Although cuttlefish (Sepia
officinalis) are very closely related
to the octopus, the most obvious
difference between them is that the

cuttlefish has maintained more of its
mollusc ancestry with its substantial
internal ‘shell’. This is the cuttlebone
which are often found washed up on
the beach and used as a source of
calcium carbonate for caged birds. The
‘bone’ is in fact a mass of porous cells
which enables the cuttlefish to control
its buoyancy without having to swim
actively - rather like the buoyancy
tanks of a submarine.

Cuttlefish hunt both during
daylight and night hours and when
resting are often found partially
buried in the sand. During the spring
and early summer months breeding
cuttlefish are found together in groups
‘courting’ before mating. When they
are engrossed in this, a close, but
cautious approach can often be made
to watch the males changing colour
and pattern to attract a potential mate.
Like the octopus a specially designed
tentacle is used during mating, the
eggs are then laid in clusters attached
to seaweed and eel grass in the south
west - these are sometimes referred to
as ‘sea raisins’ due to their shape and
dark colour.

The cuttlefish is a more efficient
swimmer than the octopus using a
combination of its siphon, skirt like
fins and adjustable buoyancy. They
normally prey on small crabs, prawns
and fish and have two long ‘striking’
tentacles with sucker pads on their
ends which are shot out in a fraction

of a second to snatch their prey.
They also have remarkable eyesight
and in fact can see both backwards
and forwards, useful for hinting and
avoiding predators.

Cuttlefish are most often found in
Spring and early Summer on shallow
reef areas where there are fine sand
patches, or close to river estuaries
where there may be sea grass beds.
Once found their behaviour is difficult
to predict. Some are very inquisitive
and will emerge from a sandy burrow
to touch and explore an extended hand
whilst others will jet off immediately
in a cloud of ink.

As with all motive subjects in
underwater photography patience is
the key to capturing natural behaviour.
Sometimes you can be lucky with a
chance encounter but for mostly you
need to be prepared to try and stay
motionless for long periods waiting to
see what will happen. Occasionally it
will pay off!

Mark Webster

www.photec.co.uk

Mark is the author of

‘The Art and Technique of
Underwater Photography’
(published by Fountain Press)
and Diving and Snorkeling Belize
(Lonely Planet) and hosts regular
workshops overseas.



S-TTL. THE END OF AN ERA.

Digital underwater cameras have been a real breakthrough for divers.
Offering instant feedback to speed up your learning curve, user friendly
features like auto exposure and autofocus, zoom lenses with macro built
right in and negligible shooting costs, digital seems the perfect solution for
underwater imaging.

Until you add a flashgun. Then the nightmares and confusion begin. Especially
when it comes to getting the exposure right. With many guns you have to shoot
manually. Often this means taking several test shots to get it right. Something you may
not be able to do with a moving subject. Auto guns can help, but you need a camera
with a fixable equivalent film speed and lockable aperture to use these

properly.

Inon’s D2000 puts those problems firmly in the past. It uses the best
flash exposure system in the world to get your lighting exactly right. Your
camera’s own flash meter. Accurate, dependable and affordable, the |
Inon D2000 marks the end of an era. The end of poor flash photography.

Welcome to Inon. Simplicity through sophistication.
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Guidelines for contributors

The response to UwP has been nothing short of fantastic. We are looking for interesting, well illustrated articles about underwater
photography. We are looking for work from existing names but would also like to discover some of the new talent out there and that could
be you!

The type of articles we’re looking for fall into five main categories:

Uw photo techniques - Balanced light, composition, etc

Locations - Photo friendly dive sites, countries or liveaboards

Subjects - Anything from whale sharks to nudibranchs in full detail
Equipment reviews - Detailed appraisals of the latest equipment
Personalities - Interviews/features about leading underwater photographers

If you have an idea for an article,
contact me first before putting pen to paper.
E mail peter@uwpmag.com

How to submit articles

To keep UwP simple and financially viable, we can only accept submissions by e mail and they need to be done in the following
way:
1. The text should be saved as a TEXT file and attached to the e mail
2. Images must be attached to the e mail and they need to be 144dpi
Size - Maximum length 15cm i.e. horizontal pictures would be 15 cm wide and verticals would be 15cm.
File type - Save your image as a JPG file and set the compression to “Medium” quality. This should result in images no larger than about
120k which can be transmitted quickly. If we want larger sizes we will contact you.
3. Captions - Each and every image MUST have full photographic details including camera, housing, lens, lighting, film, aperture,
shutter speed and exposure mode. These must also be copied and pasted into the body of the e mail.
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