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A DROP IN 
THE OCEAN

A successful beauty photographer for 30 years, Hugh Arnold decided to 
take a break and indulge in an underwater nudes project that’d been years 

in the making. The result is his epic new book Agua Nacida: Water Born
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nce in a blue moon, an urge to 
scratch a particular nostalgic itch 
surfaces. Out come the dust-
covered storage boxes (literally, or 

metaphorically if you’re a digital archiver), the 
contents of which haven’t seen the light of day 
in months, years, sometimes decades. There’ll 
be photos you’re chuffed to rediscover as well 
as those you’d rather have forgotten nestled 
amongst a half-finished project or two. Everyone 
expects a few surprises, but when fine art and 
commercial beauty photographer Hugh Arnold 
rummaged through his archives, he 
found something of a treasure chest.

It was an envelope marked 
‘Underwater Shoot’ that caught his 
eye. Inside, it was filled with ideas for 
an underwater project that had been 
conceived 20 years earlier but had 
never been developed into anything 
more. It all stemmed from a seminal 
photo that Hugh considered, and 
still considers, to be “unquestionably 
my favourite image of my career”. Taken 
underwater on an editorial beauty shoot in the 
Seychelles, the picture marked the beginning of 
his fascination with the sea and nudes. 

“The image was of the model Tully Jensen,” 
recalls Hugh. “I had been asked to do an 
underwater picture and having hired a boat 
to take us out into the open seas, after one 
roll of film the beauty editor of the German 
magazine suddenly announced that it was 
time for lunch so I wasn’t able to do any 
more. A mistake was made in the drying of 
the film which produced a wonderful effect, 
and although very simple, the image has 
always stood out as one of my favourites.”

O
Life and the financial demands of supporting 

a growing family (he and his wife Celina have 
four children) meant his ideas had to be put 
on the back burner as he concentrated on 
commercial work. After shifting from a career 
as an actor to earning a living behind the lens, 
his first big contract came from Vogue Australia, 
which opened doors for him professionally. 
Since then, he’s completed commissions for 
the upper echelons of the beauty industry 
shooting worldwide campaigns for the likes of 
L’Oréal, Max Factor and Pantene as well as for 

big-name publications such as Tatler and Condé 
Nast Traveller.

The serendipitous rediscovery of the 
envelope a little over a year ago, however, came 
at the right time and Hugh embarked on a year 
of creative indulgence without commercial 
restraints and “without compromising for 
anyone”. As the project developed, it morphed 
into a more profound photographic exploration 
of womanhood and nature than he first 
anticipated, culminating in his book Agua 
Nacida (Merrell Publishers, £40).

“At first I wanted to simply do nudes in the 
sea since I thought it was a wonderful subject 
and medium. I soon realised that the idea could 

be developed and I decided to convey the 
different stages of life from conception, womb to 
womanhood through physical actions. The womb 
and birth are conveyed in many visual ways. In 
the end, the whole project took me so much 
deeper than I ever imagined and has essentially 
become the foundation of my personal water 
birth, in many more ways than one.”

The first hurdle to overcome was finding 
models, not an easy feat given the unusual 
nature of the project and the inherent skill 
set required. Without much relevant material 

of his own with which to sell his 
vision to the models, Hugh had 
to be a little more creative in his 
pitch. “I had to put together a small 
storyboard of references to convince 
the girls on my first casting in 
Sydney about what I wanted to do,” 
he says. 

Polina, an ex-swimmer and a 
model, was the first of two models 
to get on board. She grew up as a 

swimmer in Norway, quitting at 16 to pursue a 
career in modelling, and despite not having any 
experience with nude shoots before, she was 
enraptured by Hugh’s passion and enthusiasm 
for the project. “Polina said she had been 
wanting to do a project like this for many years,” 
says Hugh. “She even turned down a well-paid 
advertising job to do this.” Polina recommended 
her friend Nika, also a former swimmer and 
model, who was instantly sold on the idea and 
was swiftly recruited.

“Their background as swimmers was 
essential as was their total embracing of the 
project. The fact that they were good friends 
made them extremely comfortable with each 
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TOP LEFT  The friendship between models Nika and Polina meant that from 
day one, they were incredibly comfortable with each other.  ABOVE One of 

Hugh’s experimental techniques was to flip the image, turning the ocean 
into the sky and the water’s surface into the ground.  BELOW  Taken from the 

‘Woman’ section of his book, Agua Nacida, this shot depicts the transformation 
into womanhood that has been building throughout the book.
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other,” he says. “I am still dumbfounded by their 
capabilities and I feel extremely privileged to 
have worked with them.”

Wanting the shoots to be as organic as 
possible to capture Polina and Nika at their 
most natural and uninhibited, Hugh let the 
friends and models work instinctively, dictated 
to only by the rhythm of the water and a few 
loose suggestions. “I spent months thinking 
and planning what I wanted to achieve but 
I don’t ever remember actually giving the 
girls very much more than a few words or 
directions as they intuitively understood,” 
says the photographer. “Things happened as 
I wanted them to, subliminally, with some 
wonderful surprises.” 

The process was just as unrestrictive in post-
production, where Hugh experimented with the 
images’ orientation and created some of the 
most evocative and striking images in the series 
by flipping them 180°. “The great thing about 
the sea is that it’s not a medium that we’re used 
to seeing that much,” he explains. “If you think 
of the seabed as the sky and vice versa, it gives 
the picture a twist. The slow shutter speeds in 
low light make it more painterly.”

Choosing the locations however was a 
slightly more tricky process, mainly guided by 
trial and error. The water couldn’t be too cold, 
it had to be safe and there had to be good 
visibility, but as Hugh says, “unfortunately 
Google Maps doesn’t stretch to underwater 
yet”, making it all the more challenging. With 
this in mind, his first port of call was Jervis Bay, 
just south of Sydney, in Australia.

“It was supposed to be the warmest, 
calmest part of the year, but when I decided 
to go for a swim, the water was freezing with 

zero visibility. An Antarctic current had made 
its way up. Looking for alternatives, I was just 
about to book plane tickets to the north of 
Queensland to shoot on the Great Barrier Reef 
when I discovered that it was peak season for 
the box jellyfish. One sting and you have no 
more than five minutes to live, so not exactly 
conducive to a positive shooting environment.

“Scouring the rest of Australia, including 
a wonderful spot, Seal Rocks, which had 
become a shark haven since my time living in 
the country, I came up against closed doors 
everywhere I looked. I was beginning to lose 
faith then my assistant suggested Fiji, ‘the soft 
coral capital of the world’.”

Location sorted, it still wasn’t all plain sailing. 
Arriving in Fiji, Hugh had already conquered 
his initial fear of scuba diving (“my biggest 
victory”) but without a full diving licence, he 
had to start shooting on what was his last 
open water dive exam. Even his kit wasn’t quite 
there as the underwater housing system he’d 
invested in for his dream team of a Canon EOS 
5D Mark III and 16-24mm zoom lens wouldn’t 
let him activate the shutter. Luck was on his 
side though and came in the form of the dive 
centre owner Adam, an ex-cameraman from 
London who fortuitously had the right piece of 
kit and the skills to adjust the housing.

“I call him my guardian angel, because 
without him, I would never have been able to 
take a picture. He’s vastly experienced, having 
spent a total of seven years of his life in physical 
time underwater. I was surprised he hadn’t 
grown fins!”

The majority of his mesmerising 368-page 
book was shot in Fiji with some of the images 
also taken in tuna farms in Gozo, Malta. To 

complement the book, several exhibitions are 
being held: first in Chicago, then in London at 
the Mead Carney Gallery from January and 
then in Porto Montenegro next summer. “I hope 
there’ll be more exhibitions too. I am thrilled 
with the result,” Hugh enthuses. “The positive 
energy that has surrounded my vision from 
everyone connected with the project along 
the way has been incredibly enriching. It cost 
ten times more than I ever expected but I can 
honestly say that if I died tomorrow, I would 
have achieved one very satisfying and hopefully 
inspiring milestone in my life!

“I can’t imagine right now wanting to take 
pictures above the water, or at least not in 
the foreseeable future. There’s a whole new 
world to discover and I really only feel at the 
beginning of this new and exciting mission.”

 MORE INFORMATION
www.hugharnold.com

With 30 years of 
experience working 
in the beauty industry, 
Hugh Arnold took 

a year out to explore the human form 
without ego or artifice, and he’s not 
planning on stopping there.

• All images featured are 
taken from Hugh Arnold’s 
book Agua Nacida 
(Merrell Publishers), 
which features 177 
colour illustrations and is 
now available to buy in 
hardback priced at £40. 

ABOVE  Hugh had to overcome his initial fear of scuba diving in order to 
be able to shoot his project.  BELOW  This shot is taken from the ‘Llegar a la 
vida’ or ‘Coming to life’ section of Hugh’s book.  RIGHT  Wanting to show his 
interpretation of the journey from womb to womanhood, this image shows 

the ‘niña’ or ‘girl’.
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