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HOWARD HALL AND THE FIRST IMAX UNDERWATER MOVIES

Underwater filming began with Hans Hass’s first productions in the 1940s, got serious
with Stan Waterman’s white shark film and made it to the movie theaters thanks
to Al Giddings and Chuck Nicklin. But it was the young acolyte Howard Hall who
perfected underwater filming by making the first underwater IMAX movies.
“The chamber operator pushed the heavy convex door
closed then settled back. A moment later the doctor’s voice
came over the intercom and ordered the treatment to begin.
I pulled the oxygen mask down over my face and began to
breathe deeply as air rushed into the recompression chamber.
The temperature immediately soared in the tiny pressurized
space as I began my fourth and final treatment for bends.
Two tiny portholes allowed light to penetrate the interior of
the chamber. My wife Michele’s face occluded one of these.
She wiggled a finger at me. ‘See you later.’ I wiggled a finger
back. It would have been nice to have my notebook computer in the chamber with me. I could probably get a lot of writing done while hunched against the side of the 48-inch
diameter steel tube for five hours. But electronics and high
oxygen environments make an explosive combination. So I
plumped up the pillow I was leaning against and tried to
concentrate on my paperback by Elmore Leonard, Bandits.
Occasionally I wriggled the toes on my right foot to see if the
numbness was still there.”
Howard Hall was on location shooting a new IMAX documentary film, Coral Reef Adventure, when things went
wrong on a deep dive in a remote area of Fiji. One of the
sequences he planned for the MacGillivray Freeman IMAX
film included a series of deep dives to film fish expert
Dr. Richard Pyle searching for new species at depths between
250 and 400 feet, a depth range Pyle calls the Twilight Zone.
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Filming would be done on rebreathers, allowing access to
deep regions of the Fijian coral reef that had never been seen
by humans before. To prepare, Hall had made a series of
deep dives with film crew members Bob Cranston and Mark
Thurlow to test their rebreathers, underwater communications systems, and the IMAX camera system that they had
modified for use in such depths. This included a pressure
compensation system that would theoretically allow the
housing to be used at any depth they wished.
Following a successful dive to 362 feet the previous day
without the IMAX system, they planned a 350 foot dive for
the last day of the expedition in hopes of shooting a roll of
film deeper than any diver had used an IMAX camera
before. The site was a reef named Mt. Mutiny. Surrounded by
waters more than a half mile deep, the pinnacle rises almost
to the surface like an impossibly steep and slender spire. It
was an ideal place to go deep.
They began the dive at mid-morning when the sun would
provide maximum light to the Twilight Zone. Peter Kragh
and Cat Holloway descended ahead with the IMAX camera
and stationed themselves at 150 feet. Thurlow, Cranston, and
Hall descended five minutes later using an air diluent to create nitrox in the rebreathers. To avoid a high partial pressure
of oxygen (PO2) as they descended, the dive began with a set
point of .7 PO2 of oxygen instead of the normal 1.2 PO2. At
100 feet the team stopped to switch from air diluent to a
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“We took IMAX into the Twilight Zone, down to a depth of up to
350 feet, deeper than any other IMAX film has ever been done.”
Howard Hall
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BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING. Howard
and Michele Hall with IMAX 3D camera in
cold waters of British Columbia during
filming of Deep Sea 3D, 2004.

heliox diluent. The descent continued now breathing a gas
mixture called trimix (helium, nitrogen, and oxygen). Peter
and Cat were waiting at 150 feet. The large IMAX camera
was handed off to Hall. Everything was working perfectly.
He remembers, “We fell slowly down the steep wall. Communities of colorful soft corals that adorned the shallow
water slowly gave way to pale gorgonians and long spiral
whip corals. It grew darker as we descended and the features
of the mountain slope seemed to lose color and definition.
At 300 feet the sheer wall gave way to a 45-degree slope. Pure
white sand covered the small spaces between corals and
rocks. In the twilight, it looked like a bluish-white dusting of
snow in the high desert on a night with a full moon. It was
incredibly beautiful. I was mesmerized.”
At 310 feet the earphone in his communications unit
abruptly failed, as had happened previously on other dives.
Cranston tried to say something to him and Hall couldn’t
hear him. “I later learned that he was asking if I had made
the planned switch from .7 PO2 to 1.3 PO2 on my rebreather. I wish I’d paid attention.”

For the first shot, Hall dropped down to about 350 feet
to film Bob and Mark swimming along the steep slope about
15 feet above. Two large hammerhead sharks approached
along the slope and then dropped straight down toward the
camera. The pair reacted immediately by directing their
underwater lights on the sharks illuminating them against
the incredibly dark blue sky.
“The animals veered off about10 feet from the camera and
turned to swim the other way. I panned over to Mark and
Bob who were swimming along the reef, their light causing
gorgonian corals to glow with backlight. It was a wonderful
shot. Having established that the pressurized camera worked
at 350 feet, I indicated to Mark and Bob that we should move
up the slope before filming our next shot. At this point, I
suddenly realized that I had not changed the PO2 set point
on my rebreather. I passed the camera to Bob, made the
switch from .7 to 1.3 PO2, and indicated the mistake to him.
We were now 14 minutes into the dive. But for about 11 minutes of that time, I was at .7 PO2 instead of the planned
1.3 PO2. This was my first and most serious mistake.”

At about 300 feet, Hall swam backwards shooting several
sequences through the whip corals as the two other divers
trailed him as models. This was difficult and he had to exert
more effort than normal at that depth. Eighteen minutes
into the dive, the team left the bottom for their first deep
stop at 256 feet. At this point, differences were noted in their
dive computer displays and this led to some confusion. Hall
had not yet fully realized the consequences of the set point
error that was leading him into trouble. Compounding the
confusion was the fact that Cranston and Thurlow had been
shallower than Hall and with the correct PO2 set points.
They decided to follow ascent and decompression based on
Thurlow’s computer display that was the most conservative
of the three.
“At 100 feet we switched our diluent from trimix to air and
continued our ascent. As we went through decompression
stops between 100 feet and 70 feet, I noticed that our depth
occasionally approached to within eight or nine feet of the
ceiling limit on my computer. At these depths, approaching
to within 20 feet of my ceiling was my second mistake. At the

50-foot stop, I began to feel strange. I developed a pain in my
diaphragm that seemed to spread around my rib cage toward
my back. I thought it could be indigestion or intestinal air,
but also realized it might be decompression illness (DCI).
Within moments the pain became intense. I signaled to Mark
and Bob that I was feeling pain and descending. At 70 feet the
pain abated dramatically and at 100 feet, the symptoms disappeared. I stayed there for several minutes and then resumed
my ascent to 20 feet. When the deco period ended, I continued to do some shallow swimming so the topside film crew
could capture me in the shot from a vantage point high on the
ship. We then surfaced. This was my third mistake. Having
experienced DCI symptoms, I should have begun a full in-
water treatment beginning at 25 feet. At minimum, I should
have stayed 30 minutes at 25 feet and ascended at one foot per
four minutes. But I felt fine, so I came up—classic denial.”
After spending time on the surface, the team entered the
water again for a short time, took another surface interval,
and then another brief dive. This put Hall over the edge with
inert gas loading and incomplete decompression.

BIG WEAPON SHOOTING SMALL STUFF.
Howard Hall and crew in Fiji during filming
of Coral Reef Adventure, 2002.
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“After the symptoms during the first dive’s decompression, I should have stayed on the surface. Instead, I went on a
32-minute dive, to a maximum depth of 50 feet at 1.3 PO2,
while Michele and other crew members shot production
stills of me and the deep dive team with the IMAX camera
system. We got out of the water just after 4 p.m. At 5:35 p.m.
while resting in my bunk, I noticed some tingling sensations
in my right foot. Twenty minutes later the symptoms had
progressed to numbness in my foot and tingling in the skin
on my right leg. I began to suspect DCI and went on oxygen,
but the symptoms continued to worsen. Now my right foot
and the skin on that leg were numb. I was beginning to lose
motor coordination in my legs.”
Hall went back in the water to try in-water recompression
and got some slight improvement, but some symptoms
remained. It was now dark underwater as the sun set. Three
and half hours later he surfaced, still with numbness and tingling, indicating central nervous system decompression
sickness. He knew it was time to be evacuated to the only
chamber in the area, a considerable distance away in Suva.
As the ship steamed en route, Hall went back on surface oxygen, breathing intermittently through the night before being
delivered to the medical facility the next morning.
“At the end of two Table 6 treatments, I still had minor
symptoms. The little toe on my right foot was still numb and
I had some strange feelings in the skin on the inside of my
right knee. Other than that, I felt fine. My pride, however,
had been severely bruised. The symptoms never improved
during recompression in the chamber, which implies that any
bubbles were long gone, most likely thanks to the in-water
protocol we did. But each day as Michele and I walked
around Suva, the symptoms abated. At the end of my fourth

recompression treatment, I was symptom free. Four days
later, Michele and I flew home to California.”
Hall made a series of mistakes that caused his problems
but he also took the right procedures to effectively be treated.
Ironically, he is one of the most thorough and detailed dive
planners among the professional cadre of divers on such
projects. He was lucky to have the protocols in place to deal
initially with the serious issues and then be able to get to a
chamber. The incident is accurately portrayed in the film and
it lends a genuine dramatic effect that resonates. Coral Reef
Adventure was a great success and enthusiastic divers welcomed a lavish book about the expedition. There was no
question about the “adventure” aspect of the project.
Howard Hall has enjoyed huge success as a filmmaker.
(That may be the biggest understatement I’ve ever made.) Yet
even that concise praise would probably make him wince.
Because, in spite of being blessed with an innate talent and
instinct for creative filming, Howard is the epitome of reticence, a seemingly shy, almost reluctant hero. Having been
privileged to share stages with him over the years and to
spend time in the field with him on an IMAX shoot, I can
attest to both his striking intelligence and filming skill, as
well as his private gracious generosity. And he possesses a
delightful sense of ironic and understated humor. Like Stan
Waterman, an evening spent with Howard over dinner and
wine is both entertaining and profound.
From a humble beginning working spearing fish for shark
scenes on The Deep back in 1976, Howard has forged ahead
to be recognized as one of the finest and most creative
underwater cinematographers in the world. As a team, he
and his wife Michele have received seven Emmys for television specials. And they are considered the best to use the

CYCLOPS ON THE OCEAN FLOOR.
Howard Hall with IMAX 3D camera
during making of Into the Deep, 1994.
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TEAM WORK. Howard Hall and crew outfitted
with rebreathers on a reef off Komodo Island
during filming of Under the Sea 3D, 2008.

SOLO DIVING. Howard Hall equipped with
rebreather ascends up drop-off wall in
Fiji to film a turtle while making Coral Reef
Adventure, 2002.
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WHALE WATCHING. Howard Hall with
IMAX Mark II camera during filming
of humpback whales in Tonga for One
World One Ocean, 2012.
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BEST FRIENDS. Howard Hall and
Stan Waterman during Guadalupe
Island shark trip, 2012.
BEST FOES. Great white shark approaches
Tom Allen in custom miniature shark cage
during filming of Wild Kingdom episode 1984
at Neptune Islands, Australia.

IMAX format underwater. Back in the summer of 1998, I
caught up with them when we rendezvoused off Cocos
Island where they were on their fifth three-week expedition
filming a new IMAX production, Island of the Sharks. They
had chartered the 90-foot Undersea Hunter while I had the
120-foot Sea Hunter with an eager crew of underwater
photog raphers aboard for the month. It was a unique
opportunity to observe one of the top professional film
crews at work, and I welcomed the chance to shoot photographs of them as they labored for long hours underwater
and in topside scenes. In the evenings, we’d get together for
dinner on one of the two ships in the anchorage, and I
began a lengthy interview with him that would eventually
be used in my book Diving Pioneers.
We talked about how he got started. “Working as a diving instructor paid my way through college. I later joined
the staff at San Diego’s Diving Locker retail store for seven
years. I was inspired by owner Chuck Nicklin, who was
selling underwater photos as well as doing film assignments. I started taking still photographs, writing stories for

diving magazines, and by 1978 I was able to make it a full
time job. In 1976, Nicklin got me involved in The Deep.
That was probably my first big break. My job was to spear
fish and attract sharks in order to create the shark sequences for a scene in the movie. When I got back to San Diego,
I commissioned a machinist to build me an underwater
16-millimeter camera fashioned after the old Cousteau
torpedo models. It took a year to get the camera ready to go
in the water. I had almost no money and couldn’t justify
just shooting tests in a pool because 16-millimeter film was
extraordinarily expensive to purchase, develop and print.
So I went out and shot three rolls of blue sharks. That was
in 1977. The test was successful and I had about 30 minutes of shark footage in the can as a bonus. That was my
total inventory.”
A few months later Hall was talking to Stan Waterman
on the phone. Stan had been co-director of underwater
cinematography on The Deep along with Al Giddings. He
explained that he had been offered a contract to make a
film about sharks but couldn’t think of anything new to do.
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SEAL TEAM. Howard Hall and John Dunham
in the air, in an ultra-light aircraft over
Tahiti with IMAX camera during filming of
Coral Reef Adventure, 2002.
Howard Hall with IMAX Mark II camera
on land, Cocos Island during filming of
Island of the Sharks, 1998.
And in the waters around Komodo for
the 3D movie.

Howard asked him if he had ever seen footage of blue
sharks before. When he said he hadn’t, Hall offered to send
him his three rolls to review.
“Oh, I didn’t know you were a film cameraman,” Waterman said with surprise. “Oh, sure I am,” Hall replied.
“I decided that this was not technically a complete barefaced lie. Anyway, the footage had some really exciting
things on it… people hand-feeding sharks… that was completely new then. Stan showed the footage to his clients in
England and was awarded the contract. He hired me as
second cameraman and never asked about my film experience. The film was shown on prime time and my film
career was off and running.”
After working as a cameraman for PBS Nature on a film
called The Coral Triangle, Howard then made a direct pitch
for a film of his own about the kelp forests of California.
“David Healy, then executive producer for Nature, decided
I was worth taking a risk on. His two-page letter in response
to mine said basically, ‘Okay.’ I almost went into shock. I spent
two years making the film on a budget of 135,000 dollars

excluding post-production costs that I traded out for distribution rights with a company in England. The film, Seasons
in the Sea, was the first true underwater animal behavior
film. It won a Golden Panda Award for Best of Show at the
Wildscreen Festival that is, for natural history film producers, just like winning Best Picture at the Academy Awards.
Winning that was like being given a credit card with no
limit or obligation to pay the money back. My career went
from pushing a load of bricks uphill in a wheelbarrow to
flying a jet.”
Hall continued to produce an excellent body of work.
He got another break in 1994 when hired to shoot the
underwater footage for an IMAX film called The Living Seas
with veteran director Greg MacGillivray. Now his career
path was charted. He has gone on to earn the reputation as
the best underwater IMAX filmmaker in history. His IMAX
works also include Into the Deep, Island of the Sharks, Life
in the Balance, Journey Into Amazing Caves, Coral Reef
Adventure, Deep Sea 3D, and Under the Sea 3D. No other
single person comes close to his body of work in this difficult

format. Howard’s list of awards for his anthology of films
runs over two pages in length including the prestigious 2013
International Wildlife Film Festival’s Lifetime Achievement
Award for Marine Conservation & Media.
Still going strong at age 63, he offers this perspective to
those who follow his path. “The best advice I can give may be
not to take any advice too seriously. Natural history filmmaking is a passion. The odds of being successful at breaking in
are enormously against you. Still, if the passion is overwhelming, the odds don’t matter. Go with your heart and enjoy the
process. It’s the process that really matters. The true reward is
finding justification for being out in the wilderness appreciating beauty purely for the sake of beauty itself, not in seeing
your pictures in print or on television, or in cashing a check.”
Hall is an example for all to follow. In October 2012,
while at Guadalupe Island on a special expedition filming
great white sharks and celebrating Stan Waterman’s 90th
birthday, one evening Howard casually previewed to me
some humpback whale footage he had just shot while free
diving in Tonga. The sequences were simply breathtaking

and perhaps the best whale motion picture work ever
captured. But again his understated and unpretentious
manner only serves to emphasize his astounding talent.
Hall truly lets his work speak for him. And there is no finer
orator in this media.
Text: Bret Gilliam
Photos: Howard and Michele Hall

