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Neil Silverwood mostly photographs 
landscapes never before captured on 

camera, documenting uncharted territory 
deep underground. 

W R I T T E N  B Y  N A O M I  A R N O L D

WHAT 
LIES 

BENEATH



-- 72 -- -- 73 --

NEIL SILVERWOOD

happen to be in the South Island.
Above ground, landscape photography relies on natural 

light. Below, light must be created and styled, the photog-
rapher sculpting the darkness into light and shadow. 

So what do you shoot when neither you nor your subjects 
can see what you’re shooting? It comes down to planning 
and patience, says Silverwood—and plenty of flash. 

“Cave photography is so creative—you have a blank canvas 
when you start, and put light where you want it,” he says. “It’s 
really hard to try and guess at what the lights are going to do, 
so when you fire a flash you don’t know what that’s going to 
create until you do it. It just comes down to experience and 
an element of luck in every shot.”

When it’s time to shoot—after dragging all the gear, 
packed in Pelican cases, through tight squeezes and wet, 

muddy passages—Silverwood sets up his camera on a tripod, 
then lights the whole area with a bright LED to ensure the 
shot will be in focus and the composition works. He and his 
fellow cavers place all the lighting, then pose people in the 
shot. For wide views of large-scale passages and chambers, 
Silverwood uses walkie-talkies to communicate with his 
subjects, who are sometimes up to 200 metres away. The 
more complex images can take half a day to set up and shoot, 
and the wet, dirty, cramped environment is rough on gear. 
Things get water-damaged, dropped, dragged over pitches. 
He estimates he’s destroyed about 10 flashguns.

Silverwood came to caving through his love of the out-
doors, but he didn’t immediately begin documenting what 
he found. In the mid-90s, he was working as a cave guide 
when he met writer and photographer Derek Grzelewski, 

SOME OF THE most beautiful sights 
on Earth are hidden in darkness, hun-
dreds of metres below its surface. Only 
a handful of determined people will 
ever witness them in person. The rest 
of us rely on the work of cavers such 
as Neil Silverwood. 

A freelance writer, photographer 
and adventurer, Silverwood, 38, is based in Charleston, south 
of Westport in New Zealand’s South Island. His work has 
appeared in magazines including Britain’s Descent, Australia’s 
Wild, New Zealand Geographic, Australian Geographic, NZ 
Skier, Wilderness, Adventure, and Ski & Board. He has also 
worked for Red Bull as a photographer and cameraman, and 
has spent the past 18 months working on his first book with 
caver, writer and publisher Marcus Thomas. Slated for 
release in July 2017, the book will showcase 10 of New 
Zealand’s most spectacular, significant caves, most of which 

Lit by a single antique flashbulb, a caver is 
silhouetted in order to give a large 
chamber in Babylon Cave a sense of scale, 
above. Silverwood uses flashbulbs 
manufactured in the 1970s as they are 
brighter than electronic flashes. Some of 
his favourite photographs are created on 
the way home, when the sun is low, the 
light is moody, and the cavers tired, at left.  
On the previous spread, a caver 
descending a 40-metre shaft at Ti Tahi is 
lit by a single flash placed behind him. 
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who was putting together a story on caving for New Zealand 
Geographic.

“Along the way I tried to learn as much as I could off him, 
and after we finished it we found a new cave system,” says 
Silverwood. “I gave him a call and said, ‘We’ve got a new 
cave; it’s fantastic and you should come and photograph it’. 
He said, ‘Photograph it yourself’.”

So he did, teaching himself how to use an entry-level SLR 
and eventually placing his first story in an adventure 
magazine. 

These days, Silverwood’s kit includes a Canon 5D Mk 
III—he rates its low-light capability—and five Yongnuo flash-
guns, which have built-in radio triggers. But while he relies 
on photography’s newest technologies, he also loves working 

with some of its oldest, trawling the internet weekly in 
search of old flashbulbs. With their beautiful, warm light, 
flashbulbs are the best way to illuminate immense dark 
spaces, says Silverwood. A large bulb supplies about ten 
times more power than the best flashguns on the market. 
But their supply is limited—production stopped in the early 
80s, and once a flashbulb fires, that’s it. They go for 50 cents 
to $1 a bulb, and Silverwood uses up to 50 for a complex 
photo.

“They give out a huge amount more kick than electronic 
flashes do, and every cave photographer out there is trying 
to source them,” he says. “I’ve got a supply of a couple of 
thousand left and it’s getting really hard to get more; I’ll 
probably have to find an alternative technique.” He’s hoping 

that improvements in low-light camera technology will 
coincide with the ultimate demise of the world’s stock of 
1970s flashbulbs.

Caving photography is not a solo game—and not just because 
Silverwood is part of a team relying on each other for safety 
underground. “When you get a good photo, you have to 
acknowledge that the whole team took the photo,” he says. 

Including people in shots adds character and interest, 
and grants a sense of perspective to enormous underground 
spaces. Just make sure you work with the right people, says 
Silverwood. The extra space in his flashgun container is 
filled with lollies and chocolate. 

Being a model requires a lot of patience. Silverwood has 
worked on a single shot for 24 hours around the clock, unaf-
fected by the changing light on the surface. If the rest of his 
team were keen for a day of pure caving, they’d be sorely 
disappointed. Most of the time, they’re holding flashes aloft 
instead. 

“It takes a lot of work, and a lot of other people’s time, so 
you need to have a clear process to get strong results,” he 
says. “You have to cave with the right sort of people in the 
first place—people who have that patience for hours on end. 
It’s very much a team sport, and it’s about trying to keep 
those people happy, motivated and stimulated.” 

Silverwood seeks out people who have the tenacity to 
stop for a photograph when they’re fed up and have already 

“ALMOST ALL THE BEST SHOTS I HAVE 
GOT WERE ON THE WAY OUT WHEN 
TIMES ARE REALLY TOUGH—AND IT’S 
COME THROUGH IN THE SHOT. THEY 
LOOK TIRED, WITH BLOODSHOT EYES 
AND MUD OVER EVERYTHING.”

Cavers relax in Bulmer Cavern, a 
day’s tramp from the surface. 
Candlelight gives the chamber a 
warm feeling, athough the air 
temperature is about the same as a 
refrigerator. Silverwood fired an 
electronic flash to freeze the action 
and fill in the strong shadows. At 
right, a caver works at a blocked 
passage known as Black the Ripper, 
in Bulmer Cavern. Cavers have been 
digging there for around two years in 
the hope of linking up with another 
series of passages.
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Just one flash, placed behind the caver, served to illuminate this 
space, as the white stalactites bounced light around this chamber 
in Charleston, on the West Coast. “Backlighting creates strong 
shadows and contrast, and gives depth,” says Silverwood. 
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turned their noses towards home. 
“A lot of the best shots I have got were on the way out 

when times are really tough. They look tired, with blood-
shot eyes and mud over everything. 

“If you can show people with some sort of emotion on their 
face it transfers the energy to the person looking at the photo. 
So that’s something I’ve really tried to capture in the photos, 
and it’s something most people aren’t really doing.”

Many European caving photographs, for example, are clean 
and pretty, the explorers posed like Herbert Ponting’s Antarctic 
hero shots of the early 19th century. But these are too fake for 
Silverwood, who prefers to show grit and exhaustion. After 
studying caving photography from around the world, he believes 
that this is his niche. He cites one well-known French 

It’s tricky to make action shots look natural when 
every photograph has to be carefully set up. At left, 
Silverwood holds the flash off to the side of the 
camera, connected by a sync cord, in order to give 
more depth and shadow to a Fox River waterfall. 
On the previous spread: An exposure of about two 
minutes captures the faint bioluminescence of 
Waitomo glow-worms.

photographer who goes into caves toting a clean pair of over-
alls in which to dress his model. “It’s a nice clean cave and it 
just doesn’t look like caving should. Cavers are generally covered 
in mud, and tired, with ragged-looking faces.”

When Silverwood first started, it was hard to find people 
patient enough. But this has become easier over the years 
as cavers admired his images and realised how important 
they were for attracting sponsorship and interest in expe-
ditions. “We’ve had lots of media attention, so the average 
person in New Zealand now knows more about the sport,” he 
says. “Before that there was a common perception that caves 
were dark and nasty and ready to collapse any second, but what 
we’ve been able to do with the photography is show how won-
derful these caves really are.”

Moreover, caving and mapping technology has leaped ahead 
in the last decade, with more powerful LEDs, surveying lasers 
and drills to affix bolts for climbing. Caving, in response, has 
thrived. As this issue went to press, Silverwood and a caving 
team were embarking on a three-week expedition in Bulmer 
Cavern in Kahurangi National Park. At 72 kilometres long—
squished into an area three kilometres by two kilometres, like 
a set of intestines—it’s the longest cave system in New Zealand, 
and they’re hoping to push it further. 

“Bulmer is a very old cave with five different levels and 
a maze of interconnected, intertwined passages, and we 
know the cave system is going to be three times as long as 
it is now, at least,” says Silverwood. “It could be one of the 
longest in the world.”

Silverwood’s upcoming coffee-table book will encompass 
sweeping underground landscapes, high-volume streamways, 
and the 200-metre-deep shaft of Harwood’s Hole in Golden 
Bay—as well as showing what it’s like to live underground and 
explore a new place, sometimes for the first time in recorded 
history. “No one has done anything like that before on the caves 
of New Zealand,” he says. “But it’s one of the best caving des-
tinations in the world.” 

Some caves take up to a month to photograph. Silverwood 
has been working on underground panoramas, stitching pho-
tographs together. He’s also experimenting with macro work, 
stacking images in Zerene Stacker so every point on a cave 
spider, for instance, is tack-sharp. 

There are few locations remaining in the world where dis-
covery and photography go hand-in-hand. Silverwood isn’t 
just capturing underground landscapes; he’s helping to form 
a historical record. “A lot of it is trying to capture the explora-
tion while it’s going on.” 


