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The View Below: Through High and Living Waters



ArtMalaysia met award-winning Swiss photographer Michel
Roggo during an exhibition of his photographic work at Taylor's

University Lakeside campus, organised by the Embassy of
Switzerland in conjunction with French Language Week 2012.

Itis hard to imagine this amiable man roughing it out in some

of the world's harshest natural landscapes, all for the sake of
photographing places we would never be able to see otherwise.

The exhibition presented 32 selected prints of underwater
landscapes from Roggo’s collection. During his talk on 21
March, Roggo shared about his ongoing 4-year Freshwater
Project to ‘produce a photographic documentation of 30
important freshwater environments across the globe, as a

contribution to safeguarding the future of the world’s wetland
areas’. One of which is Gunung Mulu, which Roggo shares is
‘most astonishing - to realise that there are absolutely no water
plants in those rainforest rivers [apart from some algae in the
ground}. No idea how to explain that - especially as the bed of
the rivers are made of limestone, what is usually perfect for
plant life. So | had to work not exactly the way | was expecting,
but more on forms, colours, light and compositions, and not the
rich plant life as | expected. But don’t misunderstand me - I'm
absolutely happy with my work in Gunung Mulu!’

For Roggo, clearly it is about finding beauty and that perfect
shot. It took him 20 years to get what he deemed “a perfect
picture of salmon’. You'd be surprised to know Roggo keeps his
head well above water when he photographs; working from the
shore with a radio-controlled camera in an underwater housing
or case. Last year when he turned 60, Roggo finally went into
the water: diving. -







ArtMalaysia: You enjoy a challenge when photographing in places no
man has tread ; what are some of the most challenging circumstances
you've worked in?

Roggo: Certainly it's the rainforest, such as the Amazon (which Michel
describes as most memorable due to the sensorial experience), it was
quite hard and extreme in the delta in Botswana as well, sometimes
in remote conditions in British Columbia. But the rainforest, being
humid, is the most extreme.

Do you more often travel where you wish to go or are you
commissioned to travel somewhere to photograph?
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Rio Negro Tributary (2011)
Amazon, Brazil
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Saimon run (2010)
Adams river, British Columbia, Canada
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Alpine Torrent (2011), Verzasca River, Tessin,
Switzeriand

It's rare that someone commissions me to do something. When the
embassy requested me to do an exhibition here, | said yes but | want to
go into the rainforest and it was clear that | had to go to Gunung Muly,
it was the perfect place. Usually | visit a location just once, unless | have
some ideas for a project specifically.

Among the thousands of shots, what do you look for in a photograph?

It's not the brain that decides; if | love it, | keep it, if | don't, | delete
it. Many people ask me and | can’t explain, but if the photo is harder
to make it has more value to me. The experience counts. You cannot
make a separation, you can’'t really be objective about that. When
working on location, | decide where to make the photos and maybe that
is already wrong. You have to keep learning. >
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Does art such as paintings or music influence or inspire your work
in any way?

Definitely, yes. | would not say | am a specialist or anything, | can go
through an exhibit or museum without information, | just go through it
as an experience. In Great Britain | saw the paintings of JMW Turner,
when | went back | made photos clearly influenced by that; very
abstract with yellows, reds and orange.

How would you describe your role in conservation photography?

There are two sides; when I'm in the field and photographing | think
absolutely nothing about conservation. It's only about photegraphy. |
am only out to make powerful and emotional pictures. If it then can be
used for conservation then it's ok for me. It is more important to focus
on the job of being a photographer. WWF, as one of my clients, they
know | work this way: as a person | am concerned about conservation,
but not as a photographer. And | never make photos of negative
things; | have the idea that beautiful and powerful pictures have more
influence.

What is the most common misconception that people have of your
photography?

Yes, usually | say I'm a photographer and not a wildlife photographer.
Some years ago |'ve changed my website to focus on me as a photog-
rapher, which is what | want to be known as.
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Were you an outdoors person even before picking up the camera?

No, | was teaching science. | made my first trip out of Switzerland
to Kenya with my first telephoto lens. | was 30 years old, standing at
the airport with no idea how to check in. | was very naive! But | think
in photography it helps to be a bit naive. There's more to discover in
doing something new, | don’t feel | have to know everything. Even in
photography | can learn something new everyday. My past photos
are different from my current ones, | can’t quite explain why. When |
started, | wanted to document but now | am just looking for pictures.

What are your passions other than photography?

Music! | don't play music anymore but when | was young | had a rock
band (everyone had a rock band back then) and | played the guitar.
Most of the soundtrack for my videos | made myself.

I still fish! It's an excuse to go out with some friends and chill out!
How was your experience diving?

| was so silly not to have dived before! It was great! Finally | realise
| have to dive, it was wonderful! The famous German photographer

Leni Riefenstahl, who died in 2003, dived in the Great Barrier Reef in
Australia at age 72. So, | have all the time!
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Clearwater Cave and Clearwater River (2012)
Gunung Mulu, Sarawak, Borneo, Malaysia
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Carp (Cyprinus Carpio)
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Photographer Michel Roggo

Visit Roggo's website at www.roggo.ch
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