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The diverse, mysterious, and often bizarre life of the seas is a rich source of material for authors wishing to share their fascination with the natural world. Stephen and Anthony Palumbi are two different types of author: a scientist and a novelist, who have collaborated on this tour of marine life via a series of extremes.

The themed chapters (the oldest, the coldest, the deepest, the smallest and so on) provide an excellent structure for exploring the topic. Each is packed with detail about organisms and their traits. Along the way they introduce the outlandish fossils of the Burgess shale, a centenarian bowhead whale, the giant tubeworms of hydrothermal vents, and tiny, blind parasitic male anglerfish. The chapters also present accessible overviews of the relevant ecology, evolution and physiology, giving insight into how and why mangroves thrive in the anoxic, saline shallows of the tropics, or acidification adds to the metabolic cost of shell production. These insights often explain why extreme organisms and the ecosystems that depend on them are vulnerable to change, and sometimes why they are resilient.
The authors’ stated intention is to combine “a novel’s narrative flair with ... scientific accuracy” and to offer “a simple sense of guiltless wonder” to replace the standard script of “catalogue species to awe and amaze, and then toll the bell of doom as you explain the man made calamities unfolding...”. The result is a populist style that borrows from a variety of sources with mixed results. The opening duel between a sperm whale and a giant squid is reminiscent of scripted sequences in nature documentaries, while sporadic references to the scientists behind discoveries provide the human interest. Sometimes the authors describe a scene in which the reader is the protagonist and sometimes they invoke a celebrity or touchstone of pop-culture.

Their approach is particularly effective in the chapter on the abysss, which is bookended by the story of Beebe and Barton’s bathysphere dives in the 1930s. A vignette describing the detonation of the first hydrogen bomb is a gripping introduction to the role of bomb carbon in understanding the lifespans of marine organisms. 
The authors have clearly tried to bring their subject to an audience more familiar with Miley Cyrus or Star Wars than with the life of the sea. Unfortunately the uncomfortable juxtaposition of these two topics sometimes gives the impression that they have tried too hard. The erratic use of narrative devices often interrupts the flow, and conflation of the fanciful with the factual is also problematic. Suggesting that a turtle looks at humans with “pity rather than fear” risks confusing the audience about what the authors actually know and undermining their credibility. Awkward writing, celebrity references and anthropomorphisation come together in the aside that “whales are big in to Morrissey” because they supposedly share a singing style. 
There is not much evidence of “guiltless wonder” in the bleak closing chapter which portrays potential future oceans as low diversity systems consisting of “small, simple, soft, deep, blind and weedy species” and identifies mankind as both culprit and victim. This is a stark and perhaps necessary way to make the case for the “policy medicine of reduced CO2, better land management, fishing restraint and protected areas”. It also seems to conform to the “script” that the authors passionately dismiss at the outset, reinforcing the impression that the book is less concerned with consistency than with displaying every tool in the box labelled “narrative flair”. Thankfully it is also full of fascinating information about a remarkable topic so, extreme window-dressing aside, it is mainly informative and entertaining to dip into.
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