Satari Journal

In and Out of Africa with Dennis Curry

Chwew, semetines fudee, ach year, ariisf Denaiz Cur-
ry tricvels o Africn fo gather mew iespirafion for e
wwark, The orjginal lithagraphs be froduces on i re-
tierm e O fesfimeay b See love and aue he feels for
the Afitean wildlife e corefally depicfe U5 ART
auked Cierry fo degerite one of iz recenl Afvican ex-
periences gad, med sirfristngly, hig weerds, like Jeis
imgges, eonvey e exeilenen! and wagesty of fiiz
Decutifal land
% 5 v climb mte the ceater highlands of merth-
ern Tanzank, huge lehen-covered trees loam ou
of the mists that engulf the fm, We stop at a look-
out polnt, and 1 keok down Inte the Ngorongora
Crater, I'm startled] by itz slae

Twentyv-three hundred feel below sretches an
extinet wolcanic caldera, measuring 10 mikes by 12
mildes, wrd home (o somse 30,000 animals. In the
center of the crater 18 an dlkall lake einged by
white circles caused by wll deving in the sun. 4
w0l pink borders the edges of the Blue water; thou
sands of pink Jamingos line the shores, and
around them dare patches of green swanmps where
waler seepd up rom uidergrotnd

Ewen ol this digtance, | can gee herds of ele
phants grazing along the water courses anr
swiimps, Through feld glasses, [ spot a herd of
edand, the largest of the antelopes, as they head in
to o Porest ol yel-
low fever irees,
Thiz 15 what 1
CEAmiE i see,

I've been 1o
Africa many
times since
19E2; the first
trip was a turn-
g point in my
life. I'm a print
maker and did
ctehings for 10
years before 1
begnn warking
in lithography in 1980, Through the years, 1 used
wildlife as a subject for my work pnd was particw-
Larly drown to the big cats. Although [ went aut on
a limb to go to Africa the first time because of the
expenae, it pakd off beautifully with the first print 1
carmnpleted.

I'wns originally dravwn to Africa to see big cats in
the wild, bt that fieat pring was Meoyse, Swahili for
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elephant. Mdeew portrays a lone clephant in the
Znmbezi Biver Valley in Zombda. This print has a
completely different feeling from my earlies work.
[ feel it captures the dignity and guist grandewr of
the elephant in its own space rather than the por-
traitwre of my earlier work, which had po environ-
mental elements. Africa has an gtmosphere all bis
crwn ani the ankmals are very mach o pare of it An-
irmals in oA eeo are an oddity; they don't it b, even if
they are in a nice envirenmental displas After my
firat trip to Alrica, my understanding of how these
animals fil into thelr world was greatly brosdemesd,

From the caldera, [ watch weather patterns de-
velaping and the lighting change. Lighting s al-
witys difficilt to captore in 8 landscape, The Rght-
ing here ls inbense, vel it diffuse, There's alwavs
a Hitde dust in the alr, which seema 10 make the
rin:'|| il siafises]s |ir|H'r-|‘ i .a1|||'| A, l,'fi[h I|||-' E.'|r_|.;|—
apen savannas, | can see bright sunshine in one
areq and clouds possing over, breaking the light, in
a nearhy area, Sunlight here seems o be alfected
by (hings aroumd i, particulary by the earth and
plante. Mot anly does the sun have a certaln color,
but the reflected browns and greens add o the
special quality of African Reht

Alter we seitle into our reoms at the Crater
Leshize on the edge of the rim that same evening, |

teke o walk. Suddenly, out of the brush 20 fee
away appcars a hyens We startle cach other, bt
he reacts first by disnppearing back into the fprest.
Soamewhat more apprehensively, [ continue my
wille, watching the rich golden yellow of the set-
ting sun light the green forest. Sounds drift up
from the erater floor—a Hon roars and 4 hyena
laughs, both amplified by the encroaching stillness
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of nightfall.

It's very fogey the next morning, As we begin
our drive down o the crater floor, an elephant with
huge tusks Jooms out of the mist net 10 feel away!
What a great image for a print, but I dont have
tirme to sketeh him | toke photographs, although
because of the fog [ doubt they will come out; al
witys the wrong film. A short time later some
iribesmen approach crving, “Simbal Simbal™ They
point ahead and stay close 1o our Land Rover,
There, right next to the road, sit o male and femalke
i, Balf hidden in the @l grass—a definite druw-
hack to troveling by foot.

W drap out of the fop and spend the dey explor
ing the crater. About noon, just as the sun breaks
through, we find two hippos mating in a wide
placid pond, churning the water and flling the air
with grunts of enthuslasm. We stop nearby for
lumch, aid a kite, a bird about the size of & red-
tailed hawk, swoops down and tries to snatch food
from my Tand,

Evening Gnds us in a foreat of fever trees, one of
the many vardeties of acacia trees that grow in east
Africn. Many are more than o hundred feet tall and
thewr trunks glow vellow-gresn in the afternoon
light; the light on e vellow fevir rees against the
hluegray sky 15 exactly the effect T am trying 1o
achiese in o print Pm working on, Cathednal of the
Elepheants. [ hold the scene m vy eves, leting the
colors saturate me, Do the ceter of the preint, a
herd of elephants comes in for waler with o bead
cow a5 i lookout. The rest of the berd hangs back;
the matriarch is on guard to make sure there is oo
threat. The elephants are huge, especially in a
herd, and vet they are dwarfed by these magmif-
ceni glowing trees, the crater nsing into the mist

in the background.

Elephants are one of my favorite animals Be-
cause of their size, they work nicely in the vasiness
of landecape composition. They are very emotional
arel social animals; We sit with a family groop and
witch them rub against each sther, clasp trunks
gnd continually touch cach other. A small elephant
charges ua and makes o great deal of noise, unfil
its mether comes over and herds it back to the
group. These elephants have a tremendous pres-
cnce, an ancient grandeur amd a slowness that's
FHETH[E1E

As we leave Crater Lodge the next morning and
drop out of the highlands, the mist clears, reveal-
g i gently sloplng landscape, dotted with flat-
topped acach trees. Suddenky, a vast plain spreatls
before us—ihe Serengeti means "endbess plain” in
the Masad binguage—Nasal villages dot the land,
plimes of smoke fsing from thelr howses. In the
digtance, a family of giraffes moves In gracefu)
shiowt mokion. We stop off @ Olluval Gorge, whiere
the Leakey fmily discovered prehistorie human
frmalls, and [ =t an the edge of a spectacilar chasm,
comtemplating the beginnings of mankingd as a cu-
rafor l.'i"i|J|il'i|15"- thie l;'.n.'vu-|'|liF|i-:|:I-_I,'q';rr'-u:|-e| fasale Tai-
e '.'r|1|.-'r| We iig‘ll i|1 al '.':H‘TI"I'IE'I'I.I Park |!Ir.'||]t'|_1l:|:’-
ters, I get oul to photograph three giraffes brows-
g this tree tops. ['m sobered when, 300 vards
down the road, our Land Rover passes two full-
prown mike lons sleeping under o buash,

Asx wee drive soarlh e the Sefenget], acaitered
meacin trees give way o gently rolling savanng, dot-
ted with oulcroppings of weathered granite, called
kaprie, surrounded by treesand bushies, The ke
form islinds m this otherwisge il neary feature
less landscape. Lions and leopards choose this
high ground to survey herds of sebrag, wilde-

beests ool gazelles. | covision o print with Hons
bnoking out on this vasiness with herds of animals
sciftersd here pnd there and giraffes walking in
thetr peculiar undulatng motion,

The sky |5 thie eobor of heavy slate, and great
thunderheads rse above the plaing patches of rin
appear 0 the distance next 1o patches of sunshine,
The zun, rich in yellows and oranges, filters
l:|.'|1'|:u||,;|1 1]’!1' |."||:||:|r|h :|.||-!E lik;il.lx H | Hru‘ af |Iﬁ|.ir;l.li.1!||.r.
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rebros. There must be hundreds of them; [ wabch
in silence, enchanted by this glofous spectache, Fi-
nally the rain reaches the Land Bover, bringing
with it the smells of animals, bark grasses and the
dampening earth. There's a dramatic shift in the
atmoephere and 1 have a foeling of what it must be
ik when the rains come o break the dry oyde.
There's a sudden intensity of activity and lightning
strikes nearby. A rainbow rises in the distance,

We spend a few dave on the Serengeti plain, bt
there are only & few nnimalks; despite the briel rain,
it's the dry scason and the animals have migrated
north. The grasses are being burned off, and a fine
of fire filks the horizon for days. On the way to Lake
Munyara, we stop ot the rim of the western escarp-
ment an the Ngorongoro Crater and look down on
the great Rift Valley, the largest peegraphic feature
an earth. The Riff Valley system stretches for 22500
mibes from the Red Sea to Mozambique, and this is

thie easgern brasch reaching throwgh Tanznia and
Kenva

Al Lake Munyara, o grest swirling flock of white
pelicans rides the thermals from the lake 2,000 feet
below and gpiral another 3,000 feet above s, As
they go around, they turn their shadow sides to-
ward g, making them appear black, and then the
sunlight hits their other side reflecting brilliant
white feathers, Thousands of peficans form a black
and white dance of birds rising into the African
skey,

Birds are ulways a part of the scene in Africa. In
my print, Cowrpaons, two biack rhinoceroses ane
coming down to a watering hole in the Ngoron-
goro Crater. Two cattle egrets fiy by in the fore-
ground. The floor of the crater stretehes out be-
hind with the broken shadows of clouds passing
overhead. Behind thee rhinos, vultures perch on o
dead tree; 1 feel it's an apt symbal for the disap-
pearng riinos.

Al the border, we transfer to Kenyan vehicles
and shortly afterwards, Mt Kilimonjaro rises ouf
of the plains, standing snow-capped and solitery,
I've driven this way three times without secing the
peak. [t's o perfect setting for a print; the mountain
rises up behind the animals, pdding a whole differ-
ent scope fo the scene. Because it's misty an the
horizen, Kilimanjaro seems to reach above the
clouds, hovering aver the earth.

[n the morning, ruddy colars reflect off the
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groww oy 1w peak, and & hertd of wildebeests, graz
ing among wmbrells acick rees scittiered around
the vast, dry lake bed, mise dust in the morning
lizhi. & swampy walereourse meanders along the
etlize ol the dust bowl], A dosen elephanis graze ina
nearly swamp, and a baby elephant keeps falling in
thie holes mate by itz mather's foofsteps as T ries
to follow her T'm
close enougl Lo
hear the soft mister-
mal odzes mnde by
the wother ele-
phant.

The road oorth
from Fairohi
captivates me with
its lush calors;
these are the agri
cnltural highlands
of Kenya, The lend
is rich with corn,
bananas and giuml
candelabra cuphor-
hia trees growing in
i rust-redl enrih une
der great  pufly
clouds in a blue
sy, The =unlight is
clear and strong.
Wamcen in brightly
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patterned bangas, or wraps, work the lind beside
thetir round, thatched Semes, or houses. These are
incredibly beaudiful peaple; their lives are so inter
connected with the earth, | would Tike, eventually, to
make prints of the people here, but T haven't gotten
o ther et animils have taken all my Gmse.

Af the Ark, & bodipe in the Abertdare Mountains, |
have time te sketch at lnst. Sketching is difficult in
thie safari wehicles, because you're never in one
plwce long enough. [t seems ke we're always an
e move; spending three days in a park is [ike tak-
ing o stEpshod. [ ake lots ol photegeaphs, bt 1t
e 1o stay in dne spal all iy and watel the and-
meals comne by 1 iry to caphure the changing G
amel et more feeling for the sshobeniess ol the i,
The Ark i= enclosed with an open ob=ervation
decl on theee levels, lookdng out on i 2all el and
o waler hole, My Gvocite loction = (e builoer w
grond level, wn adeal locition to S0 witk te anid
sketch. Two cape balfidoes Tash heads with stun:
fing foree not 20 feet away. Later an elephani
simwiches againsi the thick stone walls pext o me
and reiches an inaquisative trunk through the ope
port. T jump back. This is really a closeop study!

We boartd 8 WW | Dakota M. fora Night 1o Fig
Tree Camp in the Masal Mara near Lake Vidoria,
and I'm surprised at the terrain; it seems flatter
whien you drive through it The Mara trangle at the
northern fip of the Serengedi = composed of gently
rolling hills bordered by the rift valley escarpment



that sends down the rvers thok give i Tife

The next day, this becomes the site of what must
be the most incredible balloon ride in the world
We lalt off @t diwn aned look down on the lindscape
and animals with their long shadows in the carly-
marning light. The pancrama opens below us as
we rise higher, The wildebeesis form long lines
with the zebras nearby, stretching to the Moz Biv
er and beyond. The hills, rivers and forest look as
though they were an illustration out of & fabukous
children's book, Dropping down, we Beat low over
a nesting eagle and her chick, and are challenged
by an irate elephant, resentful of snything lenger
than itsell. After more than an hour of this magic,
wi finnlly setthe hack to earth ns the wildeboests
make 4 slow detowr aroend ws. To them we seem
but o mild curiesity, best pyolded. We finish this
morning with o chompagne brunch where we
land, auimals milling arouned s,

I emimmp along the Takek River, (e sun is just set-
ting amd the sounds of wildebeests grazing acress
thae river fill the night. The rsorning lkght is cold
and deabs, but the evening's game run reminds e
of why T lewee the Marn Genssy hilla are studded
with mall, singletrunl fig trees with round boges,
and the rolling landscape s covered with wilde
beesls migrating up Moom the south. They roamp
and chase each other, making unmaedubated and
comsiant wolze, o eross botween bowtng and honk-
by, | see bts of Thompson's gaeelles, e second
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most pepulous aoimal here, and o comparative
abundince of hons, leopards and cheectahs. There's
i scaltering of topi antedope and herds of tmpalss,
The trees are full of raptors, several species of vl
tures, ecaghes and marsbu storks that stand five feet
tall. Even after two wecks in the Mara, there's nev-
er enough time o see everything.

The more 1 return to Africa, the more 1 appreci-
ate what's typical and special about the vorious
landscapes. You mren't just doing landscapes bt
trying to capture something that’s at the heart of
each plnece. It's rewarding to get compliments from
Africans who say I'm expressing something in my
wirrk that is al the heart of their special heritage,
After two months traveling, my head is filked with
feelings and images 1 want fo include in my art
wirke I'm anxious o retwrn 1o my studio and draw
from this new material. &

Art amd photograpis conresy of Dennis Curmy, Can-
bria, Calif, and The Foundation Fine Arta, L,
Hangeille, Wash, Curry, who i35 plonming to izt
Africa again this faruary, 12 puchlished and repre-
seapted by The Foundation Fine Artz, Lid, Don
Mowkerud i a freelarce writer in Aptos, Calif He
recently conrplated a fraeel book abod Mawas radng
of the Peten vegion in Gualmmala, ard & workisg o
a nepel, Angling in the Deean of Darkness, about
growing Wi in the Caarks.

Aeprinted from US. ART magazine, November 1990,



