
Karibu Nairobi

by

Amy Johnson

Richard Koenig
Department of Art, Kalamazoo College

Kalamazoo, Michigan

A paper required for fulfillment
of requirements necessary for a bachelor of arts degree

at Kalamazoo College

Spring 2003



Artist Statement

When you think of Africa what is the first thing that comes to your mind?

Most people think of the amazing game animals or the rural images that National

Geographic portrays to our society. Itwas my hope to document the city of

Nairobi, Kenya to lessen some of the stereotypes of Africa that many individuals

hold true for the whole continent

Nairobi is the capita! of Kenya, a country located on the eastern coast of

Africa. The city is just south of the equator and is home to approximately 2.5

million people. Until the 19th century Nairobi was used mainly by the Maasai

people but the introduction of the railroad system between Uganda and

Mombassa made the city grow substantially. Today it is one of the largest cities

in Africa.

With a population that is mainly Christian and Muslim Nairobi is highly

diverse in the people that inhabit it. People of all different heritages are

represented as well as socioeconomic status. Several languages can be heard

while walking through the city with English being the official language and

Kiswahili being its second.
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Karibu Nairobi (Senior Individualized Project)

During winter quarter of my freshman year I decided that 1was going to

become a Psychology major. I was taking a General Psychology course with Dr.

Karyn Boatwright and became so interested in the subject of Psychology that I

knew I needed to major in it and learn as much as I could. That next quarter I

took a course in watercolor with Tom Rice. The class helped me to fall back in

love with art after a bad experience had kept me away from the art world for

some time. I enjoyed the class but felt that art was more of a hobby and not a

true passion for me. I enjoyed psychology much more and thus decided that I

would engage in a psychology Senior Individualized Project (SIP). I began to

look into several possibilities for my SIP and finally decided that Iwas going to

spend the summer after study abroad living in a Utopian community and

documenting the experiences of others and my own while living in the

community. The project was approved and I became excited about my potential

SIP.

During the spring of my sophomore year I took a course in photography

with Richard Koenig. I really enjoyed learning about photography and felt that I

during the class period I had acquired a knowledge of photo taking and

developing. Most of the projects that I completed in the class had a documentary

type feel. I took several shots around the city and was most proud of a piece

done at Climb Kalamazoo. The piece was of students climbing and I used an



action blur technique so the shots were blurred with the students jumped from

one wall to the next. It was during this class that I became more interested in

documentary photography.

I took my photography knowledge with me on study abroad during my

junior year at Kalamazoo College. I studied in Nairobi, Kenya which would later

become the inspiration for my SIP. I enjoyed being in Africa but felt that my

pictures did not do my experience true justice. I was afraid to take my camera

into the city for fear of it being taken and also for fear of looking like a tourist,

which was an issue I fought most of the time I was abroad. I feel that the inside

of the city is the real essence of Nairobi and I was unhappy that I was not able to

capture it on film to keep as a momento for myself and to show to others.

The re-entry to America was one of the worst experiences I have ever

encountered. Not only did I leave a country I love and people that I care about

but nobody seemed to understand what Kenya meant to me and what it was like

there. I heard several stereotypical comments and questions such as people

asking me if I had running water while I was there, if I lived in a shack, if I saw

people with bones in their noses, and if I saw wild animals where I lived, just to

name a few. This type of behavior made the re-entry process all the more

difficult and I had few pictures about the city to show to people so I could reveal

to them what it was like there and they could be educated.



At this time Iwas taking photography II and was working on a stalker

piece that documented the life of a fictional stalker. The piece was a bit darker

then I was used to but I liked the documentary feel and the contrast of the black

and white in the pictures. This piece gave me a great idea for my SIP. My re

entry frustration mixed with my photography II project helped to spur the idea of

going back to Kenya and shooting a documentary about the city and its people. I

sat on the idea of going back to Kenya for a while thinking it to be impossible

knowing that the cost of such a project was something I was unable to fund.

During the fall quarter of my senior year I took a sculpture class and toyed with

the idea of using my original study abroad pictures and working them into

mobiles of some sort. I felt that my pictures were not strong enough to use for

my SIP so once again Iwas back to the idea of a documentary of Nairobi.

I began talking to the career development center (CDC) about grant

money and they told me I would get six-hundred dollars, which was far from

enough money but I decided to go for it anyway, which began the long process of

countless proposal writings in order to obtain the grant. At first I thought of doing

my piece at an AIDS orphanage in Nairobi but after no reply from the director of

that program and heavy consideration I decided the AIDS topic in Africa was

another stereotype that western culture has of Africa. This led me to think of all

the things that came to my mind when I thought of Africa and finally I acquired

the full idea for my SIP: A documentary on the people and places of Nairobi. I



took out an extra loan and after the third draft of my proposal Iwas given the

CDC grant and prepared for my journey back to Kenya.

Other Influences:

One of the initial influences into photography in general is Ansel Adams. I

would see lots of posters of his work and I loved the black and white aspect of his

photography and the beautifully crisp contrast between the colors. His work is

very strong and powerful and that is what initially led me into photography and

what essentially became one of the determinants in deciding on black and white

film for my SIP. I particularly likewhat he does with clouds. They stand out

strongly which is amazing to me because it is a light object on a light

background. His photograph of Yosemite National Park (figure 2, p 15) is a good

example of this. Another photograph of shows his exceptional work with clouds

and how well he is at contrasting is his Road, Nevada Desert piece (figure 1, p

15). These pieces helped inspire my use of heavy contrast and aided in the

development process of the bus stop picture (figure 6 , p 17 ), that had subtle

clouds that I brought out by burning them in.

Another of my influences in photography is Robert Frank. Robert Frank

did a piece in which he received a grant and traveled most of continental America

taking photographs of things not many people would see. Jack Kerouac wrote

about Robert Franks America Project by saying, "Not many people would see the



Americanness...the faces don't editorialize or criticize or say anything but 'this is

the way we are in real life, if you don't like it we don't know or care...'" His

images are gritty and real which is exactly what Iwanted to go for when shooting

my photographs in Kenya. I also like the idea of straight photography, I am really

drawn to it and Robert Frank does it in a style that I can identify with. His work

on America inspired me to use black and white film and have grittiness to the

images. I left out idyllic scenes and focused on the real images that make up the

city much like Frank does. His Trolley-New Orleans (figure 4, p 16) piece reminds

me of my Bus Station (figure 6, p 17) picture in that it captures a transportation

system used by average/lower class citizens while capturing a few of the citizens

close up. The dark tone is also very similar to the pieces that I used for my SIP.

One of the pictures Ienjoy the most is Frank's New York City image (figure 3, p

16). This photo captures a close up shot of three performers. It has a portrait

feel but also an element of spontaneity much like the Street Children image in my

SIP (figure 6, page, 17).

Another of my influences for my SIP is Henri Cartier Bresson. Bresson

believed that studio art was not art and was one of the main advocates of straight

photography even in his portraits straight photography is used. His straight

photography was a mix of intuition and chance. He used the camera to find

decisive moments in the world. Bresson believed "photo is an instantaneous



operation, both sensory and intellectual—an expression of the world in visual

terms, and also a perpetual guest and interrogation.

The SIP Process:

I took with my 15 rolls of black and what film because I wanted to make

sure I took pictures of everything so I had a lot of images to choose from when

selected those that would go in the gallery. I especially wanted to make sure that

ifany of the pictures did not turn out Iwould still have enough images for a

successful SIP. I decided on black and white film because I like the look of it and

I felt it would be the most powerful way of displaying the image without letting

colors potentially take away from it. Each roll was labeled and writing about on

paper upon finishing it and recorded into an audio journal as well so I would know

exactly what each picture was about and where it was taken.

Each day of the three weeks I started shooting early in the morning with a

Kenyan friend (for safety reasons) and trekked through the city taking pictures of

the monuments and people. For individual shots I asked permission from the

individuals so as to not exploit them and to get a better understanding of who

they are. This became a tricky situation because many of the people felt that I

was a tourist looking to make a dollar off of people from a developing nation. For

some of the pictures I had to pay money while others I bought food for or

if)



purchased crafts. I thought this to be a small price to pay for something that I

wanted.

I covered most of the city and its western parts as well and took about 250

pictures. One of the days I put my tape recorder inside my pocket to record

some sounds of the cityfeeling it to be an integral part of the city and a necessity

for my SIP to bring all of the images together.

Post-Kenya

After the three weeks in Kenya Iwas exhausted with my SIP and during

the first part of the winter senior quarter I did not want to thing about it. I started

to feel overwhelmed by the number of rolls I had and now Iwas going to use all

the images. Once all the images were put onto contact sheet I decided to make

8x10's of those that I really liked. Iwas pleased with several of the pictures but

felt that they would be more powerful on a larger scale. Also influencing my

decision to use a few large prints was the size of the gallery and the price of

printing them. I decided to use eight pictures seven being 36x24 and one being

24x24. It was a tough decision on which pictures to choose. I hung all the

pieces on my wall and after a few days chose the ones that I felt were the most

powerful images for what I was trying to convey. With 12 pictures decided upon I

asked a fellow photography student for his opinion on the images that he felt

ii



were the most powerful. Together we decided on the 8 photos that were going to

be used.

At first I decided I was going to print the photos on canvas but later I

decided I like the look of the photographs on white paper because of the

contrast. Then I decided the shots would like nice on mat board for a clean and

crisp finished look so that all the viewer would focus on is the image itself. The

sound was added later to bring the photos together and give the viewer the

sense that they were in the city. The flag also unified the works by identifying

them all as Kenyan. My last addition was a cork board that displayed colored

photographs of my friends and family in Kenya and also some paraphernalia. I

liked this aspect of the piece because it made it more personal and showed how I

tied into the piece. It also displayed items that are also found in America giving

the viewer a sense that aspects of Kenyan life are not very different from the

western world (i.e. the way we write, movie stubs, pizza delivery brochure, etc.).

The pieces:

I used three main walls of the gallery to hang the pieces. On the left wall I

grouped the images together because they were all portraits of one individual

making a living. On the center wall I grouped images together by more general

scenes with several people in them. The right wall was categorized by those

a making a living off the streets of Nairobi.
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The piece that I am most impressed by is the image of the street children

(figure 5, p 17). I think it came out dark and more pixelated, which accentuates

the dirt and gives the viewer a better sense of where the boys are coming from. I

enjoy the lined background that is behind the children it keeps the background

from being too white. It was very sunny when taking this image so I used f16 to

catch the image even though most of the boys were in the shade. To get this

picture I had to buy the children food in order for them to agree to the shot. In

another photograph that was not used in my SIP a street child was high enough

to ask me to take his picture.

Rasta Mau Mau (figure 7, p 18) is one of my favorite images. I enjoy the

way that the sunlight hits him it draws attention to his hands, which is great

because his profession is a drummer. The sunlight was not intention, I was

hoping to take the shot from another angle but his friends suggested that I take it

from this angle because Mau Mau is a Rasta and he did not want his soul to be

captured in a picture. Thus, I took the photo partly behind him so I did not get his

whole face in the picture. Mau Mau was also worried that I was going to take his

photo back to America and use it in a Coca-Cola add. In order to get the picture I

had to promise I would not exploit him, send him a copy of the photograph, and

buy something from his shop.

The photograph of John Wareru (figure 8, p 18) is my other favorite I love

the expressions that are captured in it. I was trying to get the picture from far

13



away so it would be natural but John saw me and asked me to get closer to him.

I felt stupid at first but in the end itworked out because Iwas able to get a good

frontal shot of John and also a good shot of the spectators faces.

All in all I thought that the images were good. I was a little upset at how

much darker the pieces were after being printed out at the library but the

darkness complimented the work and unified the pieces. I felt that the work as a

whole was successful in relaying its message. I feel that several people were

shocked by the images and were educated in some way but exploring the pieces.

The addition of text to each picture gave the viewer more insight into what was

going on in each piece and was another form of education.

Although there were several things I enjoyed about my piece there were

some things that I feel I would have changed. I definitely would have liked to use

more images. I took so many while in Kenya and I liked a lot of them. It was

unfortunate that I could only use 8 when there were so many other powerful

images that would have complimented the piece. I would also have made a

more in depth artist statement and possibly given a speech so that others could

understand where I was coming from in my motivation for the piece. While

talking with an art colleague they understood my piece much more when I

explained my feelings for the piece and the process that I went through to get all

of the shots.
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Figure 1, Ansel Adams, Road, Nevada Desert, 1960
Gelatin silver print

Figure 2, Ansel Adams, In GlacierNationalPark, 1933-42, Photograph
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Figure 3, Robert Frank, NYC, 1959, Gelatin silver print

Figure 4, Robert Frank, Trolley, 1963, Photograph

16



Figure 5, Amy Johnson, Untitled 8, 2003, Photograph

Figure 6, Amy Johnson, Untitled 6, 2003, Photograph
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Figure 7, Amy Johnson, Untitled 2, 2003, Photograph

Figure 8, Amy Johnson, Untitled 7, 2003, Photograph
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