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GABRIELLE CAMPANELLA & CHRISSY MONTELLI

Featured Artist: 
Astrid Caratzas

We are proud to announce a new section in Gandy Dancer for artists. Our 
hope is to highlight one talented SUNY student each semester and delve into 
the stories behind their work. Gandy Dancer’s !rst featured artist is Astrid 
Caratzas. Intrigued by her intimate photographs of African wildlife, we sat 
down with Astrid to hear more about her experiences as an artist, student, 
and traveler. 

GD: Your work made us hungry to know more about you and these beautiful 
animals. As a literary and arts magazine, stories are important to us, and 
that’s why we wanted to interview you. So, Astrid, can you tell us a little 
about yourself as a student before we get into the art?

Astrid Caratzas: I’m a senior geography major at SUNY Geneseo. I’m grad-
uating at the end of the semester. I transferred here. Before I went to school 
here, I went to Monroe Community College in Rochester for two years, and 
before that, I went to a private school for one year called Drew University in 
New Jersey. I’m from Brooklyn, New York. 

GD: Do you do photography outside of your regular studies?

AC: I’ve always liked to do it as sort of a hobby. I got a camera from my 
parents for my sixteenth birthday. It was just a little point-and-shoot camera 
but I loved taking pictures. When I was a student at MCC, I took as many 
photography courses as I could take, because I was trying to !gure out what 
I wanted to study. I !gured I might as well take courses I enjoyed. I was one 
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class away from being a photography minor before I left, and ever since then 
I’ve been taking photographs just because I enjoy it.

GD: So why did you pick geography over photography?

AC: I picked geography because I thought that it was incredibly interesting 
to study people based on the places they come from. Place has always been 
really important to me. I understand the feeling of being homesick for a place 
you’ve never been before, and I think a lot of that comes from having moved 
so far away from home. My family lives all over the United States. My mom 
was a single parent for a long time while I was growing up, so we used to go 
visit family members in various places around the U.S. for summer vacation 
and whatnot. Travel has always been something that I really enjoyed—even 
if it wasn’t international travel—just because I like experiencing new places. I 
like the food in new places, I like the people, I like the way people talk, their 
accents or words that they use that I don’t know. So place has always been 
really important to me. As for geography, I found it by accident, taking an 
elective, and knew that’s what I needed to study.

GD: So, you went to Africa. Where did you go?

AC: I went to six countries in Africa. I went to South Africa, Swaziland, Mo-
zambique, Botswana, Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

GD: !Was this through Geneseo?

AC: Sort of. I saw a "yer hanging up for an organization called International 
Student Volunteers, and they came and held an informational meeting about 
the trips that they take people on. I just so happened to see the "yer and the 
meeting was in 10 minutes, so I went to it. And I ended up going on the trip! 
Basically, you do two weeks of volunteer work, and then you do two weeks 
of “adventure tourism.” And I stayed for an additional week, so I was there 
for !ve weeks. #e !rst two weeks were in South Africa, working at the Ann 
Van Dyk Cheetah Center, which is where “Alan’s Big Girl” comes from. So 
then, after two weeks of working at that wildlife center, we went to the other 
countries and went rock climbing, white water rafting, and more volunteer 
work, but it was more fun than it was work.

GD: Tell us a little bit about the cheetah center.

AC: #e Ann Van Dyk Cheetah Center is the !rst place in South Africa to 
successfully breed cheetahs in captivity. #ey rehabilitate injured cheetahs, 
but they also breed cheetahs to release back into the wild and to use for edu-
cational purposes. #ere’s a big problem in South Africa with farmers killing 
or trapping cheetahs because their livelihood comes from raising cattle—and 
the cheetahs have nowhere to live because of mining in their habitats, so 
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they come into the farmland and they kill people’s livestock. So people want 
to hunt the cheetahs. What the center does is bring their “ambassador ani-
mals”—animals that are somewhat socialized with human interaction, so you 
can interact with them, but you can’t treat them like a house cat—they bring 
those cheetahs to public places like schools or a fairground to teach people 
about the breed and how it’s endangered.

GD: So, what was your role at the center?

AC: We did a range of things. We built new enclosures for cheetahs, put new 
roads down, and helped maintain enclosures that had not been used for sever-
al years in order to put new cheetahs in there. We helped with the grunt work 
that they don’t really have a sta$ to do. But, we also got to do fun stu$ like 
interact with the cheetahs one-on-one. So, our role involved lots of grounds 
work like pruning trees and planting trees. But it was really rewarding be-
cause we got to have other experiences afterwards.

GD: You keep saying “we”—how many people went on the trip? And were 
they all from!Geneseo?

AC: One was from Geneseo. We didn’t know each other before we went on 
the trip, but we’re really good friends now. We started out as a group of 25 
students in the !rst two week section of the trip. It was probably half Ameri-
can students and half Canadian students. #ere were people from all over the 
United States, all over Canada, and it was a really good time.

GD: How did your photography come into it?

AC: I came back from that trip with more than 10,000 photographs. Wher-
ever I went, I had my camera with me. It was overwhelming, all of the new 
things and new people and new places that I was experiencing, and I wanted 
to be able to keep as much of it with me once I left. So anywhere I went, I 
brought my camera. Wherever I went, it went.

GD: Can you tell us a little bit about the story behind “Alan’s Big Girl”?

AC: #at cheetah in the photograph is named Alan’s Big Girl. Everyone just 
calls her Big Girl. Alan is one of the guys who works there, he’s sort of one of 
the guys in charge. Big Girl is the largest female ambassador cheetah that they 
have and she is totally majestic; she’s the supermodel version of a cheetah. She 
would be the Tyra Banks of the cheetah world. She walks as if she knows that 
everyone is watching her, because she knows that she’s regal. I had never seen 
anything like her before. I felt like I had the most connection with her out of 
all the cheetahs I had the opportunity to interact with. I just felt like she had 
a lot of story behind her, even though she was an animal.
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Alan’s Big Girl, Astrid Caratzas
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Ink Dipped, Astrid Caratzas
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GD: Tell us about “Ink Dipped”.

AC: #at photograph was taken in Botswana. I was in a boat going down the 
Chobe River, and we were cruising along until the boat stopped—there were 
about !ve people in the boat, but the engine was super loud so we couldn’t re-
ally hear anything. We all thought, “Oh God, there are crocodiles everywhere, 
why are we stopping?” And it was because there were elephants on the bank 
and they were going to cross the river. So we stopped, and they swam across—
they don’t touch the bottom and walk—they actually swim. #ey used their 
trunks as little snorkels the whole time, it was amazing. I remember being in 
the boat, watching the elephant cross the river and thinking to myself, “#is 
is !e Jungle Book in real life.” #e little baby elephants hold their moms’ tails 
with their trunks! #ey really use their trunks as little snorkels, it’s not just 
something that you see on Animal Planet and hope is real. So, the elephant in 
the photograph came out of the water, and he had the line on his body. I just 
thought it was a really striking, powerful image. #ere was never a day I woke 
up in Africa when I didn’t think to myself, “Something amazing happened 
yesterday.” #at was one of those moments where I thought, “#is is unreal, I 
cannot believe that I’m here, I can’t believe I’m seeing these things!”

GD: How has your trip changed the way that you think about your future, or 
what you think about America?

AC: Well…when I went to Swaziland, we went to an orphanage. All of the 
kids there were infected with HIV, they didn’t have any possessions, didn’t 
have family members—they had literally nothing but the clothes on their 
backs. #e clothes they had were given to them by someone else—so they 
didn’t !t right, they were too small, they had holes. We brought them fresh 
fruit, because in Swaziland fresh fruit is really expensive. We were handing 
out these oranges to them, and I expected them to run away and have an 
orange to themselves. But when I handed an orange to the !rst girl, the 
!rst thing she did was go to one of her friends and share the orange. It was 
unreal to me, then...to think that any of the problems I have in my life are 
actually problems. I complain about having too much homework—I should 
be thankful instead that I get to go to college. I complain that I have to spend 
money to !x my car—I should be thankful that I have a car. I complain that 
I have to turn the heat on because it’s cold outside—I should be thankful that 
I have a house to live in, you know what I mean? Being there and being with 
those children—and even with those animals—just taught me that the things 
that I think matter, that I invest my energy into or stress about, don’t matter. 
#ey don’t. And I should be nothing but thankful for anything that happens 
to me ever, because there are people who have it so much worse. And, if they 
can smile and be generous and be supportive of the kids in the orphanage 
with them—what’s my excuse? You know what I mean?%
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GD: Astrid, how did you hear about Gandy Dancer and decide to submit your 
photography?

AC: Do you know Je$ Handy?

GD: Yes, of course. His poem was in the last issue.

AC: He’s why I submitted. I went to the Launch Party last semester, and we 
were looking at the photography slideshow, and he said, “You should submit 
your photography!”

GD: Well, we’re so glad you did! And thank you again for allowing us to in-
terview you.

AC: My pleasure. I think it’s good to !nd out the story behind the work. And 
it’s easier to talk about it sometimes than write about it.
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Lilac, Astrid Caratzas


