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Neotropic

1989 - 2005

This is far too slim of a volume to comprehensively reflect
our more than 15 years of traveling to the American tropics:
instead we have carefully poured over our thousands upon
thousands of images and written records, selecting what we
feel gives an impression of the diversity of landscapes and
situations that were encountered in the forests of Central
and South America. From seven week expeditions to ten
day reconnoiter trips we have traveled in Mexico’s Yucatan
Peninsula, to the interior forests of Belize, to Venezuela far
up the Orinoco River on the Columbian border and most
recently, on a series of trips, to Guyana - up the Mazaruni
River and into the tapui lands of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s
“Lost World.”

There were manydifferent purposes to our tropical journeying.
While some of them were for specific projects, others were
motivated more by the desire to experience what we at first
imagined as ‘real’ wilderness. This of course was not the case.
Although often the trips themselves were extremely arduous
- getting the logistics right and overcoming many assorted
physical discomforts - at every step of the way evidence of
human activity, both in harmony and at odds with ideas
of sustainability, was apparent. No matter how remote an
area seemed to be we were constantly confronted with the
realization that someone was always there and always had
been. Abandoned mining camps, masses of rusted equipment
and the skeletons of wrecked boats littering the sharp rocks
of the Mazaruni River made us unavoidably aware that we
were traversing a post-industrial landscape.

Our fascination with the tropics undoubtedly began in
childhood when we poured over books such as Time Life’s
The World We Live In and The Wonders of Life on Earth. In
the 1960’s we were reading countless Edgar Rice Burroughs
novels and watching Kimba and Johnny Quest cartoons on
Saturday morning television. Our early passion for the
tropical forest made it certain that in our adult lives we would
be drawn there. Indeed, we both share a commitment to the




10

Sea wall, Georgetown Guyana

notion that travel and the opportunity to work in the field
are far more engaging than studio work alone.

Our trips have been enormous sources of inspiration for our
artistic work and intellectual development. Our first foray
into the tropics was in 1989 when we traveled to Belize. We
spent four weeks in the Cock’s Comb Basin - a densely
forested valley that has the highest concentration of jaguars
in the world. After a week of hiking, bird watching, fishing
and drunken nighttime animal flashlight spotting we were
hooked.

Upon returning we read widely on the neotropics and
immediately planned another trip. Several trips to Belize
followed as well as a trip to a very remote area in Venezuela’s
interior. The three most recent trips, 1994, 1999 and 2003,
were to Guyana which, like Belize, is a former British colony
situated on the north east shoulder of South America. It was
there that we made connections that continue to this day.
The main reason that these trips have been so productive is
due to the generosity and helpfulness of the people that we
have worked with in these places. In Belize we were frequently
hosted by Sharon Matola and her wonderful staff at the Belize
Zoo, who taught us just how much a conservation Biologist
could drink. While in the cockscomb basin wildlife sanctuary
we were befriended by Ernesto and Pio Saqui who gave us
our first bits of jungle lore - like that the soft cooing sound
that seemed to surround us on our nightly rum enhanced
jungle walks was in fact a mother jaguar calling to its young.
In addition to enjoying the comradery of the park rangers
we had the good fortune of meeting Paul Towel - an ex
French Legionnaire turned anthropologist who later traveled
with Mark to Borneo. This established a pattern of inviting
kindred spirits to accompany us on our explorations, among
them are Peter Cole, Laura Emeric, Simon Farklondeh,
Alexis Rockman, Bill Schefferine, William Stone, Paul
Towel, and Sarah Vogwill. Of all the characters who assisted
us in our endeavors few were more colorful than Delphine
Sanchez, gentleman pirate of the Orinoco River. We owe
him gratitude for putting us in the capable hands of Rafael
and Lucio - who saw us through flash floods and the sinking

11
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Left to right: Mark Dion, Simin Farhklondah, Bob Braine, Laura Emeric, Bill Shefferine

of our boat hundreds of miles up river from any salvation.

Certainly more than any other individual we owe sincere
thanks to our most trusted boat captain and companion,
Shark, a.k.a. Akbar Chindu of Bartica, Guyana. Both
Shark and his wife Valda and his entire family and circle of
friends have been instrumental in the success of our Guyana
expeditions. Shark’s resourcefulness, experience and sense of
humor have made him an invaluable traveling companion.
He has introduced us to a motley assortment of characters:
Sammy, Devon, Skull Boy, Thin Man (Albert), and Traitor

among others.

13
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Ground detail, Bartica, Guyana




Lagoon, Orinoco River, Venezuela
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Jungle Canopy, Venezuela

Semang Creek, Guyana

Mining Pit, Semang Creek, Guyana




Clear Cut, Guyana interior

Looking out from Camp, Orinoca River, Guyana

Autana, a sacred tupuy near the Orinoco River, Venezula 1991
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Cow, Sheep, Bartica, Guyana
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Fer de Lance, Belize

Here’s worm in your eye

“Thar she blows!...Whoops!”

“Whoops!” I said to Dr. Ruth Weichsel, my chin resting on the cool
metal of her ophthalmologic viewing device. “What do you mean,
‘whoops’?”

“It went back into its burrow.”

Hmmmm. It went back into its burrow - in my eye. All along, I
thought that it was only living in the surface slime. I had seen the
worm that lived in my eye two days earlier. I had been editing slides
on a light box for a travelogue slide show of my recent trip to Guyana,
which is located on the northeast coast of South America.

My head had been aching beyond reasonable description, my eyes felt
as if they were about to burst from their sockets and lie down upon my
cheeks like some David-Caradine-induced Kung Fu extraction. I spoke
to a friend of mine, who continually reminded me of the possibility
of river blindness, a condition caused by parasitic worms that feast on
spaghetti like optic nerves.

You see, I already knew that [ had a worm in my body, but it really
didn’t bother me. Aside from the crayon-like trails on my right foot and
lower right leg and the unbearable itching (“it itch hot,” as they say in
Guyana), I was happy with the worm in my leg. As soon as [ got back
from Guyana, I went to the dermatologist who had treated an earlier
tropical-pathogen-induced leg condition, confident in her ability to
help my infested organism reclaim the sovereignty of the body that
is rightfully mine. She looked at the red squiggles and proclaimed
that I had a hookworm, which normally attacks the intestinal systems
of cats and dogs. This one liked my leg better. I must have gotten it
while standing calf deep in a garbage dump in Georgetown, Guyana,
snapping photographs of brilliant cattle egrets poking through the
putrid rubbish amid mud-encrusted bulldozer tracks.

Anyway, it liked my leg and decided to move in. Little did I know that
it had upward mobility in its real-estate portfolio.

I had no money when I returned from Guyana in April, 1994en cream
- thebendizol in a topical solution - cost $85, and I didn’t have the
bread. So I asked the dermatologist if the worm had the capacity to
migrate to other sites in my body. She assured me that it wouldn’t,
that my body would eventually fight this parasitic invader and break
it down to its base molecular structure. Well, the raised, red, parasitic
mole tunnels seemed o die down after a few weeks, the itching subsided
and [ was content...until, many weeks later when my head hurt more
than a lot. My friend, the one so enthusiastically proposing the river
blindness hypothesis, had given me the telephone number of one Dr.
Kevin Cahill, tropical medicine specialist to the rich and famous, and
the down and dirty alike. He is even the Pope’s doctor on occasion.
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The moment [ saw the worm undulate across my field of vision, I
looked up at my girlfriend, who was sitting on the bed, and said:
“Baby, something very bad just happened.” At first, she didn’t
believe me. She just couldn’t; so she relegated the vision to too much
psychic stress. But to me, it was somehow gratifying to see this sinister
nematode that ha invaded my well being. One can fight the enemy
when it is visible. On the light box, I had been looking at slides of
the stomach contents of a “double boom,” a large, brown, armored
catfish of the Amazon basin that grunts rhythmically when you haul
it out of its aquatic world. The photos depicted thin white, thread-like
worms - [ remember them well, undulating under my gaze, my glasses
fogging from the heat as [ wove forward and back to focus, kneeling in
the oilsoaked Mazaruni river sand at the site of a former goldminer’s
camp. For years, I had been photographing the evidence of pathology
- microscopic worms, fish parasites, maggots on road kill, etc. Now |
had unwittingly become my own subject matter. My camera ceased to
be the vehicle of visual delivery.

I called Dr. Cahill that night and got hold of his answering service at
10:15 p.m. and left my name and number in a panic. A few minutes
later, Dr. Cahill called up and asked in an impatient voice, “what are
you calling me at 10:00 p.m. for?!”

“I just saw a worm swim across my eye, doc. Help,” I said.

“There are tens of thousands of people in the world with worms in
their eyes. Don’t call me at 10:00 at night. I won’t be in tomorrow,
but you can come in on Thursday morning. This thing has been in
your head for weeks and it’s not going to do anything within the next
two days.”

Meanwhile, I felt as if | were contemplating blindness. The prospect
of blindness was unsettling. My eyes were filled with many floaters
- strings of protein and things released from my retina becoming
detached from its proper place. A common thing I am told. These
worms were not only in my eyes. They were everywhere in my body. For
hours, [ tilted my head on the light box, envisioning the fluids sloshing
to the front of my eyeballs, where I could see them. I desperately
wanted to see one again. [ was only granted that one fleeting glimpse,
like the proverbial white whale that Weichsel referred to. My parasite
was loath to show itself.

So, the fix: I went, very excited to have found “the man.” He turned
down the lights, took his little point light and looked into my left eye.
“There it is!” he exclaimed. This gratified my to no end. Someone
else had seen it. He sent my blood to the Center for Disease Control
own in Atlanta. I felt like I had the last word in parasite control. Dr.
Cabhill described the way in which he found out about some of these
worms. They were sent to him by the emergency rooms of various
hospitals after they had been extracted, along with the eyeball. The

eye swells up because of the proteinaceous cysts, which form around
it. This leads doctors to fear the worst: a retinal contusion, which
could violate the sanctity of the eye socket and push into the brain
where the pressure can kill you. When ER folks see this, out comes
the melon-baller.

Well, I was lucky. If I had not actually seen the worm, perhaps this
same fate would have been mine. I had the good fortune to be
surrounded by people who steered me in the right direction.

Dr. Cahill then sent me back to Dr. Weichsel, a kind, fine-boned, 60-
something woman, who had applied the New Bedford exclamation
to my condition. She dilated my pupils and determined for sure my
situation. The cure was the same poison cream, only this time in an
oral solution under the brand name Mintozol. Yum.

Many people don’t realize this, but insecticide is the main component
of New York’s beverage of choice. Caffeine is a plant alkaloid, a
substance that is produced to prevent insects from eating its delicious
green leaves. My diet that week consisted of anti-inflammatory steroids
and Mintozol. Who could ask for more! I was drinking poison that
was designed to kill bugs. It was like gargling with Raid. This lasted
about one week. There was no sleep and nausea was with me every
moment. All the while, my head ached. I'm sure that the steroids
affected my mood significantly. I took the required dosage for one
week and then settled down waiting to feel normal again. My head
throbbed with pain that was unstoppable. The cysts that had formed
as a defense mechanism still had to break down. Until they did, I
would still have a headache. After another two weeks of peering
constantly at the insides of my eyes against white paper, light, the sky
- basically appearing to an unknown observer like someone looking
vacuously around themselves for ghosts or angels - I decided they
weren’t dead. I went for another round of Mintozol. Delicious. Same
things: a week of no sleep, nausea, etc. I now have an understanding
of all systems, both “natural” and “man-made.” I never really felt
anger at my parasites, as if their presence was somehow unfair. I recall
a scene in a Gamera movie, the first one, I believe. A gang of Japanese
scientists were watching a movie of another gang of Japanese scientists
who had cut open the trunk of an elephant, revealing a seething ball of
finger-thick, arm-long white worms. The viewing scientists coiled back
in revulsion. I remember thinking how unfair for the elephant. I have
always thought of a bluefish I once caught. It had small, spherical,
parasitic crustaceans attached to its gills. This sight had made my skin
crawl. For some reason, when this was all brought right back home
with my worms, 1 did not experience the same emotions. So. Now, I
am certifiably worm free. And [ will wash my fucking feet next time [
slosh around a third world garbage dump. Next.
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Tarantulas, Orinoco River, Vezuela
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Earthworm egg in tweezer, Venezuela
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Bat, Mazaruni River, Guyana
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Newspaper, Georgetown , Guyana, 2003
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Sammy the Shortman, Guyana, 1999



Amerindian man in bark canoe, Guyana, 1999
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Bob Braine photographing fish, Savage Ferox Camp, Semang Creek, Guyana, 1999
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Mark Dion’s table, Guyana, 1994
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Bob Braine trying out bark canoe, Semang Creek, Guyana
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Pirahna teeth

Double boom tail
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William Stone with Himoura, Guyana, 2003

Bob Braine with Lucanoni, 2003

Mark Dion with “Blinker”, Guyana, 1994




Mazaruni River Displacement, Lucamoni, 2003




Bioro Reclining Catfish in Black velvet
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Bioro Reclining Catfish in the bush on stump
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Himara head in hands
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Catfish on Black velvet
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Mazaruni Riiver Displacement overview
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Forest interior, Venezuela, 1991



Hari Creek, tree base, 2003
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Tarantula in alcohol
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Scorpion in alcohol
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Mark Dion’s bug collection, Venezuela, 1991
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Mark Dion’s forest Garbage Collection, Mazaruni River, 1994
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Botanical Study, Guyana, 1994



Sammy the Short man with rib bones, Camp Savage Ferox, Guyana, 1999
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Labo haunch on knife, Guyana, 1994
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Mark Dion, Venezuela, 1991
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Botanical study on Black velvet, Guyana, 1994
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Dinner, Belize, 1992
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