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“Adrina trusted her 
place in the world, 
and in turn was 
trusted by others,” 
wrote Maya 
Salganek, assistant 
professor of fi lm. 

“She approached 
life with wonder, 
and wonder 
surrounded her; 
the mundane 
seemed 
magnifi cent.” 

� e photograph is one of dozens of extraordinary 
images from Africa taken by Adrina Knutson. Adrina was 
a senior in the UAF � lm program when she was killed in a 
car accident while working on the Maasai Migrants Film 
Project in rural Tanzania in August 2012. (� e project is 
run by San Francisco State University.)

Adrina had what photographers and � lmmakers call 
“an innocent eye,” an ability to see beyond the obvious, to 
see deeply into the humanity of her subjects and trans-
late what she saw into powerful, evocative images. If you 
asked her about the origin of one of her photographs she’d 
say something like, “I met these two guys � xing a bicycle,” 
or, “I played with a bunch of kids coming home from 
school.”  For Adrina, photographs were not just images 
but indelible records of relationships and trust.

Adrina had an enormous natural talent that was 
encouraged, honed and disciplined through her studies at 
UAF. She was fully engaged in her education and all it had 
to o� er. She was the kind of student who brought out the 
best in teachers, who made them excited about teaching.

In Tanzania I watched her as we began our work in 
remote Maasai villages and was so taken with how at 
home she seemed. Although it was her � rst experience 
with � eldwork, she was able to forge friendships with 

The innocent eye: A remembrance 
of Adrina Knutson
By Leonard Kamerling
 I’ m looking at a portrait of an African man. His eyes blaze through the photograph, trans� xing my 
stare. � e moment of the photograph is perishable in time but decisive in its e� ect on the viewer. � e 
man looks out from the photograph, questioning us and at the same time revealing secrets about himself. 
It’s hard to look away. � e more I look at this image the more I sense something of myself in him and 
something of him in me.
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Maasai people and transcend the huge gulf of culture 
and language. She gave her trust freely and openly and 
received trust in return. You can see this in every photo-
graph and video image she created.

Adrina and her � lmmaking partner, Daniel Chien, 
were working on a � lm, Darkness to Light, about a Maasai 
family and the coming-of-age journey of their young 
son. � ey spent a great deal of time at the family’s rural 
homestead, learning their way in the Maasai world and 
discovering the � lm that lay before them. 

As the potential for their story opened, Dan asked 
Adrina to consider being the cinematographer for their 
� lm. She was moved by his con� dence in her but worried 
that her production and camera skills might not be 
adequate. She turned to her journal to work it out. She 
wrote, “Just make it beautiful, Adrina. You know how to 
do that.” 

Adrina Knutson will receive a posthumous 
� lm degree in May 2013. A scholarship 
for � lm students is being established in 
her name. To � nd out more, email naomi.
horne@alaska.edu or call 907-474-6464.

Leonard Kamerling, ’99, is curator of fi lm at the UA Museum of 
the North and a professor of English at UAF. He has produced 
numerous award-winning documentary fi lms on northern and 
indigenous cultures.

ll of the pews on the groom’s side were full of his relatives — 
parents, aunts and uncles, cousins, brothers and sisters, and all 
of their collected families.

� e bride’s side was empty.
But she was beautiful in her long, white gown. She had dark brown 

hair, almost black eyes, and she was slender. Sleek even. No one knew 
much about her. She had no family and no job. � e groom’s father had 
to give her away. But what she 
lacked in history, she made 
up for in love. She loved the 
young man standing before 
her, so� ly holding her hands, 
and he loved her with all his 
heart.

“I do,” the groom said, loud 
enough to be heard in the 
back row.

Within minutes the 
wedding was over, the 
handfuls of rice tossed, and 
the pews emptied.

“How much do you love 
me?” the new wife asked 
as they drove away to their 
honeymoon two counties 
over.

“Honey, you know I love 
you more than anything,” the 
man replied, leaning over to 
kiss her.

“Would you give up your 
job to be with me?” she asked 
anxiously.

“Baby, that’s crazy,” the 
man said with a smile. “We 
gotta live.” 

� e young wife didn’t speak 
for a while.

Sensing her hurt, the 
husband tried to make amends. “Sure, honey. I’d do anything to be 
with you. Hell, we can live on love.”

“Do you promise?” she asked, smiling, her dark eyes gorgeous in 
the sunset. “Oh, do you promise to love me no matter what?” 

She reached over, took his free hand and held it tight. 
“Sure,” he replied. “No matter what.”
Several miles later she spoke again.
“Turn le�  there,” she said, pointing to a dirt road ahead.
“But, baby, we have reservations.”

White Moon on Black Water
By John Smelcer; illustration by Larry Vienneau

“Please,” the woman pleaded, on the verge of crying. “Oh, please. I 
want to show you my home.”

� e newly wed husband was curious. He had never been invited to 
meet her parents. All he knew was that she was an only child.

“All right,” he said, looking at his watch.
Two miles down the backcountry road, they came upon a small 

lake. A loon was swimming on the far side, and the sun was just above 
the treetops. It would be dark 
soon. � e man recognized 
it as the place where they 
had � rst met. He had been 
� shing when she stepped wet 
and naked from the forest, 
explaining that she had 
been skinny-dipping and 
something had carried o�  
her clothes.

� e woman stepped from 
the car. She stood before her 
husband, still in his tuxedo, 
and slipped the long, white 
dress from her lithe brown 
body. She walked to the 
edge of the lake and turned 
around, motioning for the 
man to follow. � en, she 
dived into the cold, dark 
water. When she emerged, 
she was an otter. She was an 
otter woman, the very last 
one. She had le�  the lake to 
� nd a mate.

She � oated close — 
e� ortless, watching, waiting.

� e man stood on the 
shore until it was dark, until 
stars began to shine and the 
moon � oated on the black 
surface of the lake like a 

 white lily pad, until everything he knew became like the night  and he 
stepped, naked, into the uncertain water.  

John Smelcer, ’86, ’87, published “White Moon on Black Water” in his most 
recent short story collection, Alaskan: Stories from the Great Land, which won 
a gold medal in the 2011 eLit Books Awards.

Larry Vienneau was an associate professor of art at UAF from 1989 – 2001. 
He has illustrated numerous books on Native American oral traditions. He 
continues to teach art at Seminole State College in Florida.

� e Nanook Nook showcases the talent of our alumni and students. If you have an original poem, essay, short story, artwork or photograph(s) you 
would like to share with our readers, contact aurora.magazine@alaska.edu for submission guidelines.
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