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Chesterwood, in Stock​bridge, Mass., was once the home to Daniel Chester French, the American sculptor who created the iconic statue at the Lincoln Memorial. The house and studio now serve as a museum while an outdoor Contemporary Sculpture exhibit displays the work of today's artists. From the June 28 to Oct. 15, two pieces by a local sculptor are among those on display at French's estate.
"I've always done art," said Denis Curtiss, settled comfortably in his studio on Route 7 in Kent. 
Born and raised in West Cornwall, he recently gave a talk about that town as it was 50 years ago. Mr. Curtiss attended Oliver Wolcott Technical High School in Torrington for technical drawing and then earned a bachelor's degree in Applied Arts with an emphasis in Art History. He continued his training through a seven-year apprenticeship in antique restoration. Admittedly, his background prepared him as a woodworker, a different art form from his current medium. 
The Connecticut native did not immediately carve out a full time artistic career, though. Mr. Curtiss married his grammar school classmate, Barbara. The couple's wedding took place between the time the United States landed on the Moon and walked on the Moon. Naturally the story became a family classic. The pair then set off to the Fiji Islands for the Peace Corps. 
One job led to another and the couple began teaching in Greece, England and Saudi Arabia. Mr. Curtiss was also involved in art, either teaching it or running a whole program. Frequently, he would fill a school's last-minute need for other subjects such as math.
"There became a time when we knew we were going to go back [home]," said Mr. Curtiss. After more than a decade, the couple returned to Litchfield County. In 1995, Mr. Curtiss took the first step towards his current artistic work, sculpting a series of elaborately posed wooden dancers. Exploring what he could do with them, Mr. Curtiss discovered it would cost $7,000 to cast the figures in bronze. He decided to do it himself, creating bright red sheet metal dancers that still decorate a few spots in his yard. 
On a whim, Mrs. Curtiss suggested he try animals. The first metal plate animal, a terrier named Gypsy, won top prize at the world's largest dog art show.
"I said, 'I guess we've got something going here,'" he laughed.
Since then, more than 200 pieces, ranging from elephants to pigs to cats, have been created at Sculpturedale, the Curtiss' Kent Falls property. Thanks to meticulous records and photographs, no two are alike. Each animal has a vibrant, individual personality, a credit to the artist's talent. Similarities do exist, though. True to live animals, the statues maintain an air of feigned smugness, a subtle disdain for the viewer. Also, Mr. Curtiss stressed that every animal is happy. The fun of his work comes not from mimicking the exact specifications of an animal, as in fashioning tucks for an elephant, but in catching its shape, character and the fluidity of its movement. 
The grace of Mr. Curtiss' work emanates first from his process. He begins with a cardboard design, scale sections that he assembles to give him an idea of the finished product. Using the cardboard guide, each eighth-inch thick metal plate is cut and cold bent, which does not stress the material as heat would. The pieces are welded together and a new animal is born at Sculpturedale. Though Mr. Curtiss developed the style he now uses, he mentions W.J. Layman and Sons' help with welding. 
The Cornwall Bridge company has also lent a hand with moving larger animals. Mr. Curtiss' studio, decorated with a moose head and in the same red barn as the garage, has a surprisingly low, eight-foot ceiling. Getting a 13-foot giraffe out the door can prove a tricky procedure. Mr. Curtis usually constructs such pieces on their sides and then assembles them outside. 
The studio itself holds the usual clutter of a well-used workroom. Welding masks, red Craftsman toolboxes, drills and framed pictures line the walls. A tough French bulldog juts his face toward the middle of the room. Gypsy reigns supreme from a perch on a top shelf. A recently completed 800-pound bull flips his tail in the air. Surrounded by his creations, Mr. Curtis can enjoy the tangible spirit of his animals.
The four-acre property surrounds the studio in an equally agreeable manner. "We've become a destination," Mr. Curtis declared. 
Completely landscaped by Mrs. Curtis, the resident gardener, Casablanca lilies and full peach trees match the natural wetlands and picturesque pond. In the front, on the downhill slope, a pig tea party is going on and rearing horses have a striking view along Route 7. Mr. Curtis said that 85 percent of his sales come from drivers who stop. Displaying the statues in the yard also gives buyers a better idea of how the art will look in their own yards, as the pieces tend to appear larger in the enclosed studio. 
Mrs. Curtiss' gallery, the Dog Show, in one of the property's other red barns, houses a dog emporium and the headquarters for her Airedale rescue operation. 
Mr. Curtiss' work has found homes in places as far distant as Lincoln, Neb., and as close as up the road at Interlaken Inn in Lakeville. Famed crooner Andy Williams bought a total of 24 pieces for his theater in Branson, Mo. Through records, Mr. Curtiss knows where all but one of the more than 200 pieces now are. 
Chesterwood is exhibiting a five-foot rabbit and a 10-foot lioness in its Contemporary Sculpture display. Mr. Curtiss beamed as he reported that his animals are stationed right at the entrance, greeting eager visitors to the historic site. He could not think of better place. 
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