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Raising a ruckus in Southern Vermont

A show celebrating major themes of influential artist Red Grooms over 60 years — his first show
ever in Vermont, and his first in New England in 16 years — opens in Brattleboro this summer

nd now, under the big top, in the

center ring, Red Grooms, ring-

master of the human comedy,
brings you jugglers, wild animals, acro
bats, clowns, and trapeze artists; whole
chunks of Manhattan, assorted city
characters you are sure to recognize;
and, finally, artists and their strange
and assorted wares, all for your viewing
pleasure!

Thanks to a fortuitous set of circum-
stances, Brattleboro Museum & Art
Center is mounting a major show of the
work of “environmental installation”
artist Red Grooms, a major figure in
American art. The show, “Red Grooms:
What's the Ruckus?” focuses on three
veins of his work: the circus, New York
City, and art about art.

Grooms, born Charles Rogers Grooms
on June 7, 1937, rose to prominence dur-
ing the fertile years of late 1950s, early
'60s New York, a time of great artistic
and cultural experimentation. There
was a restlessness among young artists,

Saskia Grooms with
“New York City Skyline,”
a water-based-resin
sculpture by her

father, Red Grooms.
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a movement away from the dominant
Abstract Expressionist esthetic; a de

sire to be figurative, but also relevant to
modern life. It was during this period the
artists Claes Oldenburg, Jim Dine, Lester

Johnson, and Allan Kaprow all cut their

creative teeth.

It was a time also during which the art
of film entered an experimental phase
that pulled the curtain back on the work
of Stan Brakhage, Kenneth Anger, Jonas
Mekas, and Bruce Conner. In fact, it
was while working on a film with Rudy
Burckhardt and his then-wife Mimi
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Gross, that Grooms first glimpsed the di
rection he wanted his art to take.

The short film “Tappy Toes” (1968),
a stop-motion animation, was the first
film in a series that included “Fat Feet”
(1966), a classic of the genre. Gross and
Grooms made set pieces for the char-
acters to inhabit. It was at this junc-
ture, Grooms has said, that he “realized
I wanted people to be able to walk
through my art.”

Grooms was influential in “happen-
ings,” an art form Susan Sontag called
“animated collages.” She has described
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Right: Detail from
“Big Top” (above, 45' x
35'), by Red Grooms.

them as containing the “curious dualism
of optimism and anarchy,” an esthetic
that abides with Grooms’ artwork to the
present. Distinctly, they eliminate the
boundary between the artwork and its
viewer.

BMAC's Mara Williams, curator for
“What's the Ruckus?” says she had
considered the show for years. Moved
things along considerably was Grooms’
daughter, Saskia, who lives in Southern
Vermont, and advocated for getting at
least a small showing of her father’s
work into her “hometown museum.”
Saskia introduced her father to Williams,
and the two set to work, with Grooms in-
viting Williams to view his archives and
“pick what you want.”

And thus the show of Grooms’ work at
BMAC grew from a small show to what
williams calls “the bomb.” It is Grooms’
first time showing in Vermont, and his
first show anywhere in New England in
16 years.

Grooms’ work is held by New York’s
Marlborough Gallery, which was gener-
ous in letting go of important pieces for
this show.

Focusing on major themes in Grooms’
work, “Ruckus” spans nearly 60 years of
his career, including childhood artwork
that evinces his life-long preoccupation
with the circus. These early pieces in
particular are personal, cherished voices
in Saskia’s collection.

One such work with a circus theme,
which Grooms painted at 14, earned for
him a gold key in a Scholastic art awards
program. As BMAC hosts Scholastic
awards each year, Williams says she is
particularly thrilled to include this semi-
nal, and inspiring, piece in the show.

Grooms’ lifelong love of the circus
seems to have been kindled when he
was a boy growing up in Nashville. The
porch of his grandmother’s house sat on
the route the Ringling Bros. and Barnum
& Bailey Circus took when coming into
town. He recalls the thrill of running
from school to his grandmother’s house,
eager to sit out on the porch in time to
watch wonders parade before him. The
impression was indelible.

In addition to his circus pieces,
Grooms is well known for “Ruckus
Manhattan,” an installation featuring

scenes of New York City life that invite
the viewer to enter and find their way
through multiple layers of meaning. This
is a prime example of what Williams calls
the artist’s “story-telling propensity™:
“It’s not just an eye thing,” Williams
says.

Credit BMAC with a coup for exhibit-
ing Grooms’ “The Bus,” a nearly life-size
recreation of a New York City bus, com-
plete with passengers. One may actually
step board it, and therein wait surprises.
“The Bus,” which Marlborough Gallery
first showed in 1995, is large, at 21 feet
by 9 feet.

The show will also include the large
elephant sculpture, “Jumbo,” made of
enamel-painted aluminum.

Grooms infuses all his work with hu-
mor. It’s as though the human race
were being observed by a very bemused,
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benign, and loving all-seeing Eye. There
seems to be no judgment — the awful,
the ugly, the common, the alluring

all are shown in a cacophonous mix of
energy.

And while the colors, the lively draw-
ing, the recognizable thing-ness of it
will delight children, Grooms admits to
“grand themes” behind the pieces that
have moved adults. His daughter Saskia
recounts asking her father if there was
any underlying meaning to a section of
Ruckus Manhattan that included un-
clothed people getting on and off a bus.
She said she was amazed he described it
as representing “the transition between
heaven and hell.”

To The New York Times’ late art critic
Grace Glueck, he explained, “My work is
about exits and entrances.”

Grooms knew many of the scions of
the art world, and he’s made a series
of their portraits, starting in the early
2000s. These too will be part of “What’s
the Ruckus?”

Relief sculptures, with layers that

include an example of the artist’s work,
reveal that Grooms is an artist intimately
in touch with art’s history and its impor-
tance, and suggest he has pondered his
place in it.

Some art forms and artists are impor
tant because of their place in art history.
But I'm happy to see Grooms’ art as hav-
ing a life quite apart from such history —
as entertainment, say, and in bringing a
giddiness to the soul. If one must fit him
into a historical context, let’s start the
conversation here: His work helped to
throw wide open the whole of what may
rightfully be termed “art.”

Happily, neither Grooms as an artist,
nor the larger world of art-making, has
settled down since he discovered he had
something to say, and invited us along
for the ride in the telling.

TR T TR

“Red Grooms: What's the Ruckus?” June 28-
Oct. 20, Brattleboro Museum & Art Center, 10
Vernon St., Brattleboro, brattleboromuseum.
org, 802-257-0124. Hours: Sun, Mon, Wed, Thu
11a-5p; Fri 11a-7p; Sat 10a-5p.
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A group effort

Chester looks to promote
itself as an ‘arts destination’

rts- and culture-related or-
ganizations and businesses
in Chester have strong allies
in several of their neighbors
who’ve banded together to promote
the town as a top arts and culture draw.

ArtUp!, a collaborative launched here
in the fall of 2012, is working toward le-
veraging Chester’s strengths as atop arts
destination, and giving Brattleboro and
Burlington a run for their money among
visitors making travel plans.

ArtUp!’s founding members are Abby
Raeder and Robert Sarly of the Vermont
Institute of Contemporary Arts [Vtica.
org], Jessie and Michael Alon of DaVallia
Arts and Accents [thedavallia. com],
and Katherine Henry
and Harry Hudson of
Atelier Annex [ate- A ;I;[J )
lierannex.com]. l I -

According to
Sarly, Chester has always been a
vibrant community, and it’s unfortunate
that travelers often see only a small por-
tion of the town when traveling Route
103 through the historic Stone Village.

“Just Yamile off Route 103 lies Chester’s
second historic district, the Village Green.
If you’ve been to the Village Green, you
know why Chester’s slogan is, 'The
Vermont you've been hoping to find,”
Sarly said.

ArtUp! notes that Vermont ranks in
the top 10 for the number of visual art-
ists per capita — boasting an estimated
750 contemporary artists — and Chester
is home to more independent galleries
than any of nearby 14 towns, including
Manchester, Grafton, Bellows Falls, and
Ludlow.

"We don’t have to get these people
(artists) here; they’re already here,”
Sarly says.

ArtUp!’s founders created a brochure
to help residents and tourists more reli-
ably find fine arts and crafts happenings
in Chester. They also worked up an ad-
vertising budget and are sharing costs
to attract visitors to town and Chester’s
arts venues.

For more information on contributing
a positive vision and practical support
to ArtUp!, write abby.r@vtica.org,
thedavallia@gmail.com, or atannex@
mac.com.



