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River celebration shakes up outdoozf
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If this year’s “Housatonic River
Summer” collaboration has done
nothing else for outdoor sculpture
art in South Berkshire, it has shak-
en things up.

For years, the contemporary
sculpture shows mounted each
summer at Chesterwood, the Berk-
shire Botanical Garden and other
smaller South County venues have
been fairly open-ended showcases
for an array of regional artists — at
times the same ones year aftet year.
The Housatonic collaboration
broke that mold by encouraging art
that responds to the river’s pres-
ence in site-specific ways.

This is hardly a pioneering
vision. The annual Riverfest in
North Berkshire has been doing
much the same with the Hoosic
River for years. But the narrower
focus gives viewers a chance to see
how outdoor sculpture can speak
in very specific ways about the
space it inhabits rather than sim-
ply occupying or decorating it.
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The three shows I visited — at
Chesterwood, at the Norman
Rockwell Museum and on the
grounds of the Berkshire Mountain
Bakery in Housatonic — all pay
homage to the river, but were
organized by two different curators
taking somewhat different ap-
proaches.

Of them, the display on the
grounds at Norman Rockwell Mu-
seum, mounted by Sculpture Now,
is the standout. It has the sharpest
point of view, the most inventive
artworks, the most site-specific
installations.

The Chesterwood show, “Re-
flections of Nature,” gives a nod to
the river theme, but is actually the
same show Chesterwood usually

mounts — only this time more
conventional (and conservative)
looking.

The exhibition at the Berkshire
Mountain Bakery site is also the
work of Sculpture Now, but it lacks
the sharpness and clarity of the
Rockwell installation. And despite
their closer proximity to the river,
the handul of artworks here are less
responsive to it both in concept and
in the way they’re positioned.

The fourth exhibition — at the
Frelinghuysen/Morris House and
Studio in Lenox — was closed the
two times I visited, although the
posted hours on my second try —
a Thursday — indicated it should
have been open. In any event, the
artworks there were chosen from
the Chesterwood overflow and un-
doubtedly mirror what can be seen
at that Stockbridge site.

If you can visit only one of these
four exhibitions, make it the Rock-
well one. It’s there you will see the
sharpest examples of artwork
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forged especially to respond to the
presence of the river — historical-
ly and environmentally.

I am thinking in particular of
Jennifer Reis-Ewasiuk’s “Bringing
Back Mohican Voices and Pray-
ers,” a two-part installation of
physical and sound art. In the one,
the prayers of the Mohicans, the
indigenous people of the Stock-
bridge area, are written on long
banners shaped like human arms
that flutter from a cluster of tall
poles. Stirred by the wind in their
open, hillside setting, the ban-
ner/arms wave to the viewer, to the
sky, to the river in what seem like
silent, plaintive pleas or benedic-
tions from a dispossessed people.
(The tribe was removed years ago
to a reservation in Wisconsin.) It
was the most moving encounter I
found in all the exhibitions.

The sound portion, which has
the recorded prayers and testi-
monies of tribespeople emanating
from a loudspeaker hung on a tree
some distance from the flag poles,
was, by comparison, a disappoint-
ment. It looked contrived and its

relation to the prayer flags was dis- .

jointed.

“PCB Duck” by Stephanie Ash-
enfelder and Amos Scully is a
comment on the contamination of
the river and its wildlife by PCB
wastes dumped by General Elec-
tric years ago. A pump-like device
fastened to a rail of the Butler
Road bridge at the edge of the
Rockwell property, draws water
up from the river and dribbles it
through a glass duck whose insides
are begrimed with noxious-looking
stains, a comment on health risks of
consuming the river’s waterfowl,

Other similarly inventive works
that establish clear relationships

If you can visit only one of these four exhibi-

tions, make it the Rockwell one. It's there you

will see the sharpest examples of artwork.

with the river are Robin Tost’s
“Alien Species,” which has brighly
colored, snaky wood shapes pok-
ing up conspicuously from the
reeds along the riverbank; Helen
Suter’s “A Stitch in Time,” which
gives the viewer a vista of the river
through a curtain of copper strips
strung between trees on fine cable;
and Marcella Anna Stasa’s “Adapt”
which similarly displays laminated
photos of the river and its vegeta-
tion along with seed and leaf sam-
ples.

Lucy Hodgson’s “River’s Re-
venge,” positions two serpent-like
waves of shingled walls on a slope
overlooking the river, a comment
on the Housatonic’s track record
of destructive flooding; and Gary
Orlinsky’s “Dwelling” has a shel-
ter of woven reeds drifting on a
raft of PVC pipes moored in the
river.

Less specific to the- Housatonic,
but equally inspired in their refer-
ences to nature are Matthew
Weber’s “Growth Ring Eddies,” in
which a grove of tree stumps are
displayed with their growth rings
incised for clarity; Gunnar Theel’s
“Ampersand,” an open steel struc-
ture in the shape of a house pene-
trated by a grove of vegetation;
and Kirsten Campbell’s “Forced,”
in which two upright tree branches
morph into strands of steel cable.

Sculpture Now’s exhibition of
seven artworks at the Berkshire
Mountain Bakery site is undercut
by some befuddling decisions on
placement.

Peter Busby’s welded steel rod
“Great Blue Heron,” for example,

a bird always associated with
water, is positioned on the lawn
far from the river, while Wendy
Klemperer’s “River Elk,” are close
to and in the Housatonic. What’s
unsettling is that the “swimming”
elk are only heads whose supports
are plainly visible in the shallow
water, the effect being that of wall
trophies propped up in the river.

The “School of Fish” created in
foam and steel by Mount Everett
Regional High School students,
are merely strung on a. line, like
clothes on wash day, destroying
any illusion of naturalness for no
apparent reason.

The most site-specific work —
Jason S. Brown’s and Elizabeth
Scofield’s “Flow,” a field of red
polyester wind socks set on an
island in the river — is so far
removed from the viewer that what
one experiences is mostly the frus-
tration of trying to gain a better
vantage of their movement and pat-
tern. T v

At Chesterwood, guest curator
Elliot Offner, past president of the
Natjonal Sculpture Society and
professor of humanities emeritus
at Smith College, has selected
much that is figurative and meta-
phorical for “Reflections. of Nat-
ure” — swooping birds, posturing
nudes, abstractions. that are plays
on the wind, the sun, the trees. But
while finely crafted for the most
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part, there is little here that speaks

of fresh ideas or bald approaches. .
Among those that do is Linsum .

Kim’s “Couples,”
ic and beautifully wrought steel,

bronze and aluminum construcs

tion that houses six objects.within
six shadowboxes — three of them.

a.complex, .poet- °

fruits bearing the names of women. .

and three of them geometric solids
bearing, the. names of men.
Positioned ‘under the table-like

_support of these boxes, a metal
- rose sheds its red petals on a nail-

studded floor.

Jean Proux Dibner’s “Con- .

templation” is a small — 25’ mcheg ;
high — but sumlarly arrestmg y
pedestal sculpture in bronze. It is ..
just a-head and an arm, the chin |,

.resting in the cup of the hand, the

whole supported upright ‘on the -,
elbow. But the facial expression; .-
the rightness of the gesture, the
understated elegance of the execu- i,

tion make it'a stunner.
Barbara Lekberg s “Dreammg

the Future,” a cast bronze pedestal
piece that has a dozing ‘figure ii

tucked into the belly of a long flat .
curve and a cluster-of tiny figures

.‘\J\

around a tree of the tip of that ©
curve, also has a compelling and"*
poetie ambiguity-about it. s

Finally Richard Rothschild’s -

“Trojan Chicken,” fashioned of
old silo siding on a wheeled cart, is ™
a comic comment on its anc1ent
equine predecessor. ‘
On the whole, we can only hope
this experiment with site-specific

sculpture will become a precedent |,
for more exhibitions in the future.

Charles Bonenti can be’ reached’

at chonenti@berkshireeagle.com

v



