Redefining Community through the Arts:

Building Inclusive Creative Communities.


This is the name of our most recent conference in Whitinsville, Massachusetts in the middle of South Central Massachusetts. The name stumped me for quite a while, but it’s basically what we do at VSA arts: getting a lot of people of all kinds to get to know each other while we are involved in creative endeavors.

The Whitin Mill, where the conference took place, is a beautiful new resource with a lovely theater and space for several artist studios. If you are going there get good directions first, it’s easy to find if you know how to get there.  Alternatives, the organization that rehabilitated the old mill buildings, is showing A Look Back In Time, The Mill Baseball Teams of Blackstone Valley in their Heritage Gallery through December 29th. 

Charlie Washburn and Sidewalk Sam gave an inspiring welcome: Sidewalk assuring us that we are on the right track and we should try to involve the world at large. They need us and we tend to be too humble about our accomplishments.

There were four workshops. The first one I went to was put on by Stepping Stone Community Theatre from Shrewsbury. We had a lot of fun. There were two actors from Access To Theatre in Boston that were experts. We started very simply: We just reacted to an emotion that the leader gave us. Before long, we were inventing group scenes – “Going to the Beach” was our favorite.

After lunch, most of us went outside into the parking lot with Sidewalk and filled up squares (using big chalk sticks) with beautiful artwork. Nat Needle, the weaver, sang songs to us on his ukulele.

My next workshop was Saori weaving. Nat and Mihoko Wakabayashi were the experts. First they taught us how to weave using bobbins and the looms. We had to coordinate our feet with our hands. Sidewalk used a loom adapted for people who can’t use their feet. Saori is all about working in groups, learning from each other, and making things that a machine would never be able to make.  When weaving, one can let your imagination go wild.
I’m simplifying these workshops immensely. 
My last workshop was conducted by Sandy Neumann and “Daring” Dawn Lane from Community Access to the Arts (CATA) in Great Barrington. We invented a name dance in no time, but we never used the drums, because we had to leave early. 

The other workshop – Zentangle – showed people that thought they didn’t have any drawing ability a way to produce delightful little patterns. I saw some and they were really something to be proud of. The artist was happy and insisted that she “had absolutely no artistic talent.” 

Charlie Washburn and Sidewalk Sam lead a discussion to wrap up the conference. We need to spread the good word on what we do, because it is so important.   
Ann Troise          
