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This exhibition showcases the work 
of nine artists who had a close as-
sociation with the Contemporary 
Artists Center (CAC)s and to the 
Berkshires.  In addition to engag-
ing the few artists who were already 
here, the CAC stimulated hundreds 
of artists to visit the area, some who 
later made the Berkshires their per-
manent home - David Zaig (then 
living in Cambridge, MA and who 
served as one of the main staff art-
ists), Brandon Graving (who came 
from New Orleans as an attending 
artist and later became its master 
printmaker), Robert Henriquez 
(who was the very first attending 
artist from NYC and later became 
involved as a visiting artist) and 
Henry Klein (who first came from 
Connecticut as an attending artist).  
Artists already living in the area be-
came very active with the CAC’s art 
programs, including Maria Siskind 
(primarily sculpture) and Chris-
topher Gillooly (photography and 
sculpture), both who were engaged 
in all aspects of the CAC’s programs.  
Barbara May came to the Berkshires 
around the time that the CAC was 
started, in part to share in the artis-
tic renaissance that MASS MoCA 
projected to bring.   New York artist 
Robert Schechter came to the CAC 
to work on the “Monster Press,” and 
later purchased a house in South 
Berkshire County.

The vitality of the work created by 
these artists represents much of why 

the CAC became well known in art 
circles around the world.  These art-
ists utilize all types of art processes, 
including paint, print technology, 
large printmaking, photography 
and sculpture.  

The Contemporary Artists Center 
was founded by Barbara and Eric 
Rudd in 1990. During the first sum-
mer session, 19 artists from around 
the United States came to reside, 
work and interact in the Historic 
Beaver Mill in North Adams.  By the 
second season and each subsequent 
summer, more than 100 artists from 
around the country and world came 
to the CAC to live and create and 
exhibit.   The CAC also invited some 
of the world’s most important mu-
seum/gallery directors and artists 
to interact with attending artists, 
including such notable museum fig-
ures as Tom Krens (Guggenheim), 
Kirk Varnedoe (MOMA) and Wal-
ter Hopps (Menil) and such distin-
guished artists as Julian Schnabel, 
Jenny Holzer, Elizabeth Murray, 
Judy Pfaff, Grace Hartigan, Larry 
Bell, and many others.   

During the 1990s, the CAC’s res-
idency program encouraged new 
work, and the CAC provided 5 gal-
leries for an average of 15 shows 
each summer to show that new 
work; in addition, the CAC spon-
sored workshops geared for large-
scale printmaking, weekly lectures, 
performances and events, and 

established “Downtown Installa-
tions,” where attending CAC artists 
created large installations in the 
many empty downtown storefronts.   
Rudd directed the CAC for ten 
years, and the CAC continued to 
operate for seven additional years, 
before downsizing and moving out 
of the region.

The remarkable 17-year history of 
the CAC indicates clearly that the 
CAC - along with MASS MoCA, 
which opened ten years after the 
CAC was started - was a major cat-
alyst for many artists to move to the 
area. Today, hundreds of artists are 
now living and working in mill stu-
dios and other workspaces through-
out the northern Berkshires, and 
many are actively engaged in stim-
ulating the arts for the community.
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My time at the CAC
1990—1998
 
David Zaig, born in Jerusalem, 
Israel
Graduate of the Slade School of 
Fine Arts, University of London.
Taught and exhibited in England 
and the US.
 
Published articles in
MIT’S LEONARDO,
The journal of the international 
Society for the Arts, Science and 
Technology. 
Films:
1. Homage to Magritte, 16 mm, 10 
min. 1975
2. Works 1976/1986, 3 min.
 
  
When Eric bought the Beaver Mill, 
the previous occupants left an un-
believable amount of garbage, black 
dirt and oil. Of course, Eric had it 
cleaned up; at least 45 dumpsters 
full of filthy rubbish were hauled 
out of the building.
On the positive side, the build-
ing came with unbelievably large 
tables of different sizes, the largest 
was about 50 feet long. Artists 
who participated in our summer 
sessions utilized them to the max. 
There was no shortage of drawing 
and printing paper donated by 
the paper mills in our area. We 
were also invited to see how the 
paper was made during tours of 
the mills. One memorable artist, 
Rosa Vasquez from Spain, laid 
the donated paper on the studio 
floor. It covered at least 500 square 
feet--her goal was, using brush 

and ink, to study the evolution of a 
mark-like-calligraphy. The result-
ing images where phenomenally 
intriguing—they were conceptually 
minimal, clear, and beautiful. Ju-
lian Schnabel, a visiting artist at the 
time, admired Vasquez work, and 
a highly personal and intellectual 
dialogue ensued.  

Besides helping Eric and Barbara 
run the CAC, I took advantage of 
the studio spaces and equipment 
to produce some new work of my 
own.
 
The large studios and the artists 
contributed to a very special cre-
ative atmosphere.     
Our guest speakers were world 
class in their own fields, Tom 
Krens, Joe Thompson, Kirk Var-
nedoe (of the Museum of Modern 
Art), Jenny Holzer, and more.
 
When MASS MoCA was only an 
idea on the drawing board, Joe 
Thompson came to the CAC and 
described to the attending artists 
the concept for this new museum. 
He then took us on a tour of the 
empty MASS MoCA complex and 
through the industrial-sized spaces 
that are now the large galleries of 
the museum.
 
In addition to visiting the attend-
ing artists, Tom Krens helped the 
CAC in other ways, for instance, 
he  juried  our first gallery show, 
and created a CAC-Guggenheim 
scholarship. He not only visited 
us a number of times and often 
included talks, he also donated a 
large silkscreen press.

 
The CAC was a place where artists 
felt free to explore their creative 
potentials. There were events 
on the riverbank featuring rock 
sculptor Rob Logan who at dusk 
lit torches in the water creating a 
mesmerizing ambiance. In most of 
the 90s, the storefronts in North 
Adams were empty, so it was a nat-
ural thing for the CAC to fill those 
shop windows with artworks. One 
memorable show that transformed 
downtown North Adams had 
been created by a group of artists 
from Boston. Some artists came 
back again and again, in particu-
lar Robert Henriquez and Charles 
Giuliano; they became friends and 
elected to stay in the Berkshires.
 
David Zaig ---2016

David Zaig
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 J. M. Robert Henriquez

Remembering and 
Resurrecting the
CAC Years
(1990—1999)

By J. M. Robert Henriquez

“… I would rather be a cyborg than 
Vincent Van Gogh!”
Mon cri de guerre … JMRH

In the spring of 1990, an architect 
friend of mine handed me a clipping 
from the classified section of the NY 
Times. It was an advertisement for 
the newly conceived Contemporary 
Artists Center in the City of North 
Adams, located in the northern 
part of Berkshire County, in west-

ern Massachusetts. For 
a diehard New Yorker 
like me, this strange 
geography was a bless-
ing; it’s off the beaten 
path and there I would 
get a chance to focus 
on my art.

First, I decided to 
check out this place. 
I needed a bigger stu-
dio space to work on 
large canvasses. I was 
the first artist to make 
the trip to North Ad-
ams to take a critical 
look at the Beaver Mill. 
There I met Eric Rudd 
and Martin Hatcher. 
We discussed the con-
cept and how the CAC 
would help serious art-
ists. By the end of the 
meeting, I had high ex-

pectations for the place.

Although MASS MoCA dominated 
the scene, the CAC survived and 
strived for over a decade. Artists 
from all over the world attended 
and participated in creating an at-
mosphere of camaraderie and cre-
ativity. I remember with fondness 
the first year of the first season. 
How strange it was to take part in 
the conception of something so 
cool—a seminal success of how the 
CAC would evolve in the coming 
years.

I attended every season after that, 
and developed long lasting friend-
ships with Barbara and Eric Rudd, 
David Zaig, Glenn English, Henry 

Klein, Maria Siskind, and other art-
ists of different ilk. Later on my wife 
Lisa Avery and I developed close 
friendships with Astrid Heimer and 
Charles Giuliano. Needless to say, 
the CAC played an important role 
in developing a creative environ-
ment for strong artists in Northern 
Berkshire.

One of the great attractions for 
participating in the CAC summer 
programs was the high quality and 
long list of visiting art dignitaries, 
from museum directors, to blue-
chip artists, to gallery owners. Here 
are some of the memorable visits 
that strongly influenced my own 
approach to art—Kirk Varnedoe 
(MOMA), Lynne Cooke (Dia), and 
Jenny Holzer (conceptual artist) to 
name a few. Other influences came 
from the feminist branch of a gener-
ation of artists and critical thinkers 
that emerged around 1980, notably 
Barbara Kruger, Avital Ronell, and 
Donna Haraway.

By far the most influential visiting 
dignitaries who changed the aes-
thetic trajectory of my art were the 
NYC art power couple of Ivan Karp 
and Marilynn Gelfman Karp. Their 
visit to the CAC was an absolute suc-
cess. Informed of Ivan’s predilection 
for fine foods and wine, the Rudds 
put me in charge of wine selection 
as sommelier for the mandatory 
dinner. Karp was so delighted with 
my choices that he demanded fur-
ther contact back in the city. They 
visited my studio in DUMBO, and 
we had many encounters tasting 
fine wine, smoking authentic Ha-
bana cigars, as well as my first New 
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York show. More importantly, Karp 
gave me access to his wide artistic 
erudition. 

By that time, I was already making 
a transition from abstract painting 
to a neo-conceptual artistic practice 
that uses digital technology as an 
essential part of the creative or pre-
sentation process. I was looking for 
new ways to make narrative or tex-
tual commentary an implicit part of 
visual objects.

Back in the 1970s, I began to for-
mulate a concept to pictorialize the 
ubiquitous UPC-barcode iconog-
raphy as a potential aesthetic for 
a different text-based art. My bar-
codes, QR-codes, and Aztec-codes 
are real and scannable. I gave them 
size, form, and color. The idea and 
its processes proved to be difficult. 
To achieve that, I had to have total 

control over the symbology, and the 
entire algorithmic process to make 
it so. That took a long time and dif-
ficult work to succeed. During my 
time at the CAC I could only inflate 
the size, but now, with new technol-
ogy, I have control over the entire 
process.

Ivan Karp was instrumental in my 
decision to reformulate the aesthet-
ic concept of the UPC iconography. 
I gladly give credit to the CAC for 
initiating his visit, which played a 
pivotal role in the evolution of my 
work.

J. M. Robert Henriquez, 2016
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Role at the CAC 
Excerpts taken from a 1992 Brochure 
and newsletter talking about the pre-
vious sessions and the CAC’s upcom-
ing 1993 season:
 
PRINTMAKING:  Dale Bradley 
was making prints in the Beaver 
Mill well before Eric had even heard 
of the Beaver Mill or North Ad-
ams.  When the Center opened in 
the summer of 1990, Dale offered to 
open his own studio for the use of 
any attending artists that might be 

interested in printmaking.  Printing 
had not been advertised and none 
of the artists came intending to 
print; yet, within a short time, fully 
half of them had taken over Dale’s 
studio and to their own surprise 
were making prints in addition 
to painting or sculpture.  Clearly, 
Dale’s skill as a teacher, his uncon-
ventional approach to printmaking, 
and his well-equipped studio were 
a hit.  What had merely been a one 
time workshop had become an inte-
gral part of the Center.

NEWSLETTER
Those of you who attended the cen-
ter in 1990 showed such an inter-
est in printmaking that we offered 
a printmaking workshop in 1991 
and added several new presses.  Our 
biggest effort and biggest risk was 
building a huge hydraulic flatbed 
press to make prints with an image 
size of up to 4’x8’.  It was designed 
by Dale (when Eric asked him near 
the end of construction whether it 
would work or not he replied that 
he had “no idea”) and constructed 

Dale Bradley
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by him with assistance from Martin.  
The 20 top and bottom beams were 
built from rail donated by Boston 
and Maine Railroad.  Unfortunate-
ly, though the steel is high quality 
and strong, it is almost impossible 
to weld, so the press had to be bolt-
ed together (the rails turned out to 
be just as hard to drill as they were 
to weld).  After months of drilling, 
grinding, welding, sweating and 
cursing, we finished it a day before 
the first artist arrived for printmak-
ing.  Dale made a 4’x8’ mono-print 
that day in less than half an hour and 
has not had time to print any more 
to date.  The press requires at least 

two people to run it and the more 
people to pump it up the better, but 
it works great.  The general manag-
er of Tyler Press (they do the prints 
for Rauschenberg, Stella, Rosen-
quist, etc.) visited and thought it, in 
some ways, superior to the design 
of their own large press.  Dale has 
not stopped tinkering with it and an 
easier way for getting the plates in 
and out of the press is on the draw-
ing boards.  He is also gathering the 
materials needed to automate the 
hydraulics, although when he does 
we won’t be able to refer to us as the 
“Contemporary Artists Center and 
Fitness Spa” anymore. 
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Contemporary Artists 
Center: Residency

I came from New Orleans to attend 
the secound residency held at the 
CAC and it was an amazing experi-
ence! At the end of that three week 
session, I had made some life-long 
friends, a California collector had 
purchased many of the large mono-
prints that I had just made, Tom 
Krens had complimented my work, 
and the CAC staff had invited me 
to become a part of it all here! Over 
time, I became the Gallery Director, 
curated many exhibits and also con-
ducted countless print workshops 
eventually becoming Master Print-
maker with my own shop.

Some of my fondest memories of 
those early years of CAC are of lean-
ing in to hear the eloquent Walter 
Hopps , dressed in a canary yellow 
suit, discuss a slice of Art history 
over lunch, or escorting Elizabeth 
Murray through the residents stu-
dios as she generously dealt out 
insightful jewels and warm encour-
agement to the Artists.

The monoprint Dance on a Blue 
Stage included in this exhibition, 
was made during particularly ex-
citing times at the CAC and reflects 
the emotional choreography of ego’s 
at this international residency pro-
gram. This unique print, richly inky, 
deeply embossed and saturated with 
colour, is a sister print to Echo which 
is in the collection of The New Or-
leans Museum of Art and was near 
the beginning of some of the works 
for which I’m best known. 

_____________________

Artist Brandon Graving is a sculptor 
and master printmaker best known 
for her large scale richly textured 
embossed monoprint installations 
and the extremely innovative tech-
niques she has invented to create 
them. Graving’s 10.5 foot by 32 foot 
monoprint Ephemera: River with 
Flowers is the largest monoprint 
ever made by a single artist and was 
featured at the New Orleans Muse-
um of Art when the city was struck 
by hurricane Katrina. Purchased by 
the Frederick R. Weisman Collec-
tion, this multi-faceted installation 
has recently been mounted in more 
than a dozen museums nationally. 

Graving captures the 
immediacy of a sin-
gle chemical “snap 
shot” in her mono-
prints. Articulated by 
liquid inks covering 
her elaborate, tex-
tured printing matrix; 
these plates are usual-
ly inked for three days 
before being pushed 
into paper with the 
pressure of the press. 
She says of her pro-
cess, “ I love the sensi-
tivity of a wet piece of 
paper which perfectly 
records the wild and 
varied objects and ink 
viscosity, allowing sat-
uration deep into this 
paper or thick reticu-
lated ink poised on it’s 
surface. That moment 
when the chemistry is 
caught and transfixed 
into this sculptural 
monoprint then al-

lows me to share my excitement”. 

Graving’s work is in numerous pri-
vate and public collections includ-
ing the New Orleans Museum of 
Art and she has received many pres-
tigious grants and awards including 
the Pollock-Krasner Foundation 
Award. A few years ago, Graving 
consolidated her print studios to 
become Gravity Press Experimental 
Print Shop and has been working 
for the last three years on a project 
with Stephen Hannock and Sting 
that will open at Marlborough Gal-
lery New York this October, 2016. 

Brandon Graving
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Summer of the CAC 
In the summer of 1992 I was invited 
to attend Eric and Barbara Rudd’s 
Contemporary Artists Center.

Out of the ruins of the mostly aban-
doned Beaver Mill in North Adams, 
they fashioned something new. They 
and their dedicated team of friends 
transformed the dusty old manu-
facturing spaces into large studios, 
created a dormitory and a beautiful 
dining room and lecture hall, made 
a kitchen and hired a chef, built a 
ground floor gallery and just all 
around worked magic.

The formerly sad and derelict space 
now hummed with activity, filled 
with art and artists from around 
the area, the country and the world. 
I remember a talk by Jenny Holzer 
about her work, and listened to the 
amazing and erudite Walter Hopps 
on the history and future of art. 
Julian Schnabel ambled through. 
Rodney Ripps gave critiques.

I walked over every morning from 
my nearby house, waved goodbye 
to husband and kids, and immersed 
myself in this new world. I studied 
printmaking with master print-
maker and wonderful teacher Dale 
Bradley, a great experience I’ll never 
forget. I was lucky enough to meet 
the other artists represented in this 
show, being for a brief while sur-
rounded by creative minds, each 
so unique and gifted. What a great 
time!

Barbara May   
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Group of sculptures, 
paper-mache, 
circa early/mid 1990s 

I had the fortune of having my art 
studio in the Beaver Mill during 
Eric Rudd’s years as the director the 
Contemporary Artists Center.  I did 
three artist residencies at the CAC, 
and a number of work exchanges.  
The CAC was lively with many well-
known artists and curators visiting 
the center and touring the area.  The 
residency program was very excit-

ing, with vast post industrial loft 
floors to work on, and the chance 
to meet and exchange ideas with so 
many artists all having different art 
making practices.  

This was when Mass MoCA was 
still a long neglected factory with 
magical buckling floors and flaking 
paint.  

I made these sculptures around 
time; the theme was puppets and 
doll parts.  I’ve always loved finding 
broken things needing repair, espe-

cially old dolls and puppets.  These 
sculptures are all made using classic 
paper-mache.   Most of these were 
made to hang from walls or ceilings, 
but I like seeing them in this new 
perspective years later.

Maria Siskind  
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Ahead of the Curve

Rare People make  
Rare Spaces that make
Rare Objects.
I came into contact with the CAC 
Summer of 1991.

I had just graduated with a fresh, 
shining Associate in Science Degree 
in the field of graphic design from 
Northwestern Connecticut Com-
munity College in the town of Win-
sted, CT, nestled in the foothills of 
the Berkshires, marking my early 
step in my march northward.

With NWCCC’s $80.00 classes, I 
was able to attend drawing, painting 
and design classes with professors 

fresh from Yale, with whom I still 
with speak today.

I entered jurried shows, I was hit-
ting NYC hard with solo shows, one 
of which was at the Knitting Facto-
ry where the band They Might Be 
Giants played in front of my work, 
kinda neat…  

Then, seemingly part of my usual 
routine, I sent in my slides and en-
tered the competition at the CAC 
with jurors like Shearer, Krens and 
Thompson!  “Wow”!

I got in the show and now I was on 
my way northward, deeper into the 
Berkshires….

I framed up my pieces, wired them, 
loved them.  After all this care I 
commenced shoving them in the 
exactly 48 inch wide hatch of my 
trusty 1977, mostly copper colored 
Honda Accord.  With the rear seats 
folded down, the front seats pushed 
up I skinned my left knee every 
time I had to shift.  Firrrrrst “ouch” 
seconnnnnnd “Ouch” Thirrrrrrrd 
“ouch” fourrrrrrrth… and on and 
on, up and up, winding up route 8.
I went to the gallery opening at the 
CAC for the juried show, met peo-
ple. That evening I quickly sold 
my painting to a great couple that 
flipped all their abstract expression-
ist collection to buy new work, noth-
ing short of amazing and rare… The 
piece resides in NYC in their son’s 

Henry Ekman Klein
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building in Upper West Side.
It was at the opening where I learned 
of the residency program.  I could 
attend the Center?  I took a tour, 
smelled the old wood beams, saw 
the cavernous spaces and natural 
settings.  I was sold.

This brief introduction of my ear-
ly involvement with the CAC sets 
the pace for what I call Discovery 
of Rare People and how life is tru-
ly fascinating.  These relationships 
with rare people are just like gems 
you find behind glass cases, see 
them sparkle and radiate and see 
their effects on the people and world 
around you.   

The CAC was ahead of Mass MoCA, 
introducing and pulling artists 
young and old into the Northern 
Berkshires, well I will say maybe 

reviving the connection between 
the artist and these Hills.  Poets 
like Hawthorne and Hudson River 
school artists stomped around here 
too.  

The pre-MOCA CAC era was ahead 
of the curve of the cultural magnify-
ing glass (Or magnifying class?, big 
curators, big grants, big donations, 
big people, at least publicly...).  This 
window, this fraction of a second of 
the “before” was fleeting.  The new 
artists attending the CAC’s pro-
grams and new staff fun activities 
and dining together were great mo-
ments. These tiny slivers of events 
were all banded together into a de-
cade or so chunk of the rare “Before 
Time”...
This time of “proto”, a time of “re-
member when”, was book ended 
with Eric Rudd looking at mills for 

the “Industrial Strength Art Space” 
and now in the “MoCA Times”.   
This was an era of “let’s see what 
happens” the time of “personality 
alchemy” and great feats and great 
trials.

But now what do we have?  Well, 
take a look at the rare things made 
by rare people at a rare time.
All of which, in my modest assess-
ment, are priceless gems in a spe-
cial case on a pedestal with special 
aimed lights of the correct candle-
power.  A jewel case that I got to be 
in.  Every second of that rare time I 
hold in a special place.

Henry Ekman Klein
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Biography
Lives and works in Manhattan, NY 
and Lenox, MA

Education
Bachelor of Science. New York 
University
MFA Painting and Art History. 
Hunter College

Solo Exhibitions
•  Ward Nasse Gallery, twice. New 

York
•  Automation House. New York
•  Rye Library.
•  Pardo Gallery, Chelsea. New 

York
•  Broome St.Gallery, Soho. New 

York
•  Soho Center for Visual Artist. 

Formally part of Aldrich Muse-
um. New York

•  Beaver Gallery 2007. North Ad-
ams, MA

•  Good Purpose Gallery. Lee, MA 
2012

•  Good Purpose Gallery. Lee, MA 
2015

Group Exhibitions
•  Cultural Council Lower Manhat-

tan. New York
•  Fig Gallery. North Adams, MA.
•  SOHO 20, Small Works 2004 and 

2005. New York
•  Contemporary Artists Center, 

North Adams, MA. Last in 2006 
and two previous exhibits.

•  Print Show New Jersey Council 
of the Arts 2005, Competition.

•  Smithtown Arts Council 2006: 
Competition Juror Colta Ives 
(Curator of print and drawings 
at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art).

•  Exhibition “Contemporary 
Sculpture at Chesterwood 2012”, 
Chesterwood, Stockbridge, MA.

•  Group Show”Idols and Icons”, 
New Marlborough Meeting 
House Gallery, New Marlbor-
ough MA

•  Group Show “40: The Anniver-
sary Exhibition”, Hal Bromm 
Gallery, NY

Public Collections
•  75 works are on permanent dis-

play in New York City- Columbia 
Presbyterian, NYC Cornell, Beth 
Israel, Alan Pavilion.

•  2 large monoprints made on 
Monster Press, North Adams, at 
the entrance of Berkshire Medical 
Arts Building, Pittsfield, MA.

•  1 large sculpture, 16 x 11 feet, 
made of Wood and Ceramic is 
on permanent display in Shake-
speare & Company in Lenox, 
Mass

Robert Schechter
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Chris Gillooly
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Essay by Joseph Thompson - Director | MASS MoCA

Like farming, when it comes to art, culture, and community-building, the fields have to be plowed over and 
over again. 

At the formative stage of MASS MoCA, many of our neighbors in North Adams pinned impossible hopes 
onto this dreamy, impossibly large endeavor  – and more generally onto the transformative power of art and 
creativity to resuscitate an entire regional economy.  At the same time, others projected their fear of change – 
their fear of losing the community they knew and loved – onto MASS MoCA and onto the artists and visitors 
it promised to attract to North Adams.   In 1989, I visited a local watering hole with two French artists clad 
head to toe in black leather.  There was no mistaking this pair for Harley riders, and, after serving us one round 
of beer, the bartender looked me in the eye and quietly said, “and that will be your last, because we don’t want 
you to get the impression that this is a friendly kind of place.”  That was, of course, exceptional – North Adams 
actually is a friendly kind of place – but it was indicative of something.

The CAC plowed fields all over town. 

While MASS MoCA was moving mountains to get art, real estate, and money all in the same place at the same 
time, Eric Rudd and his colleagues at CAC mounted excellent exhibitions, hosted artists’ talks, had parties, 
and in general infiltrated almost every nook and cranny of North Adams and the surrounding hill towns.  
Suddenly, gallery openings were no longer a new phenomena.  Art in storefront windows became less strange.  
Running into artists while waiting in line to check out at the Big Y supermarket was not so uncommon.
The plowing of the fields took the following form:

- 154 exhibitions over 16 years
- 1,750  artists-in-residence, many of whom lived among us in North Adams for weeks and months 

at a time.
- Over 500 public events, parties, and downtown celebrations, to say nothing of the informal lec-

tures, readings, and concerts that made CAC such a lively source of energy within our community.
 
All that matters.  It is hard for me to imagine opening MASS MoCA without the sometimes heroic, sometimes 
impenetrable, often delightful work of the CAC having gone on before (and during).  And one more thing: cul-
ture needs counterculture to thrive.  Every large institution needs nimble, grassroots institutions to surround 
it, challenge it, reinforce it, complement it, and compete – intellectually, at least – against it.  The CAC did all 
that and more, including providing a steady stream of talented, hard-working, creative collaborators, without 
which life in the cultural fields of North Adams would have been barren indeed.   While the arts can have dra-
matic, lightning bolt-like effects on our individual minds and souls, when it comes to shape-shifting an entire 
community, and enlivening entire regional economies, the effects are more generational in pace.  The CAC, 
luckily for those of us who have lived and worked in Northern Berkshire County, was a generational project, 
plowing in our midst for nearly 20 years.
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Joe Thompson, Director of the Massachusetts Museum of Art, was on the board of the Contempo-
rary Artists Center during its early years.  Among his contributions, he helped to craft the CAC’s 
mission statement.   

The CAC’s mission statement:  
To provide a unique environment for the creation of contemporary art and its exhibition.

1.  Utilizing some of the vast mil space that, as a legacy of the industrial Revolution, is available 
throughout North Adams, to create a physical environment conducive to the making of art.  

2.  To supply the physical and technical resources necessary for the production of art.  

3.  To encourage creative diversity and the generation and dissemination of ideas.  

4.  To invite convocations of artists and others from the international art world to promote a lively 
exchange of ideas.  

5.  To foster an appreciation of contemporary art through educational programs, exhibitions, and 
multi-media events.  

6.  To publish and document the activities of the Contemporary Artists Center.  

7.  To integrate the programs of the Contemporary Artists Center into the community.

Joe Thompson giving CAC artists a rooftop tour of the future museum project. 1991
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Barbara and I decided to move from 
Washington D.C. to North Adams, 
Massachusetts back in 1988.  I had 
been invited by G.E. Plastics to use 
their blow-molding equipment for 
my sculptures, discovered the Berk-
shires and found a gigantic mill that 
was almost being given away.  At the 
time, our first thought was that the 
mill could serve as a summer studio, 
but as I got more involved, learned 
about MASS MoCA (although it 
was just in its embryonic stage) and 
saw the depth of such nearby insti-
tutions as the Clark Art Institute and 
Williams College Museum of Art, 
the idea of moving lock stock and 
barrel proved attractive. 

In those days, North Adams seemed 
very bleak.  Its main employer, 
Sprague Electric, had closed several 
years early, leaving 4,000 people un-
employed.  The population dropped 
from 22,000 to fewer than 14,000, 
and Main Street was at least 70% va-
cant.  However, North Adams offered 
cheap real estate, which I desperate-
ly needed, and I was an optimist - I 
sensed the impact that MASS MoCA 
could have.  As my backup rationale, 
even if MASS MoCA ended up not 
getting off the ground, the Clark Art 
and Williams College were only fif-
teen minutes away and would give 
me ample culture.  Finally, I thought 
if the MoCA project tanked, per-
haps I could come up with a use for 
800,000 square feet for a lot less than 
was being sought from the state to 
build what was then promoted as 
the world’s largest museum for con-
temporary art.

Although I bluffed and said I would 
purchase the historic Beaver Mill, 
with an impressive 130,000 square 
feet, I actually had little cash to do 
so.  However, as luck would turn 
out, because of legal complications 
associated with the ownership of the 
mill (which had been donated to a 
not-for-profit group that had then 
attained federal grants to renovate 
the mill) it took two years of nego-
tiations during which time we were 
able to sell our house in Washington 
D.C.  

The mill introduced me to the world 
of hazardous waste issues and small 
town politics, and I got involved 
with taming a run-down huge brick 
factory building with lots of issues.  
Then too, when the last occupant of 
the mill had exited (in the middle 
of the night), it abandoned tons of 
fabric stuffing and textile materials, 
as well as hundreds of tables and 
industrial debris.  Some of that fab-
ric we saved and countless artists 
ended up utilizing the scraps for art 
projects in the succeeding years, al-
though the treated canvas gave off a 
distinctive odor.

By late 1989 and early 1990, some 
light at the end of the tunnel was 
in sight as a local group of workers 
made basic renovations to the mill.  
Barbara and I often drove the sev-
en hours between Washington D.C. 
and North Adams to supervise the 
work.  On one of those many trips, 
as we discussed how our lives might 
change by moving from a large city 
with an active cultural scene to a de-

pressed blue-collar town in a rural 
area, Barbara suggested that maybe 
we could start some sort of art cen-
ter/school, capturing the feeling of 
an international school that I had 
attended for two summers in Sal-
zburg, Austria in the mid 60s and 
had often told Barbara about.  That 
was the birth of the Contemporary 
Artists Center, although to give it 
some legitimacy from the get-go 
and because zoning issues are much 
easier with a school, we incorpo-
rated as the not-for-profit (501c3) 
Berkshire School of Contemporary 
Art.  By the end of the first summer, 
we were calling it the Contempo-
rary Artists Cener.

Although I had the largest studio 
in Washington D.C., using 14,000 
square feet in an old warehouse 
building that I had purchased in 
1978 for a song, it was so filled with 
my art that I could not create more 
art without disposing of part of 
what was there.  Moving to a gigan-
tic mill would allow me ample space 
to store work as well as to pursue 
new ambitious art ideas.  

As owner of the D.C. warehouse, I 
had served as janitor, leasing agent, 
superintendent and fixer of any 
problem.  To help pay for the oper-
ational end of the large building, I 
had divided half the building into 
studios and filled them with art-
ist-tenants.  One of the tenants was 
Martin Hatcher who rented a small 
sculpture studio.  When he heard 
that I was moving to North Adams 
and wanted to start an art center, 

A PERSONAL HISTORY OF 
THE CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS CENTER 1990-1999 

BY FOUNDING DIRECTOR ERIC RUDD



27

he asked if he and his wife, Mardi 
Crawford, could join in the adven-
ture.  I insisted that he at least visit 
the mill and the scene before com-
mitting, which he did and upon 
seeing the poor shape of the mill, 
almost changed his mind.

I have little patience (so I’m told) 
and I didn’t want to wait a full year 
to test out my theory about the art 
center.   With Martin’s help in de-
signing a brochure and ad, I adver-
tised in a few art publications and 
placed a tiny ad in the New York 
Times-- stating that we were offer-
ing a three-week summer session 
for developing artists and that we 
had invited some museum directors 
and distinguished artists to come 
and interact.  I had many contacts 
and my close friend, museum direc-
tor Walter Hopps, had agreed to vis-
it during the summer and said he’d 
bring along famous artist Robert 
Rauschenberg.  

When I look today at that very first 
simple brochure made in 1989, I’m 
a bit taken back by the audacity I 
had in making it seem like we had 
been operating from many years, 
instead of plainly stating that this 
was a start-up adventure.   I sup-
pose my enthusiastic optimism 
overcame any practical doubts; that 
was a good thing, because the CAC 
proved successful despite all the ob-
stacles. 

Meanwhile, I was still commuting 
to North Adams almost weekly and 
staying two nights so I could super-
vise the repairs and repurposing of 
the mill into an art center, studios 
and lofts.  To save motel expenses, I 
had decided to camp out at the mill, 
using a sleeping bag in a former of-
fice and using a temporary shower 
with a one-gallon hot water heater 

that I had installed in one of the 
many bathrooms.  There was some-
thing quite scary about being the 
only person at night in an old facto-
ry building the size of an ocean-lin-
er and hearing strange noises.  But 
each morning at seven, a group of 
workers would show up and I was 
back at work.  

We were basically clearing large 
spaces in which artists could work, 
renovating a small floor for kitchen, 
dining and four bedroom spaces, 
and carving out temporary spaces 
for staff.  The deadline was fast ap-
proaching as we filled 46 of the larg-
est-sized dumpsters with debris.  At 
the same time, I was putting some 
effort into our personal loft space 
(which would be completed after 
the CAC spaces were done) and or-
ganizing my private studio floors.  
The move to North Adams would 
likely give me the largest individual 
art studio in the United States and 
would take seven tractor-trailers to 
bring up my art and equipment.

As we were edging closer to finish-
ing the space to accommodate 19 
artists who had responded to my 
ads and notices, one artist decided 
to drive up from New York City to 
check us out.  I was a bit embar-
rassed as the spaces looked rather 

rough, to say the least, but we passed 
his inspection and he returned for 
our first summer session.  He was 
Robert Henriquez who repeated 
his visits and became a friend, CAC 
resident artist and eventually a full-
time Berkshire resident (and is in-
cluded in the exhibition).

This was a new venture for me, 
not only to run an art center, but 
also to house and feed all the art-
ists and staff.  At a minimum, there 
were Barbara and me, Martin and 
his wife Mardi, artist David Zaig (a 
close friend who I met in London 
many years earlier and had helped 
when he first migrated to the Unit-
ed States before landing a teaching 
job at a college in Wisconsin; years 
later, when we moved to North Ad-
ams, he was living and working in 
Boston, so David came each sum-
mer as the “resident artist” for the 
CAC).  Daily, at least a one or more 
staff members would join us in the 
“wheel house” dining room.  That’s 
a half dozen, plus the attending art-
ists, plus invited guests and invited 
museum and gallery directors and 
renowned artists who came for one 
to three days to interact with the at-
tending artists.  

Basically, we provided breakfast, 
lunch and dinner for up to 30 folks 
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(and more than 40 in succeeding 
years).   Barbara and I had a friend 
in Washington D.C., Cecily Abram, 
who loved to give dinner parties for 
up to 15 people.  I suggested that she 
might enjoy a month in the Berk-
shires and “oh, by the way, would 
she be our chef?”  All she had to do, 
I suggested, was “double her reci-
pes.   Well, she came and it worked, 
but it sure involved a lot more effort 
than doubling recipes.  That first 
summer, we were well fed and the 
dining room became the place for 
energizing conversation and mem-
orable after-dinner talks by invited 
guests.

 I might mention that I was working 
my tail off, all on a pro-bono basis, 
but it energized the mill, energized 
our move to North Adams, and as 
history proved, the CAC was instru-
mental in establishing North Ad-
ams as a vital art destination.  One 
museum does a lot, but hundreds 
of artists with all their activities in-
crease the vitality substantially.

I will also state that while in suc-
ceeding years the spaces at the CAC 
got much better and bigger, with 

more spaces renovated, galleries 
and press equipment added and so 
forth, we never surpassed the ener-
gy and enthusiasm of that first sum-
mer with those nineteen attending 
artists.  

Our personal residential loft, lo-
cated on the top two floors of the 
south end of the mill, was a beehive 
of activity each summer.  To save 
money as well as to make it easier 
to interact, just about all the invit-
ed museum and gallery directors 
and distinguished artists stayed in 
our guest suite.  Most were interest-
ing, but it also forced us to live in a 
fish bowl, as we had constant guests 
all summer long.  Luckily we had 
a huge loft with several bedrooms.  
In addition to at least one son who 
might be with us for part of the 
summer (sometimes both sons 
would be home), David Zaig would 
stay with us the entire summer, and 
we squeezed into another bedroom 
other friends who might visit when 
the main guest-suite was occupied 
by an invited museum director.  The 
one positive aspect that eased our 
load was that we didn’t have to cook 
for our visitors; all we had to do was 

go down two flights of stairs to join 
the attending artists and staff and to 
enjoy wonderful meals in the CAC’s 
“wheel house” dining room.  

Life was busy and I had to fight for 
studio time to do my own work.  It 
bothered me at times when some of 
the younger attending artists want-
ed VIP ‘snap-your-finger’ service, 
causing me to drop what I was do-
ing to attend to their crisis; for the 
most part, the more professional 
artists would work out problems 
themselves.   I guess that was just an 
example of young graduates want-
ing instant fame and a rock star life 
too early.  In later years, I jumped 
less quickly as I got used to the de-
mands of artists and as we became 
more secure with the CAC’s opera-
tion.

In any case, the first summer was 
a smashing success.  Even when 
Rauschenberg found himself too 
exhausted to come as scheduled, 
Walter Hopps came for a longer stay 
and his visit was influential to all 
the artists who attended, along with 
other distinguished guests who vis-
ited that summer.  By the second 
summer, we had expanded our pro-
grams into two main sessions last-
ing the entire summer.   

A local printmaker who had a stu-
dio in the mill, Dale Bradley, got 
involved and added printmaking 
workshops as an option.  One day, 
he asked if the CAC could help 
him build a large press that he had 
designed, but his proposed press 
size did not really excite me.  I had 
known of the big presses that fa-
mous artists like Frank Stella and 
Helen Frankenthaler were using but 
were not accessible to less estab-
lished artists (or were cost prohib-
itive) and I asked why we couldn’t 
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build one that large.  The end result 
was that we built one of the largest 
presses in the county - which we 
nicknamed the “Monster Press” - 
with a bed measuring 5 x 10 feet 
(which to a printmaker is like a 
football field!) and with a total pres-
sure of 800,000 pounds.  In the sec-
ond summer, Brandon Graving, an 
artist from New Orleans came as an 
attending artist, stayed and rented a 
studio for seasonal work, and even-
tually moved here full time.  Bran-
don Graving eventually took over as 
the CAC’s master printmaker and 
expanded the CAC’S printmaking 
workshops.  

Each subsequent summer, on av-
erage, more than 100 artists at-
tended the CAC, usually for two, 
three or four weeks at a time, and 
a few stayed the entire summer. We 
quickly got a reputation around the 
globe, as an average of 20% of our 
attending artists came from differ-
ent countries.  Each year we added 
a gallery and renovated more studio 
space or added equipment.  Each 
year scores of visitors came through 
the Beaver Mill.

Starting the second year, when we 
had created our main gallery, we 
started doing exhibitions for the 
first time.   As director, I had to 
come up with ideas for shows.  For 
one of the upcoming exhibitions, 
I thought about a show with light.  
Now light can mean “yellow paint” 
or it can mean incorporating a 
light bulb - it was pretty open.  In 
any case, knowing too well of all 
the downtown empty storefronts, 
I thought that maybe a few artists 
would like to extend the show into 
the downtown and install art in the 
empty storefronts so they could be 
lit up at night.  We arranged to use 
seven storefronts for the seven art-

ists who each wanted to try a large 
window installation.  As usual, pro-
viding music and refreshments, we 
had our normal gallery opening in 
the mill from 5 to 7 pm.  Then we 
waited as I had scheduled a second 
opening from 9 pm to 11 pm to 
view the downtown installations.  A 
few minutes before 9, I went to Big 
Y and purchased some chips, soda 
and cups to put out on a wall front-
ing Main Street, expecting perhaps 
50 people - 25 from the CAC and 
maybe an equal number of friends.  
To my complete surprise, at least 
500 people showed up just to see 
the seven installations in the down-
town.   

The incredible turnout stimulated 
us and the next year we greatly 
expanded our event and called it 
“Downtown Installations.”  Artist 
Maria Siskind volunteered to head it 
up, and if memory serves correctly, 
we had 37 vacant storefronts for art-
ists to fill.  For the evening opening, 
we had three bands (one band was 
the first to play on the new terrace 
at the Holiday Inn), poetry read-
ings and interactive art.  Art from 
the CAC pretty much took over 
the entire downtown of North Ad-
ams.  Two thousand residents came 
out to celebrate during our evening 
opening on what turned out to be 

the hottest night of the summer!  
In fact, it became an annual event 
and introduced art to those who 
had not wandered into our mill.  It 
also brightened up the bleak look-
ing downtown.  Few town residents 
had experience with contempo-
rary art and MoCA was years away 
from opening, so our efforts clear-
ly exposed residents to new cre-
ative ideas, even if much of it was 
met with amused puzzlement.  For 
example, for years residents talked 
about the car on Main Street that 
was covered with a “river of stones,” 
a work by an attending artist from 
Korea.   The local papers gave all 
our activities ample coverage and 
debates about art continued in the 
local bars and barbershops.

In the CAC galleries, which ex-
panded to include five spaces in the 
Beaver Mill, we regularly held exhi-
bitions with at least three rotations 
per summer, for a total of 15 shows.  
For each rotation, we held a public 
opening usually with a band play-
ing on the loading dock in front of 
the mill, and with ample food and 
wine/beverages inside.  That enticed 
local residents to come, but as one 
local resident remarked, they end-
ed up staying because they really 
enjoyed the art and artists.  Some 
pointed out where they used to 
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work when the mill had been oper-
ated by Sprague Electric or its brief 
successor, and they were intrigued 
to see it transformed for art’s use.  
In reality, the CAC educated the 
community on art and by the time 
MASS MoCA opened ten years lat-
er, residents were well acquainted 
with “far out” creations.

I had built up a board of directors 
of local supporters and we worked 
hard.  For example, partly to better 
expose the CAC to potential sup-
porters, we invited 150 residents 
to a grand sit-down dinner.  Each 
guest was hand-delivered an invi-
tation that artist Barbara May (who 
served as board president for a few 
years) had designed, which includ-
ed a decorated 3-D paper pyramid 
with an invitation scroll inside, all 
suspended by three Mylar balloons.  
Of course the invitees came (who 
wouldn’t with an invitation like 

that!) and besides, it was free and a 
sensational event-- probably the so-
cial event of the season.  We hoped 
it would result in eventual dona-
tions and support.

Although I had strong views about 
art-business morals and treatment 
of artists, sometimes I had to com-
promise on who got admitted, on 
who was invited, and even on ex-
hibitions.  For example, I have a 
strong distaste for exhibitions where 
artists are required to pay to submit 
work.  In most cases, it’s a waste of 
money for the artists; in some cases, 
they are scams.  But I was persuad-
ed to do so in order to raise money.  
However, to offset my hesitation, I 
made sure we had not one but four 
great jurors for the first exhibition.  
The jurors included MASS MoCA 
director Joe Thompson, Williams 
College Museum of Art director 
Linda Shearer, New York gallery 

dealer Diane Brown and Guggen-
heim Museum director Tom Krens 
- quite a line up!  We had something 
like 900 applicants and we raised 
about $8,000 - enough money to 
build out the gallery space and help 
operate it.  We continued this type 
of show for several years.  

There were those “moments,” how-
ever.  During the second or third 
judging, we had a curator or direc-
tor at the Whitney as a juror, and we 
contracted out the administrative 
work to two artists.  After the judg-
ing at the Whitney in New York, 
they went around the corner to get 
a sandwich before heading back to 
North Adams.  They returned to 
find their van stolen with all the 
slides and juror results.  It was quite 
an effort to try to reconstruct which 
artists were selected and to tell hun-
dreds of artists that their slides were 
gone and would not be returned!  
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Yes, there were those positive 
“highs” but there were also these 
moments of “why did I get myself 
into this?” 

The CAC continued to thrive.  In 
order to keep pace, board members 
had to work hard to raise funds.  
Like most not-for-profits, we had a 
variety of money sources - grants, 
tuition (although most artists got 
partial to full scholarships, as much 
as we could afford to give out), sell-
ing ads in our summer brochure 
that was distributed by a regional 
newspaper, an annual gala (auction, 
dinner, dance, and fun), business 
and personal donations, and more.  
It was always a struggle but we al-
ways managed.  We also encouraged 
material gifts and donations of ser-
vices.  Barbara Rudd served as the 
main development person, always 
chatting and thanking whoever gave 
even a tiny bit of money; it paid off 
when one donation arrived (unfor-
tunately after I had stepped down as 
director).  That donor had original-
ly given an annual gift of only $50 
but had bequeathed $100,000 upon 
her death.  

Often, people associated with oth-
er art centers and museums would 
visit and upon touring our vast fa-
cilities - the CAC used more than 
40,000 square feet - would believe 
that we had a million dollar operat-
ing budget.  They would be in disbe-
lief when I told them our budget was 
closer to $100,000.  We performed 
miracles with pennies, but also be-
cause Barbara and I were working 
pro-bono, our space was free except 
for basic operational expenses and 
we received many services and ma-
terials by begging.  It helped that we 
were seasonal, although the main 
strain was that some expenses like 
insurance, minimum heat because 

of water pipes, taxes and other ex-
penses had to be paid year-round 
even though much of the space was 
used for only a few months of the 
year.

The CAC was the nerve center of 
the arts for the county.  Some got 
inspired by the CAC and started a 
similar artist organizations in the 
region.  There was not an artist who 
came to the area who didn’t some-
how contact us.  It kept the CAC 
busy.  

When I scan the list of invited 
guests from that decade, it’s a who’s 
who from the art world.  Leading 
artists and museum and gallery di-
rectors spent quality time here as 
they interacted with artists.  The 
attending artists could never have 
had such quality personal contact 
on their own, especially in the ma-
jor cities.  When a museum direc-
tor came here, he or she was relaxed 
and open to talk to attending artists.  
Even Tom Krens, creator of MASS 
MoCA but by then director of the 
Guggenheim and perhaps the most 
influential museum director in the 
world, would come each summer, 
usually saying he only had an hour 
or so, but quickly becoming so in-
volved with the art activity and art-
ists that he would stay the entire 
afternoon.  On a few occasions, he 
would give an early evening public 
talk to our artists, staff and invited 
residents who were interested in 
our programs.  

The CAC could never afford to pay 
much, so the token honorariums 
offered were never the reason why 
these visitors came.  For example, 
artist Larry Bell flew in from Taos, 
New Mexico almost at his own cost 
because he was intrigued.  It also 
helped that MASS MoCA was ap-

pearing as a real potential project, 
so part of our enticement for some-
one to come would be an offer to 
tour the raw MASS MoCA space.  
But we also offered nice accommo-
dations in our loft, great food in the 
CAC dining room and an escape to 
the Berkshires.

Everyone had different needs and 
desires and connections.  Gallery 
owner/director Ivan Karp wanted to 
know the menu and wine list before 
committing to his visit, so Robert 
Henriquez was asked to bring some 
really good wine from New York.   
Since we were close enough to New 
York and Boston, a two or three-
day “country art retreat” proved 
attractive to city dwellers.  David 
Zaig had Boston connections, and 
first invited art critic/artist Charles 
Guiliano, for example, which led us 
to Otto Piene who invited others 
and eventually planned a “sky-art 
exhibition” at the CAC.  We also 
tapped into the Williams College 
connection as several top museum 
directors had attended that college 
and so occasionally would visit the 
area anyway, such as Glenn Lowry, 
Kirk Vanderdoe, and others.  Jenny 
Holzer lived not that far away; her 
husband taught art at Williams, so 
she agreed to come.  Joe Thompson, 
who got to head up the MoCA proj-
ect when Tom Krens got appointed 
director of the Guggenheim, would 
visit each summer; he also served 
on the CAC board for a few years.  
Some people came who I just con-
tacted cold-- we had artists Judy 
Pfaff, Elizabeth Murray, Grace Har-
tigan, Rodney Ripps, Julian Schna-
bel; museum and gallery directors/
curators like Dennis Barrie, Lynne 
Cooke, Nohra Heime, Milena Kali-
novska, Arthur Roger, Laura Trip-
pi, and others - quite a notable list 
that kept growing each year.  Often 
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someone’s visit would stimulate an 
interesting addition to the CAC ex-
perience for the succeeding year.

The CAC expanded in so many 
ways.   We conducted open studio 
tours and sponsored weekly lec-
tures and performances (including 
black box theater performances), 
we held a preliminary “sky-art” 
conference with artist Otto Piene, 
we held downtown events and part-
nered or cooperated with regional 
efforts; we hosted conferences and 
we were generally influential in 
many cultural efforts being started 
in the Berkshires.  

I wanted the CAC to be about qual-
ity art for working artists, but there 

was always a call to do more for the 
community, especially in a region 
that had few cultural options.  We 
held community classes for adults 
and for children, we had special 
children’s programs, we hired in-
terns, and we held tours and en-
couraged field trips.  Some of this 
was difficult since we only operat-
ed during the summer months, but 
since kids had few choices during 
the summer, we did what we could.

By the last year, 1999, when I was 
stepping down to spend more time 
in the studio, they needed help for 
the annual Downtown Installation 
event; that’s when I created my Ea-
gle Street Beach, perhaps the first 
urban beach where an entire street 

is covered with sand that has since 
become an annual event in North 
Adams.  

I personally promoted other art as-
pects in North Adams.  For exam-
ple, I was involved with efforts that 
North Adams State College (now 
MCLA) was making and I came up 
with the concept and researched 
and lobbied the idea of the college 
starting an arts management major.   
At the time, only 16 undergraduate 
programs of that sort existed in the 
U.S., and although it took several 
years to build up, the arts manage-
ment degree program at MCLA is 
now their pride and joy.  All these 
efforts sprang from the energy of 
the CAC.  

Finding summer housing proved 
more and more difficult since the 
Berkshires are a popular summer 
destination, and that stimulated 
my purchase of the Flatiron and 
then later, development of the huge 
Eclipse Mill, which was converted 
into 40 large live/work artist lofts - 
one of the most successful and in-
fluential real estate projects in the 
region.  But the heart of the CAC 
was essentially that artists were 
coming, working, and recharging, 
as well as meeting and interacting 
with important people in the art 
world.  In turn, the artists energized 
the historic Beaver Mill and the 
town through their creative work, 
exhibitions and efforts.  

So many artists reported to us how 
important their stay at the CAC 
had been for their artistic develop-
ment.  The best measure of success 
was how the attending artists react-
ed-- and our “repeat business” was 
over 50%.  I always assumed that 
artists would come only once, but 
we found so many came back for a 
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second and even a third summer.  
That proved to us that we were do-
ing something right.

After ten years, MASS MoCA final-
ly opened and I expected a boom 
of visitors for our galleries.  I had 
secured a ‘coup’ and managed to get 
an exhibition of relief prints by the 
biggest artist names in the world.  
The CAC was the first to show in 
North Adams the work of Louise 
Bourgeois (there’s a major sculpture 
of the artist in front of the Williams 
College Museum of Art), Henry 
Moore, Roy Lichtenstein, and the 
list goes on.  I was proud of what we 
were offering and expected thou-
sands of visitors.  Instead, MASS 
MoCA inhaled all visitors to the city 
and our gallery visitation, which 
had been pretty impressive, actual-
ly decreased that summer; viewers 
came to North Adams to see the 
new, big and sensational museum, 
and we got lost in the shuffle.  The 
city was not - and still is not - very 
good at encouraging visitors upon 
leaving the museum parking lot, to 
explore other attractions.

Nevertheless, the CAC was firing on 
all cylinders - artists were doing in-
credible work, we had a steady flow 
of heady visitors, and the board of 
directors had attracted younger 
people to join.  I pushed friends onto 
the board and encouraged couples 
to join since I thought it might be 
easier to get one to come to a board 
meeting if the spouse was involved 
as well.  Being a board member not 
only meant helping with general 
operations, but with events such as 
our annual gala, which was a huge 
undertaking and pulled in the en-
tire board for countless hours.  

I personally needed more time in 
my studio; my ambition was not 

to be an art center director but to 
continue as an artist; I had volun-
teered in order to help the commu-
nity and help younger artists, but 
enough was enough.  After ten full 
years at the helm and after I thought 
the CAC was on solid footing, I 
stepped down.  I did continue to do 
guest lectures and I wrote a series of 
books aimed at helping artists.  By 
those means, I continued to spend 
a part of my time reaching out and 
supporting the art world.

The new board hired one director 
after another, with pay, and each 
soon resigned because it was too 
much work!  I was dismayed to see 
the awkward operation of the CAC 
and gradually, it had to downsize 
because it couldn’t even pay for 
its basic utility use.  Several times 
I was tempted to step in but I de-
cided that I had spent ten years di-
recting the CAC and that it was 
time for a younger administration 
to either make it or break it.  Un-
fortunately, after seven years, the 
last director, because she had con-
nections in Troy, NY, moved the 
CAC out of North Adams, despite 
a mission statement that specifical-

ly stated that it was to operate in 
North Adams.  At that critical mo-
ment, I could have stopped it but 
it would have forced me to be  in-
volved  again almost full-time, and I 
had concluded that I had moved on.  
Then, too, I was older and less con-
nected to every 20-something-year-
old artist who wandered into North 
Adams.  It was time for me to spend 
any out-of-the-studio efforts in oth-
er types of projects and not try to go 
back to where I had been 17 years 
earlier.  The CAC’s move was a sad 
day for North Adams and for the 
arts in the Berkshires.  

Six or seven years later, I was instru-
mental in the founding of the Berk-
shire Artist Museum through the 
Barbara and Eric Rudd Art Foun-
dation.   I hope this new effort will 
be my contemporary art substitute 
for what the CAC meant to the re-
gion.  However, I do realize that at a 
time when there are so many artists 
now residing in the region, a CAC-
type organization would have been 
critically important and perhaps 
thriving.  There is a clear absence 
of cultural leadership in the city 
and region and the major players 
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are not sufficiently reaching out to 
the smaller players and artists - al-
though that is from the perspective 
of an artist.  I’ve personally tried to 
stimulate better support for strug-
gling artists and art organizations, 
but it’s always an uphill battle.  

It’s been more than a quarter centu-
ry since the CAC popped into ex-
istence.  I hope that this exhibition 
and knowledge about the history 
of the CAC can serve as a shining 
example of how artists   - in a grass 
roots tradition - can make an im-
portant contribution to help their 
peers and to make the artistic com-
munity more vibrant.

EXCERPTS FROM THE  
1991 NEWSLETTER:

After the second full summer, the 
CAC started a newsletter/brochure 
to inform artists about the past ses-
sions and plans for the next season.  
The CAC’s mailing list grew each 
year and the winter job was to do 
the full brochure and send it out. At 
its peak, the CAC staff was mailing 
out 17,000 brochures, almost all to 
artists who had inquired.  That was 
a lot of work; today, all that would 
be done by email but in those days, 
there were piles of brochures that 
had to get addressed and sorted to 
qualify for the lowest postal rates.  
The only saving grace was that this 
work could be done during our slow 
winter season.  

In the winter of 1991, the first CAC 
newsletter talked about the previous 
summer’s activities (so a summary 
of the second summer, which was 
the first season where the CAC had 
programs for the entire summer).  
Here’s an excerpt about Session II 
from that newsletter:

The second session got off to a fast 
start with painter Grace Hartigan 
who spent almost three full days 
here.  Grace, a contemporary of 
and friends with Pollack and De-
Kooning, has had a long history of 
showing in N.Y. and it was inter-
esting to hear reflections on the ab-
stract expressionists and see slides 
of and hear about her new works.  
Montclair Museum director Rob-
ert Koenig (who studied with Al-
bers at Yale) and his assoc. curator 
Alejandro Anreus came next.  They 
conducted an intense tradition-
al teaching/critique session over a 
few days.  They make a good team 
even though (perhaps because) they 
often disagreed with one another, 
including about whether group cri-
tiques are a good thing to have.  Ben 
Abramowitz, a long time artist from 
Maryland, came toward the middle 
of the session.  Ben was also here for 
the 1990 session.  Rodney Ripps re-
turned for the second session.  Den-
nis Barrie came for a day during the 
last week and talked about his arrest 
for exhibiting the Mapplethorpe 
photos at the Cincinnati Contem-
porary Art Center.  He went from 
the specifics of his case to a gener-
al overview of censorship and the 
arts - a frightening picture.  Kirk 
Varnedoe, during his half-day vis-
it, talked about new theories of art 
and his concepts for his High-Low 
exhibition presented at the Museum 
of Modern Art last season.  Julian 
Schnabel made a whirlwind tour of 
the building stopping by to talk to 
many of the artists, and then joined 
the artists in a visit to the MASS 
MoCA art complex.   With him was 
Peter Brant, owner of “Art in Amer-
ica.”  Joe Thompson, MASS MoCA 
executive director who conducted 
the tour, later dropped by for an 
evening discussion.  The final visitor 
was Renato Danese, director of the 

Pace Gallery in N.Y.  He talked with 
the attending artists and looked at 
all their work.  That evening, he con-
versed about what an artist should 
look for in a gallery and the concept 
of making it through the market.  
Questions from the attending artists 
brought candid responses about all 
different aspects of art and artists.

This was the description of just one 
3-week session out of the entire 
summer’s programs; the newsletter’s 
narrative continues about the other 
sessions and future plans.   The qual-
ity of visitors, as one looks back, was 
extraordinary and one that would be 
hard to duplicate in today’s world.  It 
was a special experience not only for 
the attending artists, but also for all 
the staff, artists and supporters who 
were involved and who helped to 
make the CAC so special.

EXCERPTS FROM 
AN ANNUAL CAC 
BROCHURE:

Each year, the CAC produced a bro-
chure for the upcoming summer, 
with the director’s note summariz-
ing what the CAC was about.   It’s 
been about 25 years, but those an-
nual statements would still resonate 
with artists today.  Here’s an exam-
ple:

What do artist need?  Artists need 
a place to meet a new circle of col-
leagues and to connect with and to 
talk to curators and gallery and mu-
seum directors.  Artists need a place 
to work - usually a lot bigger than 
their own studio.  Artists need ac-
cess to new processes and inexpen-
sive supplies.  If new techniques are 
being used, artists need someone 
to get information to them quick-
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ly.  Artists need a block of time to 
concentrate on their work - either 
to produce or to explore new direc-
tions.  Artists need to talk with peo-
ple they respect about their work, 
about the contemporary art world, 
and about the future.  Artists need 
to re-energize their artistic lives 
from time to time.

It helps if they can work in a place 
that is in an attractive area, with im-
portant art facilities nearby.  It helps 
to have gallery opportunities where 
their experimental ideas can be test-
ed in public.  It helps if the place 
has an abundance of nontraditional 
opportunities - performance, large-
scale installation, multimedia, new 
technology- as well as traditional art 
processes.

Most of all, it is important that the 
place be for artists to do serious 
work.  And it is equally important 
that it be affordable.  Artists spend 
their money on their materials, 
work, and studio, and many artists 
do not have discretionary funds.

The Contemporary Artists Center 
addresses all these concerns.  It was 
started by artists for artists.  The 
CAC has large studio spaces, inter-
esting equipment, four galleries, and 
serious visitors.  And the CAC con-
tinues to keep costs as low as pos-
sible.

The CAC provides an experience 
like none other in the country.  Re-
serve now for an artist’s residency.  
Check out the workshops.  Use the 
exhibition opportunities.  Stay for 

a week, a few weeks, or the whole 
summer.  Get away for a while, and 
experience what is happening here. 

--- Eric Rudd, Founding Director

That was the message and that’s what 
the CAC tried to deliver.  Eric Rudd 
was at the helm for ten full years, 
through the year that MASS MoCA 
opened.  By that time, the area had 
grown with more artists and people 
involved with the arts.  Even with a 
change of leadership, it was every-
one’s hope that the CAC would stay 
an important nerve center for the 
region.
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