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NORTH ADAMS — Artist Sean
Riley has taken the relics of person-
al memory and applied them to his
work as a way to bond the past and
the future into a permanent em-
brace in the form of quilts.

Riley’s show at MCLA Gallery
51, “Everything Is Okay,” will
open on Thursday, June 24, as part
of the kickoff to this summer's
DownStreet Art events.

Riley has traditionally been a
painter, but his movement into
quilting — at which he is still in
the beginning of his journey —
began with the death of his father
in 2008. Taking a weekend to get
away from the stress and emotion,
Riley and his wife went down 1o
Philadelphia to sce a quilting exhi-
bition that he thought might help
his recent painting work, for which
he had drawn inspiration from
quilt-making.

“This was a week after my father
passed away, and I had begun
cleaning out his house already,”
Riley said in a recent interview. “1
saw all the quilts and felt the cloth-
ing — because most all of them
were made out of used clothing —
and it was just one of those
moments where it clicked. I knew
that T had to make my own quilts
with his clothing.

“For some reason, which was
unbeknownst to me, my father had
a tremendous amount of clothing,
Itwasall the same — it was all jeans
and T-shirts — but he had a lot of it,
and the palette is not very diverse. [
telt like it made sense after studying
these quilts, and now 1 had this
immense amount of material that
was either going to go to the
Salvation Army or 1 was going to
use it to make something with,”

Prior to that and cven after,
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‘Tumbling Cubes, a painting inspired by quiltmaking,

Riley had been strictly painting,
with no inkling that he would
move into actual quilting — he
was still translating the process of
quilting into the painting form
“I'was looking at quilts for inspi-
ration and looking for the way in
which quilt patterns were derived
and seeing if I could translate that
into the paintings,” he said.
“There are different methods of
creating pattern through quilting,
and a lot of it is based on the fact
that you are using material and it
has to be put together in a certain

way. When you're working with
paints, you can do whatever you
want because you can overlap —
you can make any kind of shape.

“It doesn’t work that way in quilt-
making necessarily, but I was look-
ing at quilts and being fascinated by
the variety of patterns, and then the
improvisation of patterns, and see-
ing in that things 1 was not achiey-
ing in my own painting. I wanted to
see how I could do what they're
doing in my painting, and I started
reading more about the process as
well as looking more,”

Riley had previously started his
paintings in the center and built
outward, but he switched to the
bottom left corner of the canvas or
paper and worked his way to the
top, then moved onto another
strip with the same shape. He usu-
ally worked with basic triangles
and created variations in putting
these triangles together — this
taught him the basics of why quilts
looked the way they did before he
even picked up cloth.

He also spent a period creating
quilt-influenced images with col-
lage, put together with cut-up
magazine paper of pure color.

“Even at this moment when [
was doing a collage and mimicking
quilts, I still had no idea that I was
actually going to make a quilt or
even dreamed of making a quilt,”
he said. “It hadn’t occurred to me
to go in that direction. T was just
trying to steal from the quilt-mak-
ing process whatever 1 could to put
into my own paintings and work.”

It took about eight months for
Riley to feel he was in a place to
tackle the actually quilt making, but
he got help from his mother and
grandmother as he prepared to dive
in after creating one large-scale
painting that he tock on in order to
get a better sense of labor and scale.

“I was given a sewing machine
by my grandmother,” he said. “It
was her first machine. It was very
basic, very old, but it runs perfect-
ly. 1 had a sewing lesson from my
mother, about half an hour,
because I had never sewn, patched
a hole in my jeans or a sock or
sewn anything, so she had to show
me how to thread the machine.
With that little teaching, I went
into making the first quilt.”

His first effort took him two
weeks, and he was happy with the
result. Fvo months later, he tack-

led his second work with the idea
that it would help him learn to sew
astraight line and make triangles.

Working with the new material
has not only shifted Riley’s focus,
but also the outward appearance
of the work that results,

“This is all new to me, and deal-
ing with these kinds of issues — for
the most part my work has been
formal abstraction, though 1 like to
think that there’s more to it than
that. On the surface it's a formal
abstraction, but in this new work
Pm directly addressing ideas of
memory, history, family,” he said.

Even though there are differ-
ences, Riley feels the quilts fit in
very well with all the artwork he’s
done before them and thinks the
progression has been a natural one.

“I think these quilts fit so natu-
rally into what I'm doing and what
I've done artistically, and [ haven't
treated them like anything other
than my artwork,” he said. “I' will
forever regard them as my art-
work, as well as quilts made from
my father’s clothing. So 1 invest
the same intensity of workmanship
and my own emotion into this
work as I have with anything clse.”

In the past Riley has Jjumped
mediums, and going from painting
1o quilting is just one more itera-
tion of his progress.

“I get bored verv easily, and 1

have a very hard time sticking to

onc material, and I don’t like to
repeat myself in work,” he said, “[
like to work on something, learn
something, and move on from
that. It’s a constant progression,”

What is especially unique to the
experience are the particular chal-
lenges the materials bring to
Riley’s process of creating the
work. It's a circumstance that has
energized him in creating the
picces and guaranteed that part of
his challenge will be to devise
methods to perpetuate the work as
long as he can.

“Working on these quilts was the
first time I've ever worked on a
series of something,” he said. “J
have a lot more clothing, and my
intention is to create a series of
quilts. 'm excited about the finite-
ness of the material — there’s only
50 much, and it's going to go away.
That causes me to make certain
decisions in the process of making
the quilts.

“There are only two red shirts,
s0 I have two red shirts to do that
red visually throughout the body,
and that's all 've got. I have 1o use
it sparingly, and that's a really
interesting challenge to me. And
I've been saving all these scraps, so
there will be a few quilts sometime
made up of these tiny pieces of
material.”

Sean Riley can be found onfine at
polaresolare.net.




DownStreet Art to return
for third season
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NORTH ADAMS -- A trail of bright green footprints
will lead museum visitors from Mass MoCA into the
city’s downtown this summer, where storefronts and
shop windows will be filled with art from local
residents to internationally-known artists as part of
the DownStreet Art initiative.

"We have 37 visual arts destinations this year, with
at least 15 new places," Jonathan Secor, director of
special programs at MCLA, said Thursday. "We've
have at least 11 new galleries, including a
exhibition at the City Hall, and we've identified more
existing locations, such as artists who will open
their studios, on the map this year."

DownStreet Art, which is organized by MCLA's
Berkshire Cultural Resource Center, will kick off its
third season on Thursday, June 24, with a block-
party including gallery exhibition openings and
street musicians from 6 to 9 p.m. Local businesses
also will stay open late and offer specials. All of the
participating artists will be in attendance. The event
is free and open to the public.

"We're continuing with the tradition that we began
last year, where we host new gallery openings and
an event on the last Thursday of the month," he

said. "We learned last year that people would return
several times to see the new installations and -
exhibitions if we held openings. The great thing
was each month, we not only saw returning faces,
we also saw new faces -- people who -

hadn’t been to the downtown in years."

While the artwork that will be on display includes
internationally-known artists and global themes,
Secor said many exhibitions have their roots in the
idea of community -- exploring, showcasing and
dissecting its meaning and the perceptions of
community.

"It will be interesting to see the work of Pepén

Osorio, an internationally-known installation artist,
who is putting together a piece commissioned by

the Williams College Museum of Art at the old
Gateway Motors at 69 Unicn St.," he said. "He's been
living with people in North Adams and Williamstown
for the last year. His installation, ‘Drowned in a

Glass of Water,” will be based on his view of our two
communities. It will be interesting to see how an
outsider views us."

Secor said the installation’s location will also help
link art featured on Main, Eagle and Holden streets
with the galleries and studios on Union and Beaver
streets.

"We have a map of the locations, along with a
calendar of events, available on our website, as well
as hard copies of the map that will be available," he
said. "People will be able to go onto the website to
view events ranging from Paul Marino’s walking
tours to Richie Havens at Mass MoCA. It will be very
hard for people not to know that there is art in the
downtown this summer."

Also in the works is a promotion piece, similar to
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