
Curiously, just when the arts are 
hurting on a national level due to 
Reagan's budget cuts - his rilles 

not roses emphasis - they are bloom
ing in Burlington. 

"It's almost like living in a big city 
where you can 'o.d.' on cultural hap
penings," says Roz P'.tyne, artist, teacher 
and filmmaker. 

But, Payne thinks, it wasn't always this 
way. When she came to Burlington 10 
years ago, there were so few events that 
when something actually rolled through 
town, the show would be packed and 
"everyone" was there. 

"In a way it was more exciting then," 
she recalled. "Exciting in the sen5e that 
you really appreciated each event." 

"Not so," said a University ofVermont 
alumna who thinks that, until recently, 
Burlington was a "cultural was.teland." 
"Except for the Lane Series in the winter 
and the Mozart Concerts in the sum
mer, nothing was happening in the arts," 
she said. 

Most artists strongly disagree with that 
claim, yet maintain that a change has 
occurred in the quality and quantity of 
cultural life offered in Burlington in the 
last couple of years. But to pinpoint the 
pivotal fuctor that tipped the balance 
and made the arts take off is like asking 
what started the Industrial Revolution. 
What has emerged, after a series of inter
views with local artists and promoters 
of the arts and culture, is a collage of 
influences that, taken together, sparked 
a transformation in the arts world. 

Some musicians, for example, feel that 
Burlington has always had a healthy share 
of music, but that the number of events 
happening around town has increased 
substantially in the last two years. Nancy 
Beaven, bluegrass-country/ rhythm and 
blues musician notes that it is easier 
today for artists to make it just playing 
the Burlington circuit since there are 
more places to play. She credits the 
Church Street Marketplace business 
community for a lot of this change when 
they went out of their way to p,romote 
local musicians during the summer of 
1980. "It is also true that there is more 
recording technology available at cheaper 
prices today, which makes it easier to 
produce contemporary music without 
being in the recording centers like Los 
Angeles and New York," she said. 

Other musicians cite demographic 
changes that have occurred in Burling
ton in the last decade. John Cassel, one 
of the best known piano soloists in the 
state, says, "It's a natural direction for 
the town to be going in given its popu
lation." The 1980 census showed th~t 
47. l percent of Burlington's population 
is now between the ages of 18 and 34, 
of whom many are students, young pro
fessionals and technocrats - all with spare 
change. In fuct, it is safe to assume that 
more residents in Burlington have spare 
change than in most US cities today 
since unemployment has remained rel
atively low 

Perhaps that helps explain how Bur
lington was able to support the trans
formation of the Flynn Theatre. With it, 
Burlington now has two palaces of cul
ture for live performing arts, which is 
quite a boast for a city of its size. In fuct, 
the original intent of the revival of the 
Flynn as a live theater was to offer Bur
lingtonians more variety in the arts, 
according to Tony Micocci, managing 
director of the Flynn since the full of 
1981. "Our goal," says Micocci, "is not 
to compete with the rest of Burlington, 
but to look at the total cultural palette 
and see what is missing." As an example 
Micocci sited the Flynn's full scale pro
fessional promotion of Vermont artists 
at their Vermont dance festival. 

Margaret Edwards, fiction writer arid 
English professor at UVM, has been a 
participant and observer of the local 
literary world for over a decade. She 
feels that there has been a marked change 
in the quality of cultural life offered in 
Burlington, at least from the literary · 
viewpoint. "Burlington used to be much 
more funky and hometown, while today 

Doreen Kraft: The Mayor's Coundl on the Arts brings "artful entertainment to 
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it is more sophisticated." Edwards notes 
there are more. presses and a better organ
ized community to offer writers expo
sure. ''.All of which has increased the 
quality of poetry readings, for example," 
she says. 

And jazz musician Larry Mccrorey -
who has been part of the Burlington 
arts scene for 17 years - feels that what 
has changed is both the quality and 
quantity of music offered. In this respect 
he thinks Burlington is unique - especi
ally considering its size. "Most cities are 
experiencing a decrease in the number 
of people going out and enjoying the 
arts ... But in Burlington the concentration 
of good music - jazz, bluegrass, and other 
commercial strains - is phenomenal 
today. When I go to big citi~s and tell 
people about the amount of jazz going 
on in Burlington, they can't believe it," 
says Mccrorey. · 

Mccrorey isn't sure what has caused 
this dramatic growth, but feels strongly 
that Mayor Bernard Sanders' influence 
has been significant. It's not that artists 
like Mccrorey and Payne feel that the 
arts dropped from the sky with Sanders' 
election, but they maintain, neverthe
less, that there has been a great leap 
forward since his inauguration in 1981 . 

The municipal promotion of the arts 
partially accounts for the changed atmos
phere, say Payne and Mccrorey. Before 
Sanders' election, artists had to pay to 
use municipal space. Now municipal 
auditoriums, meeting rooms, and even 
the walls in City Hall, as well as public 
parks have been opened up to local talent 
for concerts, plays, art work, and film. 
As a result, Payne notes, ''.Artists have 
gotten more involved in bringing arts to 
the community." She mentions the 

example of musicians giving lessons to 
young people in Burlington through the 
Ma)Qr's Council on Youth, many of whom 
might not have been exposed to music 
lessons without this program. But this 
kind of artistic outreach is possible, 
according to Payne, because artists know 
Sanders cares about them, so they are 
eager to volunteer their services. The 
result is a more active and vital artistic 
community. 

Beylnd that, many artists feel the llla}Qr 
and his arts council have taken art down 
off the shelf and made it accessible to 
more people. Director of the Lane Series 
Terrance L. Demas agrees: "The mayor 
has tried to address those areas of the 
community who did not have any access 
to the arts in the past," said Demas'. "He 
has involved a certain economic level in 
the arts - people who were not involved 
before. We cannot offer [Lane Series] 
tickets "for free. When we charge a lot, 
it's because we have to. But that has 
limited access to the arts up to now," he 
added. 

More than economics -is involved, 
however. The Mayor's Council on the 
Arts has its own constituency, people 
who might not care if a concert is held 
outside, for example. "After all, people 
come to concerts for difierent reasons .. . 
What the arts council has done is broaden 
the range and scope of activities awila
ble here in Burlington. That's what is 
really exciting and fresh about them. 
But, it is also very creative on their part," 
Demas said. 

Most agree that the benchmark of 
that creativity was set the first summer 
under Sanders when he used the arts as 
a means for addressing a social prob
lem. Worried about the limited access 

the elderly and the poor had to Batten· 
Park, he took the arts to the park and 
launched his first cultural campaign in 
the form of a series of free summer 
concerts. 

"We wanted to say to the neighbor
hood - this park is · yours, too, and it 
should be a place where you can feel 
free to go," recalls Doreen Kraft, coor-

. dinator of the arts council. "But we were 
also concerned, in the early stages of 
the Sanders administration, to bring art
ful entertainment to Burlington, events 
that would be closer to the realities of 
more people's lives." 

Indeed, the Battery Park Concert Series 
had something for almost everyone. The 
entertainment ran the gamut from jazz 
to Renaissance music to French Cana
dian cloggers. Although most of the 
entertainers were professionals, the 
council had two local senior citizens' 
groups lead a song-fest of popular tunes 
for the finale of the last of the eight 
concerts. 

Something else was going on to in
crease people's awareness of the arts. 
All the Battery Park performers used 
their medium to encourage audience 
participation 'We specifically chose peo
ple who would try to break down the 
passivity that defines most of our exist
ence," explains Kraft. "They [the per
formers] all got the crowds to sing along, 
clap along and even in some cases to 
dance along." 

Other artists mention the Municipal 
Art Gallery as another way the Sanders 
administration has increased participa
tion in the arts. When Lance Richbourg, 
professor of art at St. Michael's College, 
first came to Burlington in 1975, there 
were only two places to display art. Now 
there are four, and one of these opened 
up when the arts council turned the 
blank walls of City Hall into a municipal 
art gallery. They have had exhibits of 
English· suffragette posters, shows on 
French Canadians, paintings by local 
peace groups, and drawings by children 
of the Old North End who depicted 
what they would like to see their neigh
borhood look like in the future. 

'Workers in City Hall like the art - the 
spirit of the visual gives them some ener
gy," says Frank Hewitt, professor of art at 
UVM and member of the Mayor's Coun
cil on the Arts. But the arts council 
hopes for an even greater impact on 
people's perceptions in the long run. 
"You figure all citizens must walk by 
these walls sometime during the year," 
Kraft explains. "Dog licenses, taxes, hear
ings, registrations - it's all city business. 
So every time they come here now, they . 
must have another dialogue with the 
arts." It's just one more way the arts 
council hopes to broaden horizons and 
get people to redefine what art is. 

The Sanders administration gets high 
marks from artists for what it has done 
in the past two years. Nevertheless, it is 
still debatable amongst artists to what 
extent Sanders is the catalyst, even while 
all agree that he has enhanced artistic 
forces. 

Richbourg points out that perhaps 
the Burlington arts boom is happening 
because artists "can enjoy life more 
scrounging on the fringe here than in a 
big city." In addition, for painters and 
sculptors, it helps that Burlington is close 
to New York City, still a mecca for most 
artists, according to Richbourg. 

Hewett maintains that Reaganomics, 
more than anything in the recent past, 
has increased the participation of art
ists in this community. "They feel they 
are getting lots of support from the lllil}'Or 
and can see more possibilities to develop 
as artists now that Sanders is in." They 
feel none of this from Reagan's attempts 
to pare down funding for the arts. Which 
is not to say that artists have been 
radicalized by Sanders. ''Artists like 
Bernie," says Payne, "for the same reason 
that Vermonters like Bernie .. . because 
he does good things for them. The next 
couple of years will be even more excit
ing than the last two." • 
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