Bratleboro Reformer

ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT

THURSDAY, JULY 25, 2002

BOOKS [F1LM (CLASSES
24 25 25

PERFORMING ARTS
26-27

DANCE
30

Music
30-33

34

Color of ‘te hea

Frantz paints with multicultural palette
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I first saw Melissa Scheid Frantz's paintings at
Lucca Bistro, a Brattleboro restaurant known for
it’s fine Italian and Spanish cuisine. There, in the
Tuscan sienna and gold of the restaurant’s interi-
or, her paintings evoked the exotic colors of trav-
el to hot terrains.

When I met her recently at Windham Art
(Gallery, 1 was astonished to learn that some of
her colorful paintings of quirky buildings are
actually Chinese in origin. Jumping out of their
frames like the illustrations of a favorite chil-
dren's book, her vibrant oranges, sky-blues and
pear-yellows could be taken from many peasant
cultures — from Mexican casas to Italian court-
yards. This series was painted while on a trip to
China last fall with her husband, who travels
there often in his work.

“Places like these are calling for color. (It is)
hidden in the centuries-old alleys (this) beautiful
country of browns and tans. The land interacts
with these buildings that are crumbling. The
color really shines through the temples,” she
explained as she showed me one of her portfolio
paintings of a Tibetan temple in Beijing.

It is the intent of Frantz to find the personality
in the objects of her paintings. For instance, some
of her favorite subjects are “happy Buddhas,” as
she calls them. She has tapped into the Buddha
nature of these bulging and delicately tinted
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fruits, creating her series of jolly Buddhas, smil-
ing broadly from their voluminous pear shapes.

“Pears have been coined the ‘fruit of the gods’
and they are the fruit of my creativity,” she
explained.

In her series of jaunty village houses, there is a
painting which portrays the Chinese homes as
many earthenware vessels. The pottery-like
structures tilt and dance haphazardly, as if each
had their own spirit and ability to hop on the land-
scape.

In each of Frantz's paintings, there is a pathway
— an opening for the viewer to enter and find his
or her own way into the landscape she creates.

“I hope people will find a connection to the col-
ors,” she said. She likes to leave the imagination
in her paintings open. “The viewer finishes the
story,” she said.

The waterscape “Li Jiang” 1s a mystical render-
ing of a Chinese river with surging pigment. Col-
ors are unexpectedly reversed — red soil is
reflected in the crimson water, the blue of the sky
is painted onto the barren land.

“Energy isn't just found in the visible (1t 1s In
the) land, the people. In China, there 1s such a
strong sense of community,” Frantz explained.
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Her paintings hold the
"sacredness of community,”
she says. “Just living in Ver-
mont — the colors here (are)
intertwined into each piece.”
She sees the vibrancy of the
people and the lands and paints
in the vivid colors of the heart.

Born in Missouri, Frantz got
the travel bug from her years
as an “Army brat,” when she
lived with her multi-cultural
family in West Germany and
Panama. She never felt that her
parents discouraged her from
making art. In fifth grade she
won her first school art contest
and went on to win many more
in the community. The words of
her father, she recalled, made
an early impression: “Never
give this up.”

It was during her four years
at the River Gallery School that
she was introduced to the “fin-
ger approach of painting.” She
does nearly every painting lit-
erally by hand, rarely using a
brush, and etches her name
into the paint with a bamboo
skewer. Of the process she
savs, “(it's) so intimate, like
vou're sculpting the paint, the
paper, the image." It is a “whole
body" experience that allows

her to “feel centered.”

Frantz says her art really blos-
somed when she joined Wind-
ham Art Gallery two years ago.
She also attributes her success
as an artist to the supportive
teachers at River Gallery
School. She finds that her identi-
ty as an artist is the one thing
that she is certain of.

“It's like when you find your
soul mate. My soul mate (is) my
art,” she said. It is the opportu-
nity to share it with other peo-
ple, she said, that brings her so
much joy.

For the summer, Frantz is
sharing her joy of creativity as
a teacher at a multicultural
summer camp in  Ambherst,
Mass. She 1s interested in cul-
tural diversity and education.
The young children, she said,
are energizing.

One of the rules she has for
her students is: “Take risks with
your creativity.” She takes her
own advice and paints colors
felt and not always seen —
painting from the unconscious,
painting the energy felt in the
beautiful landscapes and for-
eign communities she travels.
In the fall, she will manage a
cultural center at Hampshire
College, but intends to remain

“Village Mist,” by Melissa Scheid Frantz

active in the Brattleboro art
scene. She currently lives in
Newfane with her husband,
Chris Frantz.

The color and whimsy of
Melissa Scheid Frantz's work
can be viewed at the following
venues: Windham Art Gallery,
69 Main St. now through July 28,
Windham Art Gallery, from
Aug. 2 through Sept. 1, (she will
co-curate this group show with

Marilyn Allen); Windham Art
Gallery, from Sept. 6-29; Agora
Gallery, Soho, N.Y., Sept. 13
through Oct. 3, with a reception
Thursday, Sept. 19. For more
information; artmelissa.com.

Diana Lischer-Goodband is a
poet and regular columnist for
the Brattleboro Reformer.

She can be reached at dlisch-
er@sover.nel.



