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BROOKFIELD — “Say Their
Names,” “american dream,”
“Rainbow Family” and “Emmett
Till, Lynched At Age 14,” are just
a few names of the prints, paint-
ings, sculptures and photos that
make up the newest exhibit at
the Brookfield Craft Center.

The exhibit, called “US All,” is
displayed in the Lynn Tendler
Bignell Gallery and presents a
variety of portraits showcasing
the diverse fabric of ethnicities,
races and cultures that make up
the “American mosaic.” The
exhibit is set to run at the craft
center from June 19 — June-
teenth — to July 18 and is avail-
able virtually through the cen-
ter’s website.

The idea for the exhibit was
largely a response to the racial
reckoning that took place last
spring and summer across the
country following George
Floyd’s murder at the hands of
Minneapolis police officer Derek
Chauvin.

“We live in a very homoge-
neous area, and people may not
always be aware of the issues
and challenges faced by people
of color,” said Howard Lasser,
executive director.

With this exhibit, the craft
center aims to help start commu-
nity conversations and bring
diverse perspectives to Brook-
field, a town that is nearly 90
percent white based on census
data from 2019. 

“Good art should provoke a
response — positive or negative.
It should be provocative, and I
think this is provocative,” Lasser
said of the exhibit. 

Thanks to an open call for
artists and the hiring of curator,
the center has been able to pres-
ent an exhibit that showcases
not only masterful works of art,
but that also tells a story about
America’s diversity. 

“The fabric of the United
States is and was always made of
many-colored threads. Lately
these threads are frayed,” the
open call states. “US All seeks to
show the diversity that binds us
and is woven into the fabric of
our country. In this exhibition,
we seek to showcase diversity
through portraits of our plural-
istic, multi-ethnic/multi-cultural
peoples.”

The 28 artists showcased are a
diverse group from all over the

country, and the medium of the
art itself represents a wide
range.

Since they are a majority
white board, Lasser said they
wanted to make sure that the
exhibit curation allowed for
representation. And Bibiana

Huang Matheis, a professional
artist, photographer and curator
who focuses on inclusion, di-
versity, and social and environ-
mental issues in her curation,
stepped up to the challenge. 

“I think art is a good medium
to talk about anything,” she said,

pointing to an artist’s special
ability to capture emotion.

Matheis, who is Chinese
American, is a curator and vir-
tual exhibition program director
for the Hammond Museum and
Japanese Stroll Garden in North
Salem, N.Y., a press release stat-

ed. 
She said she wanted the ex-

hibit to show portraits so that
viewers could come in and liter-
ally make eye contact with the
various people displayed in the
art. And even though Americans
are all different, they must be
willing to come together, she
said.

Thus far, the center has seen
more engagement with the virtu-
al exhibit than the in-person
one, but Lasser said he’s hoping
that as more people hear about
it, they will take the opportunity
to come and see the works on
display.

Lasser has lived in Brookfield
for 40 years, and said the town
has had a history of intolerance. 

“Now things, I think, are
changing, and hopefully exhibits
like this will help accelerate that
kind of change,” he said.

The board began discussing
the possibility of an exhibit
showcasing America’s diversity
last spring, but generally its
gallery exhibitions have to be
planned about a year in advance,
he said. 

On July 8, the center will host
a virtual conversation with sev-
eral artists to talk about their
inspiration and answer ques-
tions. There will be a video
walk-through of the exhibit,
Lasser said.

Around the time the Brook-
field Craft Center started dis-
cussing the new exhibit, it began
to craft a new diversity policy. 

The policy was officially ap-
proved in January and states the
organization will be “committed
to a nondiscriminatory approach
and provides equal opportunity
for employment and advance-
ment throughout our organiza-
tion.” 

It outlines a plan to seek out
diverse artists to participate in
their exhibitions, leadership
roles, and educational programs,
provide more diverse educa-
tional opportunities for younger
Brookfielders, and support for
other arts organizations that are
committed to diversity and in-
clusion. The policy includes a
desire to diversify the center’s
board.

From the exhibit itself to more
institutional changes, Lasser
said the work the center has
done this year has “created a
great opportunity for dialogue
and learning at all levels.”
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DANBURY — It’s not
typical for the relation-
ship between a volunteer
mentor and a Danbury
student to continue 10
years after high school
graduation.

Then again, there’s
nothing typical about the
mentor-student relation-
ship between volunteer
Judy Coco and Jonathan
Calderon, a 29-year-old
construction manager
who as a third grader had
missed more school than
he had attended when he
was paired with Coco as
his mentor.

“The challenge for us
who are mentors is most
of us will never know our
impact,” said Coco, re-
ferring to the nonprofit
Danbury Student and
Business Connection,
now in its 31st year.
“That’s why it was so
rewarding to know that
Jonathan has become
such a gentleman who
has goals and is deter-
mined and wants to make
a difference for others.”

When Calderon
reached out to Coco re-
cently to connect after
they had not seen each
other for two years, it was
clear to Coco that the
impact of their weekly
meetings when Calderon
was in school continued
to ripple.

“I was just blown away
by how much he had ma-
tured and how much he
was focused, because he
was all over the place
when he was younger,”
Coco said during an in-
terview on Friday. “I was
in happy tears after the

meeting when I got into
my car.”

Calderon said he didn’t
understand in the begin-
ning that Coco was show-
ing up every week to sup-

port him because she
chose to be there, not
because she had to be
there. Today he sees how
much difference that one
hour each week with her

made in his life.
“Judy was there not

because she had to be
there, but to try to guide
me,” Calderon said in a
DSABC release. “[S]he

helped change my life.”
Coco said she was tell-

ing Calderon’s story now
to help the DSABC re-
cruit volunteer mentors
for the new school year in
the fall. The nonprofit,
which has been on hiatus
during the coronavirus
crisis, matches at-risk
students with “a support-
ive and caring adult who
assists students to suc-
ceed in school by devel-
oping a one-on-one rela-
tionship.”

The goal is to “improve
academic performance,
attendance, behavior, atti-
tude toward school, and
most importantly, self-
esteem and motivation,”
by mentors serving as “a
positive adult role model
providing moral support
and encouragement.”

Part of the program’s
magic is that the benefits
run both ways, Coco said.

“As the mentor you
don’t realize how much
you get out of it, and how
much you learn from
them,” said Coco, a semi-
retired mother of two,
who worked 35 years for
Praxair in leadership
development. “I gained
more from this than Jona-
than.”

Not all mentor relation-
ships last the length of
the student’s school
years.

“After Jonathan I men-
tored a young lady start-
ing in the fifth grade and
she didn’t like having to
miss lunch with her girl-
friends,” Coco said. “We
went for about a year and
it just didn’t work out.”

Coco underwent a simi-
lar period of resistance
with Jonathan when he
was in middle school.

“He didn’t want to be
with me, and I felt like I
was wasting his time,”
Coco said, who was en-
couraged to persevere by
fellow mentors.

Coco remembered how
Calderon had been in six
different schools between
kindergarten and third
grade, and how had been
absent more than he at-
tended when she met
him. She was able to en-
courage him to do what
he didn’t want to do: get
out of bed and come to
school.

Coco got past the diffi-
cult middle school phase
in part by bringing games
to their weekly meetings
that catered to Calderon’s
aptitude for math. 

“She was like a second
mom to me,” Calderon
said in the release. “Who
knows where I would
be?”
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Jonathan Calderon and Judy Coco, both of Danbury, who met when Calderon was in
third grade and Coco was his mentor. 

“As the mentor you don’t realize how much
you get out of it, and how much you learn
from them. I gained more from this than
Jonathan.”
Judy Coco


