
Palettes of Vermont also helped develop and deepen 

the Council’s relationships with a number of private 

and public entities. A long-standing involvement with 

the Vermont Department of Tourism & Marketing was 

furthered by VDTM’s commitment to help fund the 

PaletteMobile and provide a portable information 

kiosk. With this technology, people who attended 

Palette activities could search an online calendar for 

cultural events taking place around the state as well 

as lodging and other travel information. 

Prior to Palettes of Vermont, the Council had minimal 

relations with the four primary underwriters (Chittenden 

Bank, NRG Systems, Casella Waste Systems and 

Vermont Wood Manufacturers). Enthusiasm for the 

project helped bond the Council and underwriters 

beyond their financial commitment.

In addition to substantial project funding, these 

businesses urged their employees to take part, served 

as palette distribution points, and as facilitators for 

local exhibitions. NRG Systems, for example, joined 

with Renewable Energy Vermont (REV) to promote 

a “Renewables are Beautiful” exhibit at the annual 

renewable energy conference. Jan Blittersdorf, CEO 

and President of NRG Systems said, “As a supporter 

of the arts and a manufacturer of wind energy 

equipment, we thought this would be a wonderful 

way to bring attention to the beauty and promise that 

renewable energy sources offer.”  
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PALETTES OF VERMONT affected the Arts Council 

in a number of ways, both internally and externally.

The project dramatically changed the Council’s 

public profile around the state by providing increased 

visibility. It generated more media coverage than 

any other project in the Council’s 43-year history-

-180 newspaper articles, two commentaries on 

Vermont Public Radio, two feature stories in Vermont 

magazines, two half-hour television interviews, and 

four television feature stories on these activities.  

The PaletteMobile allowed the Council to visit dozens 

of communities to meet the individuals and artists 

who took part in the project, and the audiences who 

attended the events. As recognition for the project 

grew over the summer months, awareness of the 

Council, and consequently its programs and services, 

also grew. This is most clearly documented by the 

increase in daily visits to the Council’s website (from 

an average of 408 at the beginning of the project to 

780 in August 2006), and in the survey of individual 

artists. Only 43% of the individuals who took part 

were aware of the Council’s programs and services 

prior to the project compared with 66% who said 

they are likely to avail themselves of the Council’s 

online services (the Arts Directory, Arts Calendar and 

ArtMail) after participating in the project. 34% also 

said they are now more likely to take advantage of the 

Council’s grant programs. 

“Internally, Palettes of 
Vermont was a turning point 
for the Arts Council and its 

understanding of the meaning 
of ‘public participation’.”

impact on the arts council



Internally, Palettes of Vermont was a turning point for 

the Arts Council and its understanding of the meaning 

of “public participation.” The Council’s mission “to 

advance and preserve the arts at the center of Vermont 

communities,” was effectively played out in town after 

town, demonstrated by the shift in thinking about 

the role the arts can play. This marked the Council’s 

transition from a focus on fundraising and advocacy 

on the state level, to creating and supporting efforts 

that further the arts on the local level. In doing this, 

the Council will be able to connect with many more 

Vermonters and engage them as arts supporters and 

advocates on both the community and state levels.  

One other outcome was the Council’s growing aware-

ness of the importance of up-to-date technology, and 

realization that the majority of its constituents find 

email and websites perfectly acceptable ways to ex-

change information. With nearly 40,000 participants 

in communities spanning the entire state, the amount 

of information and the speed at which it needed to 

be disseminated was most effectively accomplished 

via email and through the Council’s website. The 

Council also found that lack of technology was not 

a deterrent to participation. In fact, the Council en-

couraged people who didn’t have internet access to 

get involved with their local school, arts agency, or 

community group in order to take advantage of their 

technical resources. 

Brandon Artists Guild
PALETTES OF VERMONT WAS INSPIRED in large part 

by the success of Brandon’s community arts projects. 

The Really, Really Pig Show (in 2003), Brandon is 

for the Birds (2004), and Brandon Rocks (2005) 

generated nearly $300,000 to support the Brandon 

Artists Guild and its gallery. These projects also 

garnered great publicity for the town of Brandon.
 

BAG members chose a circus theme for their palettes 

and for the first time, invited non-members to take 

part. Of the 82 palettes for sale, only 39 were created 

by BAG members. Past projects have raised as much 

as $150,000, but sale of the palettes grossed about 

$25,000. Still, organizers felt the project was a 

success. Joan Curtis, BAG member and project 

organizer said, “The size of the wooden palettes 

made the project seem manageable for everyone. It 

was possible to make an outstanding piece of art on 

a small palette and some sold for over $1,000 in our 

auction.”  

Bringing new blood into the organization had other 

benefits, too. “The new people saw the work involved 

in these projects and the fact that we need help.” 

Palettes of Vermont was BAG’s fourth major year 

-long event yet their enthusiasm for community arts 

projects has not waned. They are already making 

plans for next year’s project: It’s Raining Cats and 

Dogs in Brandon!

Project profiles

20 21

www.
vermont
arts
council
.org

impact on the arts council



The project was not without its 
problems...

The speed at which the project took off was 

unexpected. In the three months leading up to the 

project launch, the Council tried to anticipate the 

interest in the project. However the response was 

immediate and soon issues came up that had not 

been predicted. Palettes were requested faster than 

the Council could distribute them. At several points, 

Council staff was barely ahead of the field in project 

implementation. The project was also a strain on the 

staff—it took place at the same time the Council was 

transitioning to an online granting system, launching 

a new website, creating the Vermont Arts Calendar, 

and training several new staff members.

  

Some participating organizations were frustrated 

by the loose guidelines and struggled with defining 

their local efforts. In some towns, artists created 

palettes and became frustrated when they weren’t 

able to find a local organization to exhibit their art. 

One woman said, “I couldn’t find anyone in my 

community to display my palette until after they had 

already taken in their capacity, so I still have mine 

at home. I would have liked to display it somewhere, 

even if it didn’t sell.”

There were a number of critics who felt the project was 

a mass marketing campaign to promote the Council. 

One wrote, “Pigs, rocking chairs, palettes.... I am 

so, so, disheartened that art has come to this hyped 

up, marketeering, money-mongering schlock...all in 

the name of worthy art causes and organizations.”  
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Summary

WHAT DOES THE PARTICIPATION by nearly 40,000 

Vermonters from every walk of life, every age and 

every part of the state mean? There was a hunger for 

it. When the Council created Palettes of Vermont, 

it was only vaguely aware that the need existed, 

much less to the degree that was demonstrated by 

the immediate and abundant enthusiasm. For some 

people, Palettes of Vermont filled the need to share 

their culture, artistic expression and their humanity. 

For others, it was the “in” project and people didn’t 

want to miss out. For others, it was just so simple 

there was no reason not to take part. 

The fact that the project was so straightforward 

and adaptable was key to its success. Individuals 

and organizations immediately grasped what the 

project was about and what they could do with 

it. Community organizers saw how participation 

on the local level would feed the momentum of 

the statewide project, at the same time bringing 

recognition to the participating communities. The 

palettes themselves also sold the project. From 

the beginning, the simple palette shape inspired 

a diversity of creative expression that captured the 

attention of participants, audience and the media 

across the state. The project helped people realize 

that despite our separate enclaves, the entire state 

could become one large community through the 

experience of making and sharing art.

lasting impact

“Palettes of Vermont filled 
the need to share their 

culture, artistic expression 
and their humanity.”

lasting impact



Others accused the Council of sacrificing artistic 

standards in order to appeal to the greatest number 

of   people. Arts Council Executive Director Alex Al-

drich addresses the “dumbing down” notion by say-

ing, “If that means that we are increasing the num-

ber of people who are no longer shy about expressing 

their interest in the arts, then we’re all for it. How-

ever, if it means we’re diminishing people’s apprecia-

tion for the arts, I have to disagree. Anyone making 

that statement is making the assumption that there 

is good art and bad art. Palettes of Vermont was a 

way to engage a new portion of the population. It 

was audience building, inclusive, and it expanded 

the universe of people who are participating in the 

arts.”

Where do we go from here? 
The Palettes of Vermont project brought people, com-

munities and the entire state closer together through 

a shared artistic experience. It uncovered a need for 

creative expression and the desire to be part of some-

thing larger than oneself. As a result, the Council is 

queried daily on “What’s next?”
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Quintown Visioning Committee
THE QUINTOWN VISIONING COMMITTEE was 

formed to bring people together from five towns 

along Route 100—Stockbridge, Granville, Hancock, 

Rochester and Pittsfield. Despite their close proxim-

ity, the villages are in three different counties and 

their children are spread among at least six schools. 

A study group had recently been formed to assess 

how the towns could work together on economic and 

community development issues. When Lois Bond 

of Rochester heard about the Palettes project, she 

thought it offered “a wonderful right-brain project 

for such a left-brain organization.”  

Meetings held to plan palette events emphasized 

cooperation between people who hadn’t previously 

worked together. They created a “Pal-

ette Passport Day” and made sure that 

all the communities were on board 

with the idea. “We worked hard and 

well together,” Bond said. “A bunch 

of women got together with jig saws and 

we made giant palette signs for each com-

munity. Even if our event had been a flop, the 

committee was a success.” 

But their event was a resounding hit. Fifty partici-

pants, ranging in age from 8 to 80, created palettes. 

Each community auctioned or sold their palettes and 

the $1,900 in combined proceeds was donated to 

the Quintown Senior Center in Hancock. 

“What this project did was fantastic,” Bond said. “It 

was the most marvelous way to bring people together 

up and down the highway and have fun while we 

were at it.”

Project profiles
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ON THE HEELS OF THE SUCCESSFUL “Moosefest” 
in 2005, the Bennington Chamber of Commerce 
organized “PaletteFest.” In addition to 400 wood 
palettes and 900 paper palettes distributed 
throughout the county, 57 4’x6’ plywood palettes 
were created by local artists. From May through 
September these palettes were displayed throughout 
downtown Bennington and along the road from 
Pownal to Shaftsbury. 

The culminating event was an auction and pasta 
dinner. The food was served on palette-shaped 
plates made for the occasion by Bennington Potters. 
More than 400 people attended. Lindy Lynch, head 
coordinator of PaletteFest said, “We’ve all been 

living with this art. It’s become personal to us.” She 
noted that many of the palettes were purchased by 
the businesses that sponsored them.“ A lot of the 
sponsors want to keep theirs. They got attached.”

Palette sales raised approximately $40,000 which     
will support arts/history education outreach, partici-
pating artists and future promotional projects for the 
Chamber. 

“This has been a project that everyone could participate 
in, that connected everyone in the community,” said 
Joann Erenhouse, executive director of the Chamber 
of Commerce. “This all went to show that art can 

bring people together.”  

Bennington Chamber of Commerce

Project profiles
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?The Council’s challenge is to continue the 
momentum without repeating the first proj-
ect. “The best way to keep it fresh is to fo-
cus on new opportunities that we should 
link this project to, drawing in other part-
ners and audiences by demonstrating the 
arts can enhance their project,” Arts Council 
Executive Director Alex Aldrich says. “Pal-
ettes of Vermont has demystified the artistic 
process and expanded the definition of what 
it means to be an ‘artist.’ It has also given 
communities the opportunity to see artists 
as a resource and asset in their community. 
The Arts Council needs to help foster the 
continuation of those relationships. We now 
have a roadmap for how we might proceed 
with that journey.”

What’s on the                                  for VAC?horizon



Palettes of Vermont was made possible with generous support from 
the following businesses and agencies: Vermont Wood Manufacturers 

Association, Chittenden Bank, NRG Systems , Casella Waste Systems, 

Vermont Department of Tourism & Marketing. The Palette Playbill was 

produced by The Times Argus/Rutland Herald. The PaletteMobile was 

donated to the Arts Council by Katherine & John Paterson of Barre, 

VT and underwritten by Hubbardton Forge, Connect Vermont and the 

Vermont Department of Tourism & Marketing.

The Council accomplishes its mission by pursuing the following goals:

•    Creating an environment where artists and arts 

      organizations can flourish.

•    Nurturing lifelong learning in and through the arts.

•    Strengthening communities in integrating the arts into civic life.

Our funding comes from the State of Vermont, the National Endowment 
for the Arts, membership contributions, and other private donations.

lasting impact
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inspiring
a creative state

To advance and preserve the arts at the 
center of Vermont communities.

www.vermontartscouncil.org

The Vermont Arts Council was founded in 1964 on 

a simple and powerful premise: that the arts enrich 

lives, expand minds and form a vital thread in the 

fabric of Vermont community life.

In keeping with its community focus, the Council 

is a grass-roots organization with statewide trustees  

elected from and by its membership. It is the only 

not-for-profit state arts agency in the country, and as 

such is uniquely qualified to unite both public and 

private resources to serve the following mission:
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