NHS art classes ...
A hothouse for new talent

By BARBARA SOLOW
Staff Writer

NORTHAMPTON — Megan Leal Caus-
ton says she doesn't always know when a
painting she’s working on is finished.

“Sometimes, my teacher has to tell
me,” the 17-year-old Northampton High
School senior said, laughing. “I never
have a model. If I don't like what I see, I
just paint over it.”

On this sunny morning during her in-
dependent study period in the art room,
Causton has turned a large mural she
is working on upside down in search of
fresh inspiration. “I was getting stuck,’
she said. “T'm hoping the new perspec-
tive will help.”

The New York-based Alliance for Young
Artists and Writers recently recognized
Causton’s creative instinets and her
originality when she was one of six young

artists to win the organization’s coveted
national Gold Medal Scholastic Art and
Writing Awards.

Causton joins a singular roster of past
winners of the award for artistic and lit-
erary merit that includes Andy Warhol,
Sylvia Plath, Richard Avedon and Robert
Redford. The Gold Medal comes with a
$10,000 scholarship. In addition, four of
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letl)lll'thamptOn High School senior Megan Causton at work on a mural that will be placed somewhere in the
ilding.
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Causton’s paintings will he
exhibited from June 1-9 at
the World Financial Center
Courtyard Gallery in Lower
Manhattan,

She was sitting on her
bed one evening in March
when she got a phone call,
telling her she’d won a na-
tional Gold Medal. “There
were six people on speaker
phone, which was alarm-
ing,” Causton says. “It’s
nice to know other people
can look at my paintings
and enjoy them.”

She is not the only
Northampton High School
art student to bring home
awards this year. Causton’s
classmate, Will Hannum,
won a national Scholastic
Silver Medal for his paint-
ings. And in the statewide
Boston  Globe Scholastic
competition that preceded
the national contest, eight of
the school's honors art stu-
dents — including Causton
and Hannum — won Gold
Key awards for their portfo-
lios. Hannum won five indi-
vidual Gold Keys. Other Gold
Key winners were Fabienne
Andrews, Paul Bird, Sarah
Innes, David Hass, Emma
Larson and Siera Reisler.
Hilton Lau received an hon-
orable mention for her paint-
ing.

Causton’s award is notable
— not least because she has
only been painting since her

junior year. After struggling

in ninth-grade art class to
master drawing fundamen-
tals, something clicked when
she tried painting in honors
art class last year.
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Senior Megan Causton
works on a mural that
will be among several
student-created works
displayed at Northamp-
ton High School this
spring.

students to recognize and
follow their instinets. “I'm
looking for them to produce
work that really comes from
them,” she says.

When she began teaching
at the high school in 1993
after a stint at JFK Middle
School, Leary decided the
typical Advanced Placement
art course was “too limit-
ing.” Instead, she developed
her own program where stu-
dents begin with fundamen-
tals and progress to more
interpretive work.

The budget for the high
school art program has been
cutinrecent years and Leary
says students have had to
buy their own materials for
advanced work. In her view,
policymakers often miss

-what’s important about hav-

ing a strong art program.




She credifs her teacher,
Lisa Leary, with creating an
environment for high-qual-
ity work. “She really pushes
vou,” Causton says. “We
have lots of critiques and ev-
eryone’s taught to say what
they really think, which you
don't see in most classes.

“You have to have the
right balance of freedom and
creativity,” adds Causton,
who moved to Northampton
from the Galapagos Islands
off of Central America in her
freshrman year. “I think this
class really defines that.”

Her own style of painting
is not so¢ easy to pin down.
Causton’s mural is abstract,
with bright swaths of orange
and red oil paint. It hints at
cubism but is less structured
than most paintings in that
style. The vibrant colors
could be an echo of her child-
hood in the Galapagos. Her
parents met in Venezuela,
where she was born. -

What does she like about
painting?

“1 like bringing something
out,” Causton says. “Like a
face that wasn't there before
on the empty canvas. I feel
like painting is a more origi-
nal way to express yourself.”

Leary, who has a master
of fine arts degree from the
University of Massachu-
setts, says she encourages

“China is now incorporat-
ing art into all its education,”
Leary says. “Creativity and
innovation are whereit’s at. I
think we are one of the most
important classes in the high
school,”

Surprisingly, Causton’s im-
mediate future plans do not
include art school. “I feel like
that would ruin it if I had to
do it every day,” she says.

Instead, she hopes to study
anthropology or linguistics
at a university abroad — per-
haps the University of Ed-
inburgh in Scotland or the
University of Barcelona in
Spain.

On May 31, Causton will
travel to New York City for a
Scholasticawards ceremony.
Word has it that Mayor Mi-
chael Bloomberg will have
the top of the Empire State
Building lit in gold for the
city’s official Scholastie Art
and Writing Awards Day.

Closer to home, Causton’s
paintings — and those of her
classmates — can be seen at
the Northampton Center for
the Arts’ East Gallery begin-
ning Thursdaythrough May
26. An opening reception
will be held Friday from 5
to 7 p.m. Northampton High
School student artworks are
also on display through the
end of May at Hosmer Gal-
lery in Forbes Library.




