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John A. Matusz: “Untitled, 2012”, photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur 

 

‘I’ve got something so hot on my bench, it is sizzling,” the late John Matusz said to 

Studio Place Arts Executive Director Sue Higby, shortly before a “Rock Solid” exhibition 

a couple of years ago. 

It probably was literally sizzling. A master at welding, Matusz is known for bringing metal 

together with stone to create bold, striking sculptures. 

Matusz, who died in May, participated in 14 “Rock Solid” shows — often with large scale 

pieces in the plaza in front of the arts center, pieces delivered with the help of friend and 

sculptor Christopher Curtis and his crane. 
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Christopher Curtis: “Puzzle 31”, photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur 

 

 

This year, three of Matusz’s outdoor sculptures greet visitors to “Rock Solid” — 

“Mechanical Problem” with giant gears poised to turn, “Variation of Cubes” with 

stainless steel boxes almost defying gravity to hold a frame of granite suspended above 

the sidewalk, and “Portal” that beckons passersby to look through its circular opening. 

About a dozen smaller pieces by Matusz are featured in the Main Floor Gallery. 

“Rock Solid” opened this week, continuing Studio Place Arts’ quarter century tradition of 

presenting an annual exhibition showcasing stone sculpture and assemblages by area 

artists. This year, the show includes work by 19 artists in an array of stone — Barre gray 

granite, alabaster, limestone, Danby marble among them. 

“Rock Solid” is accompanied by three solo shows: “Is That a Table Saw? By Mackenzie 

Kovaka,” watercolors of woodworking tools, in the Second Floor Gallery; and “Incidental 

Objects by Mark Lorah” in the Third Floor Gallery; “At the Car Wash by Roz Daniels” fills 

the tiny Quick-Change Gallery. 
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The front of the “Rock Solid” gallery is dedicated to John Matusz’s sculpture. 

“John was so talented and I miss him. This is a small nod of gratitude to what he 

brought to the central Vermont community,” said Higby, noting that Matusz was a 

longtime good friend of Studio Place Arts, generous with sharing his art, kind and funny. 

Originally from upstate New York, Matusz was a self-taught artist. While he always 

drew, his early career was in welding. Working as a New York state certified welder laid 

a foundation of skills and structural understanding that he later brought to sculpture. 

Drawn by the outdoors and skiing, he moved to Vermont in 1971, skiing competitively 

and coaching through the years. 

From his creative practice drawing and painting, Matusz ventured into abstract 

sculpture, using his expertise in metal. Matusz’s “Rock Solid” selections are all 

sculptures. 

Matusz brings together sticks and stone in palm-sized “Indian Chief.” Glass and metal 

and river stone converse in “The Duplicator” on loan from the Northern New England 

Museum of Contemporary Art. The aptly titled “Ancient Deity,” a piece on loan from the 

Matusz family, composed of marble and metal rods, has a primordial quality. 

Matusz’ longtime studio on Route 100 in Waitsfield village is a local landmark. His large 

works standing outdoors give the community and passing drivers a kind of public 

sculpture park. 



 

George Kurjanowicz: “Spinnaker Dreams”, Photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur 

 

In “Rock Solid” this year, several pieces evoke a lightness, almost weightlessness — an 

unexpected contrast to the heaviness of stone. 

In “Spinnaker Dreams” by George Kurjanowicz of South Barre in limestone, the slender 

form speaks to a taut sail catching the wind. In “Lost & Found” by Mark Padlo, of 

Plainfield, a large single feather of white Danby marble, seems to have drifted to earth. 

A small bird rests amid outstretched fingers in Massachusetts artist Frank Popkiewicz’s 

blue stone “Bird in Hands.” A sense of quiet pervades as a long-beaked heron takes a 

step in Barre sculptor Heather Milne Ritchie’s relief in Barre granite. 

In two beautiful nudes by Ryan Mays of Montpelier, “Swimmer” and “At Depth,” both 

reliefs in Barre gray, the sculptor sets smooth and graceful female figures against 

surrounding rough stone. 
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Upstairs at SPA, “Is That a Table Saw?” is a watercolor exploration of common 

woodworking tools by Kovaka, recipient of 2026 SPA Residency. She is looking ahead 

to using the painting in two potential book projects. 

Kovaka, who teaches Design Lab at Barre City Elementary and Middle School to junior 

high students was surprised to realize that her class is often the first time her students 

use woodworking tools. 

In her teaching, Kovaka began using sketches — her sketches of tools and also 

requiring that her students draw sketches of their proposed projects. 

 

 

Mackenzie Kovaka: “Bottom of Tool Bag”, photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur 

 

Kovaka explains in her artist’s statement that when she gave her students a painting of 

a power tool as a work sheet, “They loved it. Something about a painting of the 

bandsaw made it more approachable … By painting a tool, rather than photographing it, 

I can emphasize the forms and details that reveal how it works.” 
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Kovaka’s tools may bring to mind botanical watercolors — rich with the forms and 

functional details of these devices. 

Kovaka’s tools may bring to mind botanical watercolors — rich with the forms and 

functional details of these devices. 

 

 
 

Mark Lorah: “Mitosis”, photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur 

 

 

In “Incidental Objects,” wall art and sculptures by Lorah, of Brookfield, viewers come 

face to face with chunks and pieces of manufactured materials that often become waste 

— bits of packing material, pink Styrofoam insulation, bubble wrap, plastic mesh bags 

and more. 
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“Walking through the human made world and increasingly the ‘natural’ landscape, I am 

confronted with a disordered collection of random materials, debris and fragments of 

industrial fabrication, packaging, hardware, castoff promotional and incidental whatnots 

seemingly as ubiquitous as nitrogen in the atmosphere,” says Lorah in his artist’s 

statement. 

mgow@gmavt.net 

 

Studio Place Arts 

Studio Place Arts presents Rock Solid XXVI, through Oct. 24, Main Floor Gallery; “Is That a Table 

Saw?” watercolors by Mackenzie Kovaka, Second Floor Gallery; “Incidental Objects,” work by Mark 

Loara, Third Floor Gallery, at SPA, 201 N. Main St. in Barre. Hours are 11:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

Wednesday-Friday, 11:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. Saturday; call 802-479-7069 or go online 

to www.studioplacearts.com The Art Social with Vermont Fiddle Orchestra is 4:30 to 6 p.m. 

Saturday, Sept. 19, “Dance a Sculpture” with Sonia Plumb Dance and Company at 5 p.m. 

 

 

 

 
  

Lara Ronan: “Mother and Children”, photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur 
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