   In April 2007, English Professor Mary Carroll-Hackett and poet Liam Rector discussed the possibilities of putting together an art exhibit that brought the art of poetry and book art together into one medium. In November 2009, that goal was achieved.

   On Nov. 6, Somewhere Far From Habit: The Poet & The Artist’s Book premiered at the Menard Gallery in Cambridge, Massachusetts. A project that was made possible by Longwood University students and staff is now sitting in Harvard Square.

   Carroll-Hackett had a special place for this art concept in her heart for a solid two years before it was manifested. It was born during a conversation with a close friend on a spring evening. Carroll-Hackett describes Liam Rector as her “mentor and literary father.” Rector was a native Virginian with no undergraduate degree. When he was just twenty-four years old, he entered Johns Hopkins University’s graduate office with nothing but a handful of his poems and talked them into letting him into their graduate program based nothing but his work, character, and apparently his persuasion skills.        

   When he finished at Johns Hopkins, Rector wrote a proposal for an outreach program for the Folgers Shakespeare Library. He told them they needed a program like the one he had drawn up, and they agreed. Then, he informed them on why he was the person who needed to run the program; and he did. Carroll-Hackett said, “ He followed the Jeffersonian edict ‘govern or be governed’. He also truly believed that artists should be taking care of the business of art, and that includes taking care of each other.”

   Liam Rector passed away in August of 2007, and this merging of book art and poetry was the last concept that he and Mary Carroll-Hackett had discussed. She described the concept, “These were two communities [book art and poetry] absolutely loved the same thing, and that was the book. Poets and their words and book artists and the physical manifestation of a book and what it could be and all the possibility it represented.” Carroll-Hackett explains that she didn’t understand why these two communities hadn’t come together. Rector was the first person she discussed the exhibit idea with, and he was also the first poet who gave her permission to use his work.

 Carroll-Hackett said that after Liam’s death “there was no way the show was not going to happen. For me, it was a tribute to his legacy, but also me rising to the challenge that he laid out … We as artists need to govern or be governed, we need to make decisions for the success of our own fields, and sometimes it’s going mean collaboration.”

   Carroll-Hackett has big aspirations for this show, and taking it all the way to Harvard Square was not without reason. She wanted to build Longwood a national representation for the arts, which means this show had to go somewhere bigger than Farmville; it had to go to national forum. She also chose Cambridge because, following his undergraduate at Johns Hopkins and working at the Folgers Shakespeare Library, Liam received a master’s degree in public administration at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard. Carroll-Hackett smiled and said, “He loved being a white trash farm boy who had made it to Harvard Square.” She felt that, in a sense, bringing Somewhere Far From Habit to Harvard was like taking Liam home.

   Mary Carroll-Hackett’s dream exhibit did not come without some controversy. Artist Richard Minsky pushed the artistic envelope with his piece “Freedom of Choice.”

Although most of the artists chose one poem and responded to it, Minsky decided to respond to three of Lucie Brock-Broido’s poems. The first poem is called “Freedom of Speech,” which is about Liam Rector. The second poem, “Boy at the Border of His Own Allegory,” is about teenage suicide. The last poem is about electrocution, and it’s titled “Bodhisattva.” Minsky incorporated each of these concepts into his artwork. Carroll-Hackett said, “It’s about suicide, it’s about choice.” 

   The piece features a life-size electric chair adorned with a shotgun, a samurai sword, a vile of poison, a prescription bottle, a syringe, and razor blades. The chair itself has optional hookup to a 12-volt battery. Brock-Broido’s poems are in a handmade book that is chained to the seat. That book also includes blank pages that the artist encourages viewers to fill with what they consider their last words would be. In addition, you have the option to listen to the artist read the poems through an mp3 player attached to the seat while you sit in the electric chair. 

   The fuss over “Freedom of Choice” didn’t start until Minsky refused to exhibit the piece to the public unless the shotgun was live and loaded. He found it necessary for the message of the piece. Many people found this art piece shocking incorporating the electric chair alone, but when a live shotgun was involved, it just wouldn’t fly. Eventually, Minsky had to seal it.

   “The controversy is because we don’t want to talk about suicide,” Carroll-Hackett explains, “We don’t want to talk about euthanasia. We don’t want to talk about the choices people might make in ending their own lives. The artist was looking for a level of discomfort, and I think he achieved it.”

   After two years in the making, Mary Carroll-Hackett and her co-curators have high hopes for Somewhere Far From Habit. Carroll-Hackett’s goal for the show is to advance both arts, book art and poetry, and she wants Longwood students to see is that no idea is too big. She said jokingly, “My close friends say that the most dangerous thing that can come out of my mouth is ‘I have an idea.’” She advises to not put the grand ideas away just because you cant do them right now, and don’t think that you can’t make life out of things that you’re actually passionate about. “These are two of my favorite things in the world, and to have them brought together was just what I said at the opening of the gallery, which was ‘you’re standing in the middle of a dream come true.’” 

   Carroll-Hackett said that the fact that she cared so much about the show concept and the art forms gave her the staying power to do the work for such an extended period of time. She concludes by saying, “I hope that Longwood students see the scope of this thing that grew out of Grainger 112. I want them to believe in possibility.”

   Somewhere Far From Habit will be available for viewing at the Longwood Center for the Visual Arts in late January (a specific date has not yet been set). Mary Carroll-Hackett would also like to thank her co-curators for all of their help and support with this show. They are as follows: Kerri Cushman, Catherine Parnell, Michael Sheldon, Erica Mena, Edd Howarth, Courtney Gomez Odom, Alex L. Odom, Kevin Mooney, and all of the galleries, volunteers, students, businesses, poets, and artists that made this exhibit possible. 

