Tyler County Art League

Art doesn’t just happen.  Most  artists usually  work alone in their home or studio. Because creation is so often done in private, most people who have never faced a blank canvas or sheet of paper think that inspiration just flows effortlessly  onto the medium until a work of art is created. After all, the only thing the patron usually sees is the finished product. Well, folks, it just doesn’t happen that way. Artists work many hours at times to translate their vision into a finished work of art.


An Art Gallery doesn’t just happen, either. Before the first painting is hung on the walls, many volunteers have spent hundreds of hours making it possible. Translating the vision of an art gallery for Tyler County into reality must be a labor of love. Thanks to the vision and tireless work of members of the Tyler County Art League, that dream is now a reality.


Artistic Expressions Gallery, located in downtown Woodville and owned by Tyler County Art League, is filled with art representing the talent of over 60 artists, an amazing number when you consider that just a little less than two years ago, there was no Tyler County Art League and no Gallery.


“In October 2002, a few artists got together to talk about the idea and concept of starting an art league,” Judith Haney, Art League president explained. “With researching and asking surrounding Art Leagues about how to do it, our group decided to do it on our own.” On February 18, 2003 the Tyler County Art League was officially born.


Tyler County Dogwood Festival of the Arts was the first event the group officially participated in. They were two weeks old at the time.


“Mainly, we participated in 2003 just to let people know that Tyler County had an Art League,” Haney said. The League had a total of eight members at that time. After the Festival, the group grew to 15 members.


One of the League’s major goals from the beginning was to make art available to the community, to educate the community in different creative arts and to establish a place where artists could work with the children of the community to pass on the creative legacy of local artists. These were long term goals of the small group, who had no idea how quickly they would make this dream a reality.


“We got an opportunity in August, 2003, to rent this facility (the current Gallery building) from the Warfields,” Haney said. “We got a private grant that will gave us our first year’s rent.


“Our motto has been ‘don’t run faster than our guardian angel can fly’ and our guardian angel said, ‘jump off a little and I’ll catch you,’ so it was almost like a win-win situation.”


The Gallery opened October 4, 2003, with a ribbon cutting ceremony. Membership had also grown, at that time, to 50 members. Membership is now over 150.


Tyler County Art League doesn’t focus exclusively on the visual arts. The decision from that first meeting was to include all the creative disciplines, including performing arts and literary art. Area artists have responded to the opportunity to showcase their work with enthusiasm.


“We have gotten really tremendous support from the area artists who are delighted to have a place to show off their work and to sell,” Haney said.


The League has also had 
a tremendous amount of 
support from the community in terms of funding.


“We are in the process of looking at grants to expand,” Haney said. The Gallery has been so successful in attracting artists that the display area is already filled with art.


The Gallery also offers art classes for both adults and youth. These classes are very popular and attendance is growing quickly.


“One of the plans we have for the summer is doing some week-long art camps for kids,” Haney explained. “Not just in painting and drawing and weaving and those things, but in performing arts and some others.” These camps would give area children something to do within the community.

“We’ve also been teaming up with other groups and organizations - Chamber of Commerce, Heritage Village, Triple Creek RV park, downtown merchants  - and doing some things together,” Haney said. The Festival or the Arts, the first weekend of the annual Tyler County Dogwood Festival, is a good example of this community cooperation. Artists from the Tyler County Art League will show their work and do demonstrations so people can see artists in action while they are touring the grounds during the Festival.


“Another example would be having people come when they are touring the downtown area  and we’re doing refreshments and having demonstrating artists,” Haney said.


Another cooperative effort for the League has been participation in a school program called ARTS (Art Resource Team in Schools). The League has provided art classes and instructors for that program.


“We’ve had different people going into the schools and teaching a class with the kids or demonstrating what the artist does,” Haney said.


One of the original interests in forming the Art League was the Chamber of Commerce wanting to do murals in Woodville.  Haney said that idea is not dead.


“We have the buildings and now that we have a couple of years under our belts, people should start seeing some mural projects start to happen,” she said. The league completed work this year with murals on the windows that have been filled in with plywood on the alley side of the Art League building. These Murals, painted by local artists, depict scenes one might see if they were looking through actual windows into the Gallery.


The Art League, through the Gallery, has already achieved many goals. One of the primary purposes of the League from the beginning was to promote the Art League through the showcasing of outstanding works of art by the League’s artisan members, expanding the public’s awareness and knowledge of the League and its mission in the community. That goal was met when the Gallery opened its doors in 2003. 


The League also seeks to showcase artists through exhibitions and juried competitions. Two years ago,  long-time local artist Doretta Gilchriest was showcased in a retrospective show of her work. Another long-time local Artist, Sid Owens, who died last year, was also featured  in a show featuring his Western  Art.


“We are going to start work on the County Mural Project in earnest in 2006,” Haney explained. “We want to sponsor and promote appreciation of Tyler County Heritage and culture through these murals.”


Work on “Artistic Peek,” a series of five murals designed and painted by local artists depicting the world of art found in the Gallery has been completed. “Fantasy Garden,” a mural designed and painted by the Saturday Art Club for Kids is in the works.


Other mural projects planned include “Historical Places” depicting the old courthouse facade and other Historical landmarks, painted on the side of the Dollar General Store facing Woodville VFD; and, “Dogwood Days,” to be painted on Jarrotts Drug Store in Woodville.


Clearly, Tyler County Art League and their Artistic Expressions Gallery are a real asset to Tyler County.


Haney said that 2005 focused on bringing the arts to the community in several ways, including the mural projects.


“Art in the Alley” murals consisted of five individual murals located on the building housing the TCAL Fine Art Centre and Gallery,” Haney explained. “These five murals were a gift to the community and depict artists at work, the sounds of musicians, the legacy of art given to the county youth and the appreciation of works of art by the general public.


“This project was funded by the Texas  Commission for the Arts, The Tyler County Art League and private donations.” 


Haney said the Art League also partnered with the Tyler County Hospital Emergency Staff to transform the sterile pediatric emergency room into an underwater environment. 


The third mural executed this year was a 26 foot wingspan eagle commissioned for Woodville ISD. The project symbolizes the Eagle pride in the state level achievements for the school’s students. 


“The Gallery has evolved into a favorite field trip destination for local school children. During visits to the gallery, students have a variety of art appreciation opportunities through a  study of ever changing art exhibitions, mini workshops led by professional artists and inspirations for creative writing experiences,” Haney explained. 


In an effort to equally develop the performing arts disciplines in the community, TCAL kicked off its monthly family concerts last year. To date, Native American flutist Maurice Bigham and acoustic guitarist, Steve DeVries has, literally, packed the house. The tentative 2006 schedule will feature jazz, bluegrass and C&W concerts as well as theatre opportunities.


Haney believes that it was just the right time for the arts in our area.


“I think it was the right time for this organization,” Haney said. 


“I think the community and the artists see that Tyler County is a jewel that offers so much other areas don’t offer.”


One of those things is a Gallery filled with inspiring art.
