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Visual Art Center of New Jersey
Hosts Annual Members’ Show, Sale

Westfield Artist Laura Brown Receives Honorable Mention

Laura Brown, Twilight Snow, Oil, 2008

UCC Presents Cowboy Spoof
‘Flaming Guns’ Comedy

CRANFORD — The Theater
Project, Union County College’s Pro-
fessional Theater Company, will
present the New Jersey premiere of
Flaming Guns of the Purple Sage, an
offbeat comedy by Jane Martin, run-
ning July 10 through August 3 and
directed by Mark Spina.

Outrageous characters blow in like
a cyclone convention at Big 8’s ab-
surd Wyoming retreat for convalesc-
ing broncobusters. The arrival of a
shocking woman named Shedevil
and a one-eyed Ukrainian biker
named Black Dog ushers in outra-
geous violence and horror in this
shoot ’em up, knock ’em up, cut ’em
up comic romp that roasts the cow-
boy mentality of pulp western writ-
ers like Zane Grey.

Please note: this production spoofs
rodeo queens, cowboy movies, bad
guys, true love and grotesque true
crime dramas, contains adult language
and themes and is not meant for chil-
dren.

Performances are Thursdays, Fri-
days and Saturdays at 8 p.m. and
Sundays at 3 p.m. General admission
tickets are $22 and student tickets are
$10. On Thursdays all tickets are $15.
To purchase, call Brown Paper Tick-
ets at (800) 383-3006, or visit
brownpapertickets.com. For general
information, call (908) 659-5189 or
visit thetheaterproject.org.

The Theater Project’s 75-seat venue
can accommodate up to 12 wheel-
chairs. The seating also allows for
companion and seeing-eye dogs.

The Theater Project will offer an
audio described performance held on
Thursday, July 10 at 8 p.m.

Large print programs are available
upon request and audio-taped pro-
grams can be made available upon
three weeks prior notice.

Mr. Laughs Wins Audience
Choice, Best Documentary

WESTFIELD — Gregory
Principato of Westfield, director of
the documentary about the life of
actor/comedian Sal Richards, Mr.
Laughs, A Look Behind the Curtain,
celebrated the film’s second victory
by winning Best Documentary at the
Staten Island Film Festival awards
ceremony, held on June 9.

Earlier this year, the feature film
was highly received at its first-ever
public screening as part of The Con-
necticut Film Festival in Danbury
and was chosen as the Audience
Choice – Best Documentary.

So far, the documentary has won
two awards consecutively and is cur-
rently up for consideration at other
film festivals throughout the nation.

“We are waiting to hear from other

film festivals to see where it will be
screened next. We are also in nego-
tiations with Cinetic Media for dis-
tribution,” Mr. Principato said.

The film is a family affair. It stars
acclaimed performer Sal Richards,
his wife RoseAnn and son, actor/
comedian Guy Richards. It was also
collaboration between Mr. Principato
and his brother, Douglas Principato,
who composed most of the original
musical score for the film.

“We were absolutely thrilled when
we heard our name called for Best
Documentary,” Mr. Richards said.

Mr. Principato recalled how he
heard about the film’s win. “I was
outside waiting to park my car, when
a friend of mine waved me down and
said, ‘Come on, they just called your
name!’”

Mr. Principato admitted, “I ran in
there all disheveled from the car
ride. Shocked, I busted into the cer-
emony as Sal was accepting the
award. I must have looked like a
crazy man!”

Mr. Laughs is Mr. Principato’s first
project as director for a feature film,
although he is not new to the film
industry. Mr. Principato has worked
for 16 years as a cameraman on movie
sets, including The Private Lives of
Pippa Lee, Swim Fan, IQ, Stuart
Little, Addicted to Love, The Ice
Storm, Kilronan, Extreme Measures,
Grace of My Heart, Bed of Roses,
Jumanji, I’m Not Rappaport and Die
Hard: With A Vengeance.

He has also worked in television on
“Cashmere Mafia,” “Law & Order,”
“Law & Order: Criminal Intent,”
“Madigan Men,” “Welcome to New
York,” “Talk to Me” and “Spin City.”
In addition, Mr. Principato has di-
rected theatre and commercials.

Through much hardship and per-
sistence, Mr. Richards has triumphed
to become an acclaimed performer
still working the scene today.

“This movie definitely shows he’s
not perfect, but in the end, you root for
him and want him to succeed. That’s
the human side, the look behind the
curtain,” the director explained.

 For more information about the
film, call (908) 656-6419.

By MARYLOU MORANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SUMMIT — One has only to view
the Visual Art Center of New Jersey’s
(VACNJ) annual Members’ Show and
Sale (MSS) to realize this entity is one
of the state’s true artistic gems.

This year’s show, which includes
more than 200 pieces of art created by
VACNJ members and students, will be
on exhibit through July 18.

From a viewer’s perspective, it is
nothing short of awe-inspiring to see so
much talent collected in one place at
one time, and one is dwarfed, both in
stature and ability, when surrounded by
so much creative genius.

As in previous years, the 2008 show
features art in all media, including paint-
ing, collage, sculpture, drawing, jew-
elry, photography and other art forms.
VACNJ’s staff has arranged the artwork
in categories, so each artistic medium
can be viewed and appreciated within its
own grouping and among its own peers.

Awards were given in the catego-
ries of photography, watercolor,
sculpture, ceramics, portraiture, pas-
tel, innovative expressions and/or me-
dia, best in show, honorable mention
and merit.

Laura Brown of Westfield received
an Honorable Mention Promise
Award for her oil painting, “Twilight
Snow.”

This accolade is awarded to an art-
ist whose work is emerging and shows
promise.

“The painting is semi-realistic, so
it isn’t of a specific place,” she said.

Ms. Brown, an illustrator, works

out of a studio in her home, where she
also gives private lessons.

Chris Pacio of Watchung won the
Curtis Hillyer Memorial Watercolor
Award; Dorothy Fine of Berkeley
Heights won the Pastel Award, and
Elissa F. Merkl of Gillette won an
Honorable Mention award. Edwin
Ramoran, Director of Exhibitions and
Programs at Aljira, a Center for Con-
temporary Art in Newark, judged this
year’s MMS.

“My role as judge for this exhibi-
tion allows for an opportunity to high-
light exceptional works of art from

Westfield Band Victory Gin Adds
Alt-Country Flavor to Crossroads

By ERIC NIERSTEDT
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

GARWOOD — The Crossroads, a
venue that is usually filled with the
sounds of energetic rock music and
jazz, became home to a medley of
banjos, mandolins and even a wash-
board as alt-country band Victory Gin,
featuring three members from
Westfield, took the stage following
folk band The Wandering Bards.

The four-piece band brought the
audience a folky, but still hard-edged,
show despite having a nearly all-
acoustic lineup.

Beginning with a quick succession
of musical battles with each other, the
band performed together with ease
and camaraderie.

Banjoist Jeff Wilson cut to the front
with quick-plucked banjo lines and
sang the majority of the songs.

Guitarist Jim DeWitt, who only sang
on a few songs, managed to make him-
self a presence providing banter and a
subtle acoustic guitar while looking as
if he was having the time of his life.

Bassist Gary Szymanski, the only
member with an electric instrument,
and drummer Joe Larsen provided
near-perfection rhythm that varied
between Johnny Cash “locomotive-
style” and more rock efforts.

Mr. Szymanski endeared himself to
the audience between songs, talking to
the crowd between swigs of beer.

His ease with extemporaneous ban-
ter came in handy when Mr. DeWitt
was forced to stop and fix a broken
string. The band easily shifted into a
quick jam while Mr. DeWitt replaced
the string.

Victory Gin brought a few other
surprises with them as well. One song
found them accompanied by Wan-
dering Bards frontman Kenny Allen,
who played washboard from his seat
in front of the stage. The band also
played a new song, “Engineer of Your
Heart,” from its upcoming album.

Despite playing country-style music
in a region that supposedly despises it,
Victory Gin said its music has gone
over well in all their performances.

“We got booked for a year in one
club because we went up for open
mic night,” Mr. Szymanski recalled.
“Our audience has ranged from five
to 50, and everybody always has a
good time.”

Mr. Szymanski and Mr. DeWitt,
who started the band by jamming in
Asbury Park, said there has always
been a slight country vibe to their
music, “but it really didn’t become
what it is now until we got Jeff in the
band,” Mr. DeWitt said.

As for Joe, the band considered him
its only choice for a drummer “be-
cause we didn’t know anyone else,”
Mr. Szymanski added with a laugh.

“I was kinda hesitant when I first
heard about it,” Mr. Larsen, who has
played with a variety of bands, re-
membered. “I wasn’t really into ‘alt-
country,’ but I just heard them and

decided I wanted in.”
Victory Gin has played shows in

New Jersey (mostly in South Jersey),
New York and Boston. They have

also been signed to the Nashville Noir
label, although the signing brought a
couple of stories along with it.

“They were gonna have us come
down and do a showcase,” Mr. DeWitt
said. “And of course, it fell on Jeff’s
wedding day, so we obviously

couldn’t do it.”
“We all hated Jeff for a long time

after that,” he added with a laugh.
The signing also brought the band’s

songs into Sony’s “Techno Remix”
contest in which people create dance
remixes of various songs.

“The label got us involved in it, and

Scotch Plains Gospel Band
Opens NJPAC Concert Series

SCOTCH PLAINS — From jazz,
blues, gospel and reggae to beats
from Africa, soul, R&B, funk and
hip-hop, to electronica, salsa and
pop/rock, NJPAC’s Chase Sounds of
the City brings a genre-bending party
to the New Jersey Performing Arts
Center’s Theater Square this sum-
mer.

A total of 29 bands will perform
over nine Thursday evenings and
one Friday evening. The free out-
door music series kicks off tonight,
July 3, and runs every Thursday
evening through August 28 and 29,
from 5 to 9:45 p.m.

Different groups will entertain the
after-work crowd, local residents,
families and other concertgoers from
around the region.

The series will kick off its 10th
season with a special evening that
brings Jubilation, a Scotch Plains
gospel choir committed to African-
American sacred music, back to
NJPAC. The group has gone on to
perform widely on its own through-
out the area.

Jubilation has also performed with
Queen Latifah, Michael Bolton,
Cissy Houston and Dorothy
Norwood, among others.

Also on the stage opening night
will be contemporary jazz group
Berkana, featuring Nat Janoff, ex-
ploring jazz influences in the jam
band genre of music, and Newark
singer and songwriter Andre, whose
sound blends old-school and new-
school R&B. Andre has performed
with such notables as Carl Thomas,
Boyz II Men, India Arie, Naughty by
Nature, The Temptations, Brian
McKnight, Frankie Beverly and Patti
Labelle, among others.

Many of the Chase Sounds of the
City artists are New Jersey-based.
Towns represented include Scotch
Plains, Roselle, Jersey City,
Roseland, Bloomfield,
Hackettstown,  Irvington, Union
City, Hoboken and East Orange.

For more information, call the
Chase Sounds of the City hotline at
(973) 353-8046 or visit the NJPAC
Web site at njpac.org.

the brilliant submissions,” Mr.
Ramoran said. “I am proud of the
works I chose and congratulate the
artists who produced them.

“These artists take risks, and their
works elicit emotional responses as
well as feed the curiosity in art-mak-
ing processes and techniques,” he con-
tinued.

VACNJ’s gallery hours are Monday
to Thursday, 9:30 a.m. to 8 p. m.; Fri-
day, 9:30 a m. to 5 p.m.; and weekends,
10 a.m. to 4 p.m.

A suggested donation of $5 for adults
and $3 for seniors and children is sug-
gested for admission.

More information about VACNJ can
be found on artcenternj.org.

Westfield Elem. Students
Perform Wackadoo Zoo
WESTFIELD — On Wednesday,

July 9, at 7 p.m., third, fourth and fifth
graders in the Westfield school system
will present a children’s musical.

The production, Wackadoo Zoo,
which takes place at Westfield High
School, examines the inherent differ-
ences in everyone but encourages
people to accept who they are.

The students represent all Westfield
elementary schools.

This play is under the direction of
Karen Yula, vocal music teacher at
Jerfferson School, and Kristine Smith-
Morasso, music teacher at Edison
Middle School. The performance is
free to the public.

actually, some of them were pretty
good,” Mr. Wilson said. “Of course,
some were terrible. Still, how many
times are you gonna hear alt-country

with a dance beat to it?”
The band may go to Nashville soon

to record its next album. They plan to
be very involved in it, as they worked
over all the pre-production of their
previous album, recorded at New
Jersey’s Cellar Dweller Studios.

Despite the closeness such work
brings, the band said there is no fric-
tion between any members.

“Things go really smoothly for us,”
Mr. Szymanskisaid. “The songs flow
like beer, and we just try to enjoy the
shows and have fun. And get girls, of
course.”

“The songs flow like beer, and we just try to enjoy the shows
and have fun...”

~Bassist Gary Szymanski

VICTORY GIN BLOSSOMS...Comprised of three Westfield residents, Victory
Gin has brought an alt-country-inspired sound that has caught on in places like
The Crossroads in Garwood.


