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LIKE ANY SELF-RESPECTING PENN STATER, I’VE BEEN 
to the Central Pennsylvania Festival of the Arts a few bazil-
lion times. I’ve eaten the funnel cakes, strolled the booths, 
bought the framed photos and the earrings. But I never 
gave much thought to how the artists in those booths are 
picked—until this year, when I was asked to help pick them.

Right away, you may be wondering what the heck I know 
about art that qualifies me to be a juror for the arts festival. 
I have no idea, really. It could be that festival director Rick 
Bryant, who invited me to serve, knows of my lifelong inter-
est in photog-
raphy. It could 
be that my 
job intersects 
often with the 
world of art and 
design. It could 
be that I have 
a special per-
spective from 
having gone 
to the festival 
since the mid-
1970s. It could be that the first 17 people he asked turned 
him down.

Whatever the case, in February I joined four other 
jurors—a fiber artist from Rochester, N.Y., a painter from 
Pittsburgh, a Kent State art prof who works in jewelry and 
metals, and a potter who’s doing cool architectural restora-
tions in Philadelphia’s Brewerytown neighborhood—on 
campus for two days to look at, and pass judgment on, a few 
thousand images from would-be sidewalk-sale artists.

The artists—about 900 applicants, competing for about 
250 slots—had each submitted four color images of their 
work, plus a “booth shot” to give us a sense of how big their 
art is and how professionally they present it. For each appli-
cant, an arts festival staffer would project the images across 
five big screens while a volunteer read us the applicant’s art-
ist statement. We’d study the images in silence, then enter 
a score onto our laptops. None of us knew the name of the 
artist, and none of us could see the other jurors’ scores. 

We went by category, starting with basketry (three 
entries) and ending with wood (47). Jewelry was the killer 
category, with 176 entries to review. 

I did feel underqualified to judge at times. Sometimes I 
didn’t even understand the artists’ statements. Does Rick 

realize I have no idea what it means that a bowl 
was salt-fired to cone 11? Or that the artist used 
a gutta process, shibori patterning, or tig welding? 
But I knew enough to recognize when, say, the art showed 
technical virtuosity but the subject matter was clichéd. Or 
sometimes I’d think, “That one does nothing for me, but 
I’ve seen that guy’s booth in the past, and it always attracts 
a crowd.” Mostly I found myself impressed by art that rose 
way above the ordinary—or, as the Ohio juror said at lunch 
on the first day: “I want to be surprised.”

In the end, it was an overwhelming parade of art: hand-
made bow ties, whimsical felted cats, watercolor paintings 
of Venice, leather-and-feather purses, underwater photos of 

sea turtles, wristwatches 
made of wood, the guy 
with the banana photos, 
rose gold pendants, wal-
lets made from tilapia fish 
leather, freestanding metal 
sculptures of giraffes. Half 
of me was concentrating 
on the task at hand—rating 
the art—while the other 
half of me was dreaming of 
July and thinking, “Oooh, 
I want that, and that, and 
that, and that.” It was hard 
not to blurt out, “Oh wow,” 
when a particularly stun-

ning piece of art went up on the screen.
I can’t wait to see all of this stuff in person at the arts 

festival, which runs July 10–14. And I will indeed see it all: 
Part of our responsibility as jurors is to visit each and every 
booth, clipboard in hand, introduce ourselves to the art-
ists, and score the art again—this time to determine which 
ones get the various “best in show” awards. By the time I’m 
finished with that, I suspect I’ll have one of two reactions: 
Either I’ll never want to look at a handcrafted bowl or brace-
let or belt ever again, or I’ll go racing back to the booths, this 
time clutching my Visa card.

Tina Hay ’83 Bus, editor
tinahay@psu.edu

Serving as one of the jurors for this year’s arts festival 
was a fun—and daunting—task.
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