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ADOLESCENCE IS SUSAN RODGERSON’S CANVAS,

AS SHE CELEBRATES 20 YEARS OF CRAFTING

YOUNG ARTISTS. BY JARED BOWEN
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(AFH) is unexpected. She never imag-
ined she’d give Boston students the opportunity
to blossom as working artists. She didn’t foresee
that a collaborative painting project she started
in a Boston middle school 20 years ago would one
day have its own gleaming headquarters, the
EpiCenter in the Fort Point Arts District.
Rodgerson looks back on her efforts with refresh-
ing humility: ¥l been wonderful, but I'm glad I
didn’t know ali€ad of time what it would take,
because I wouldhave been scared.”

In 1990, Rodgerson founded AFH with a simple
goal. A painterherself, she wanted to give urban
teenagers an oulet and an opportunity. “I needed
to expose underserved kids to the creative pro-
cess,” says Rodgerson, who now serves as AFH’s
executive and artistic director, “which would
inspire them to see the world differently and see
what’s possible.” To Rodgerson’s delight, her mis-
sion resonated. What began as a program for six
kids has ballooned into a large-scale enterprise.
The after-school and summer programs employ
250 teenagers annually as paid apprentices,

52 BOSTONCOMMON-MAGAZINE.COM

y her own admission, Susan Rodgerson’s *
legacy in founding Artists For Humanity
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mentored by professional artists to create fine
art, industrial design and digital graphics.
“There’s no selection process for academic or
artistic level,” Rodgerson explains. Instead
AFH simply asks, “Can you

Chair lift:
Rodgerson with an
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paint and I get paid for that?” McDonald
remembers thinking when she landed at AFH
three years ago. “I was in awe, because that
didn’t sound like a job at all.” She later realized,
“The idea is to take kids off the street and give
them something to do.”

Now an AFH alum, McDonald is one of
many students to design and paint a series of
chairs that will be the centerpiece of AFH’s
20th anniversary gala, titled Have a Seat. The
gala is AFHs first, and it is attracting eminent
hosts Carolyn and Peter Lynch, Boston Public
Schools superintendent Carol Johnson and
Museum of Fine Arts director Malcolm Rogers.
“Iwanted to be involved inrecognizing Susan’s

work and AFH’s achievements,”

work and can you work hard?” 113 m . Rogers says. “Empowering and
eidea

The work consists of projects

employing Boston teens for 20

commissioned by individuals iS tO take years is something to be
and public and private entities kids 0 celebrated.”

like Blue Cross Blue Shield,

Rogerson’s inspiration for the

which recently paid $15,000 for a the S tTeet gala is the belief that drives her
relief sculpture to be hung in its and give work at AFH—that everyone,

Hingham offices. The artwork is

produced by teenagers men- them

including youth, deserves a seat
at the table. The chairs recall the

tored at and working for Artists Someth’in nascent days of AFH, when the
For Humanity. “The first piece t 0 d 0 ”” middle-school-aged cofounders

they do is a self-portrait with a
mirror.” Rodgerson says. “It’s
frightening standing in front of a blank canvas,
but if they want the job they’ve got to do it.”

Nia McDonald, who graduated from Boston
Latin School this spring and now attends Boston
University, was one of those students. “I just

ofthe group metin her studio and
transformed old mismatched
chairsinto art objects. Now they get to celebrate
20 years of transforming teens into artists.
Have a Seat takes place at 7 pi on November T1.
AFH EpiCenter, 100 W. Second St. For tickets,
call 617-268-7620. BC
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