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OFFICIAL SYNOPSIS 

 
A CONVERSATION WITH DIRECTOR JENNIFER TRAINER AND 

PRODUCER NOAH BASHEVKIN  
 
Jennifer, what’s your connection to MASS MoCA? 
 
JT: In 1986 Tom Krens was the director of a small college museum called the Williams College 
Museum of Art. I met him at a cocktail party and he told me about this wild idea he had to create 
a contemporary art museum in an abandoned factory in a decrepit mill town. I was a journalist at 
the time and I wrote a story about it for The New York Times. He continued to work on it, and 
two years later, when it looked like the plan might have some legs, I was hired as the second 
employee. That was in 1988, and I was one of a small group who developed the idea over the 
next eleven years. I was there when MASS MoCA opened in 1999. I was with MASS MoCA for 
a total of 28 years.  
 
What inspired you to make MUSEUM TOWN? 
 
JT: MASS MoCA was a preposterous idea and it was really difficult to do. When we started, we 
didn’t own the buildings, we didn’t have any art, and we didn’t have any constituency. It was 
such a wild story and such a rollercoaster ride. There was state funding for a portion of the con-
struction and it went through, I think, six governors from Democrat to Republican to Democrat to 
Republican and each time we had to resell it. The whole story was so unlikely and I realized 
about halfway through that very rarely in your life—if you’re lucky—do you get the chance to 
work on something that’s so big and has such an unlikely chance of succeeding. The fact that it 
did succeed and to have been able to see that from the inside was such a gift. I knew that I 
wanted to tell that story because nobody would believe it otherwise.  
 
Perhaps the most fundamental reason I wanted to tell the story is that when you look at institu-
tions today and they seem like they’ll always be around, you don’t really know the story of how 

 
Jennifer Trainer's captivating new documentary MUSEUM TOWN tells the story of a unique  
museum, the small town it calls home, and the great risk, hope, and power of art to transform a 
desolate post-industrial city.  In 2017, MASS MoCA became the largest museum for contempo-
rary art in the world—but just three decades before, its vast brick buildings were the abandoned 
relics of a massive shuttered factory. How did such a wildly improbable transformation come to 
be? A testament to tenacity and imagination, MUSEUM TOWN traces the remarkable story of 
how a small rural Massachusetts town went from economic collapse to art mecca. Threaded 
with interviews of a diverse cast - a tattoed curator, a fabricator, former factory worker, and 
shopkeepers—the film also looks at the artistic process itself, tracking the work and ideas of cel-
ebrated artist Nick Cave as he creates his groundbreaking installation at MASS MoCA, UNTIL. 
With appearances by artists ranging from James Turrell to David Byrne, narration by Meryl 
Streep, and a soundtrack from John Stirratt of Wilco, MUSEUM TOWN captures the meeting of 
small-town USA and the global art world as it tells a tale that is, like any great artwork, soulful, 
thought-provoking and unforgettable. 



 

they actually got here. There was a time when it wasn’t obvious that MoMA or the Met would al-
ways be there. There was a risk. I wanted to tell the story of one particular institution and how it 
landed. 
 
Why do you think that it did succeed? 
 
JT: Part of it was luck. Part of it was grit and refusing to let go and give up. The project had a lot 
of smart people who loved the unlikeliness of it. It’s a real come-from-behind American story. 
What are the odds that you could actually do that? And frankly Joe Thompson [the director of 
MASS MoCA] and I, when we were doing it in the beginning, had nothing to lose. When you’re 
in your late 20s and early 30s and you don’t have kids, you can throw yourself at something.  
 
MUSEUM TOWN looks at the town of North Adams and at the influence of Sprague, the 
factory that became MASS MoCA. Why did you feel that part of the story was important 
to include? 
 
JT: North Adams illustrates the history of many New England towns. It went from a textile fac-
tory in the late 1800s, to an electronics factory at the turn of the 20th century and up to WWII, 
and now it is a factory of ideas. When I started working at MASS MoCA, every single person in 
North Adams I met for the first ten years had a connection to Sprague. What I find so poignant 
is that when Sprague closed, it drained the town in a profound way. 
 
I didn’t want to tell the story of MASS MoCA in a linear way. The history is fascinating - for ex-
ample, the story that David Byrne tells: Who would have thought that a wing-tip Republican gov-
ernor [William Weld] would be a Talking Heads fan? There is example after example of those 
kinds of twists and turns. But the way that I wanted to tell the (film) story was to follow an artist 
from beginning to end, from the day that he got off the elevator and said “Oh my God” when he 
saw the size of the gallery to actually creating the installation. And to weave through that artist’s 
trajectory the story of the kinds of workers who make MASS MoCA tick: the tool-welding, blue-
collar Brit, Richard Criddle; the tattooed curator ordering the crystals, Denise Markonish; the for-
mer factory worker who worked there 43 years and later became a volunteer at the museum, 
Ruth Yarter. The film was a threading of an artist’s journey, with the history, with the mechanics 
of how a museum works through these various characters. It could be any museum. 
 
What has been your favorite piece at MASS MoCA? The one that has been the most 
meaningful or stood out? 
 
JT: Whew. There have been 20 shows in Building Five. Ann Hamilton’s Corpus in the aftermath 
of 9.11, with the paper falling from the rafters reminiscent of the destruction of the towers, was 
such a beautiful piece. As you walked along the floor, you could hear the soft shuushing of the 
paper. Xu Bing’s Phoenix…those two enormous birds that were made from debris from the 
workers’ housing torn down for the new construction in Beijing. Spencer Finch’s Trying to Re-
member the Color of Jackie Kennedy’s Pillbox Hat. There are so many works I’ve really loved. 
 
Which has been the best-received piece in North Adams? Which has the town responded 
to the most? 
 
JT: I think people loved Xu Bing’s Phoenix, and the color of Sol LeWitt’s wall drawings. Also Na-
talie Jeremijenko’s upside-down trees. You can see from Ruth’s perspective that she enters the 



 

museum knowing nothing about contemporary art but by the end of the film and the end of her 
life, she has a real appreciation for it even though she doesn’t always understand it.  
In some ways I don’t think that the town responds to the art as much as one would hope. But 
they do respond to the buildings, and to the fact that the buildings were saved. 
 
How is North Adams doing these days? 
 
JT: It depends whom you’re talking to. I think that overall there’s a sense of hope right now. As 
Simeon Bruner, the architect, says in the film, “Whereas we saw it as a decaying town, young 
people today see it as a place of opportunity.” The question is, “What next?” He doesn’t know if 
North Adams has figured out what there should be ‘more’ of, but there is hope. Every single 
time a store or a bar opens, it’s front-page news. 
 
NB: The same kinds of social ills that are plaguing a lot of the country’s rural communities can 
be found in North Adams. There’s improvement from the 1980s and 1990s but it’s still very 
much a town in recovery. The museum has not been some sort of panacea. The conditions are 
what they are. One of the themes the film explores is the ways in which art can be a co-con-
spirator and collaborator in the development and restoration of communities. The story doesn’t 
have to be one of gentrification and displacement. We want to ask: How can the arts be directed 
to redeveloping communities that have been run down by historical and social forces? 
 
JT: If you pull back, in some ways this is a film about risk. Obviously the museum itself was a 
great risk but it’s also a story of financial risk, of artistic risk. Building Five is the size of a football 
field. It’s overwhelming. The first show there was Tim Hawkinson’s Uberorgan. He sketched a 
concept on a piece of paper—it’s a cliché—and when we said, “Yes, you’ve got $50,000 to real-
ize it,” he went home and said, “Oh my God, now how do I do that?!” There’s the political risk 
too. Governors Michael Dukakis, William Weld, Jane Swift: They all had to get behind a seem-
ingly preposterous idea. Contemporary art was about as popular as camel wrestling. It’s not the 
number-one tourism attraction anywhere. 
 
The scale does seem to be one of the most defining elements of MASS MoCA. If you’re 
an artist, by definition it’s asking you to come up with big ideas. 
 
JT: Yes. Though it was phased. It opened a lot smaller. It did have Building Five, the football 
field sized gallery. But it didn’t have Building Six yet, nor any of those outdoor spaces where the 
music festivals take place. That area wasn’t even cleaned up for the first ten years. So it has 
been a 20-year evolution. 
 
NB: One word that I wanted to add as we’re thinking about what MASS MoCA is and how it was 
sold in the town is “monument.” And what it’s a monument to. I think a lot of the way that we 
treat the buildings in the film is a commemoration or remembrance of a version of the town and 
a version of our economy that has passed away. A lot of what we’re looking at in the film is what 
we can do to move communities like North Adams into the future and the role of art in moving 
things forward. You see that push and pull in the buildings themselves. MASS MoCA didn’t 
knock down the buildings. It’s not this huge antithesis to the town, it’s a monument to the labor 
and the culture that was built in the town.  
 
JT: When we were starting the film, I knew that I wanted a number of key characters. The build-
ings were a character as well, because the buildings inform every single thing that’s done at 



 

MASS MoCA, they’re willful. These galleries have hundreds of windows. Some of the galleries 
have pink walls because that’s where the ladies’ rooms were! The buildings inform every single 
thing that the curators do. I get tears at the end of the film when I listen to Jane Swift talk about 
the values that were embedded in those buildings.  
 
When I would walk through Sprague and it was this abandoned factory, it really felt like I was in 
Sienna or some medieval walled Italian city. There were 28 buildings on 13 acres. Two rivers 
run through the property. There are three bridges, two moats. It feels like a world unto itself.  
 
What is your hope for MUSEUM TOWN on its release? 
 
JT: I hope that people are entertained. I hope that they see MASS MoCA as hopeful, and an ex-
ample. MASS MoCA is a bunch of people working to do extraordinary things. I hope that they 
will see it not as, “That happened there” but as, “Maybe that could happen here.” And I hope 
that people realize that it’s an awesome soundtrack! Music and performing arts are half of 
MASS MoCA’s program and it was so important to me that the music be fantastic. We want 
people to experience viscerally what it feels like to be there. 
 
NB: We want people to come away with a new example to feed into conversations that they are 
already having about gentrification, about development, about rural America and the path for-
ward. 
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Country of Origin: United States of America 
THE OFFICE performing arts + film, Inc. is the author of this 
motion picture for the purposes of U.S. copyright law and the 
Berne Convention, as well as other international laws giving 

effect thereto. 
 

The characters and events portrayed in this motion picture 
are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead, 

or to actual events is purely coincidental. 
 

Ownership of this motion picture is protected under the laws 
of the United States of America and other countries. Any un-
authorized duplication, distribution or exhibition of this motion 
picture or any part thereof (including soundtrack) could result 

in criminal prosecution as well as civil liability. 
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