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The Traveling Art Show 

 

 I have never considered myself an art connoisseur nor even an art lover. At best I was a 

casual art consumer, having enjoyed looking at some paintings here and there but never 

deriving that special elation which grips some when viewing certain works of art. I can recall 

standing before a famous, indeed, a world-famous work of art, and not feeling much; I was not 

touched nor transported. I further remember being somewhat put out as I was in a famous, 

indeed, a world-famous museum, and had a hard time viewing the work for the crowd that was 

jostling around it. We’ve all seen this before, I thought on that particular occasion. Now, here in 

my small town, the availability of such famous works of art was, naturally, non-existent, our 

town didn’t even boast a single art gallery. What we did have artistically speaking–as most 

small towns do–was the town mural. This specimen of ours showed (as most of their ilk do) a 

montage of local historic locations: the old courthouse, a steam train chugging along, and some 

other apparently important pieces of architecture whose original function I couldn’t discern 

from what was depicted. Leaving aside the aesthetic merits of this work, the mural–like the 

world-famous work I had glimpsed in the world-famous museum–was famous in our small town 

and thus, from my perspective, suffered for it. I had seen it countless times in my travels 

through town, as no doubt did everyone else who lived here. Anyone just passing through 

would also have at least caught a glimpse of it, painted as it was on the side of the used 

bookstore which stood on one of the corners of the four way stop. As with the world-famous 

piece of artwork I thought of this small-town famous piece of artwork: We’ve all seen this 

before. This sentiment wasn’t exclusive to my encounters with artistic phenomenon; the 
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thought also occurred to me, or sometimes actually seized me, in other, rather, unexpected 

settings. Walking through the park I would suddenly become aware of how many other 

townsfolk used the same path (for I easily envisioned countless citizens walking or jogging the 

same terrain), used the same picnic areas (I also readily envisioned innumerable parties and 

celebrations under the metal awnings), and the same swings (though I had no children, I could 

envision all the small bodies that have swung and twirled on the various pieces of playground 

equipment). How many had used all these things, all these places? How many have used them 

all up? I would then add to my thinking. And then: Drained them? If I found myself in the one sit 

down restaurant we had in town (a Mexican place) ready to enjoy a meal, I would, grasping the 

eating utensils–fork and knife–invariably think: How many times before have these been held? 

Not just this fork and knife, but any fork and knife. Who were these objects–I didn’t think of 

them as art objects–meant for? I did not speculate long on these matters else my meal become 

cold–as it must have done for countless others.  

 Perhaps this is why I often sat on the back balcony of the local community building. A 

former train station in the town’s history–see aforementioned mural–the community building 

was a long, narrow building that now housed various governmental employees doing whatever 

it was that occupied their days. Inside was also what was called “the official town Historical 

Society” though, despite having lived in this town for over 20 years, I have never sampled any 

of the society's artifacts. I had, in fact, never set foot within the building. The one time I had an 

impulse to do so I was rebuffed by a piece of paper taped to the entrance door which read NO 

PUBLIC RESTROOMS; a dictum which sent me scurrying over to the Mexican restaurant to use 

the facilities there.  
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 My initial attraction to this location lay simply in the long balcony running the back 

length of the building. This area was not on the side of the building that faced Main Street, but 

on the opposite side. This balcony, or rather walkway, was presumably used at some point in 

the town’s past as the area in which travelers would congregate while waiting for the arrival, or 

perhaps departure, of their train. Again, my attraction lay simply in the balcony or walkway. 

Specifically in the one wooden bench which sat against the building's brick wall. As an un-

official halfway mark on my routine morning walks, I often sat on the bench, reading some 

pages of a book that I invariably brought with me on my wanderings. Sometimes I just sat, 

observing the crepe myrtles which from season to season I saw grow, bloom, and then become 

leafless before being severely cut back by some city employee, perhaps an individual located 

within the very building outside where I sat.   

 During some of these interludes my bench reading or tree observing was interrupted by 

a sudden ding-dinging. While the depot was no longer in use, the railway tracks were. Perhaps a 

train passing through town was a daily occurrence. Perhaps more than once was the norm.  I 

never took note of any train schedule, nor did I ever seek one out, not even from inside the 

community center. With the ding-dinging I would look to my right, where, from my vantage 

point, I could see the flashing red lights of the lowering gates. Waiting cars would steadily 

accumulate, while occasionally a brazen motorist skirted around the gates. A horn would then 

be heard. When first spying the train the distance always made it seem as if it were moving 

quite slow, crawling along even. But passing in front of me only some 20 feet away, the train 

would roar by, somewhat violently shaking the bench on which I sat. The high-pitched 

screeching of metal on metal would pierce the air, deafening me to any other sounds, save the 
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blasting horn. At such times I lowered my book and gazed over the decorative metal balustrade 

that ran the length of the walkway. The art show has come again, I would think to myself. Now, 

as to what constitutes art or non-art I would not like to get in to, I would only say that what I 

saw pass before me were paintings as intricately and skillfully rendered as anything that might 

be found in some official venue for art, such as Jackson’s Gallery (located in the town over) or 

even the Historical Society (if, in fact, they contained pieces of art, I wouldn’t know). What 

appeared to be a word was often the subject or major element in the design–words like FLASH, 

SCOOT, KNUCKLES–though readability didn’t seem to be a high priority with regards to these 

highly abstract works. This deconstruction of legibility, however, only heightened my 

enjoyment; their very abstraction to just colors and shapes made them more ambiguous as to 

meaning, less used up. Every so often a recognizable object or element–a devil, a hooded figure 

spray can in hand, or a bat winged orb–did make its way into the work, though this did not 

necessarily diminish my subjective enjoyment of the piece. Having done some purposefully 

shallow research into this art form (I didn’t want to be told too much), I became aware of the 

terms “tag” and “throw up” to describe the wild displays of spray-painted pseudo-lettering 

adorning the cars. I not only admired the technical expertise behind their creation, but also the 

spirit of anonymity that possessed these nameless (at least for me) artists to create such work. 

Who was the intended audience? Who exactly were they for? From my bench—my viewing 

area—I thought: Just for me.  

 After the train and the moving art show, as I called it, vanished in the distance, the 

flashing lights and the ding-dinging would subside. The gates would rise and the impatiently 

waiting vehicles spring across the tracks. I would continue my reading; finishing a chapter or 
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two or arriving at some suitable stopping point before taking a sip of the bottled water that I 

had brought before continuing my walk.   

 I wouldn’t exactly say I looked forward to the moving art show. If I did, I would have 

certainly been more scrupulous in noting the times when the trains passed, for surely there was 

some schedule that was followed. A large part of my interest, my enjoyment, was the very 

randomness of their appearance. I thought of myself as being taken by surprise, whereas my 

schedule was anything but surprising. Wake, work, home. These main life points were 

punctuated with the usual subheadings: shower, coffee, dress. Or: open, greet, close. Or: tv, 

dinner (sometimes they were combined), sleep. At times I encountered the small avenues of 

digression that fell into every life. Some of these digressions were of the delightful variety 

(sunny skies and no work, making every red light, no waiting in places where one usually has to 

wait), some of them irritating (flat tire, branches brought down by last night’s storm, calling 

about this or that thing that needs to be done). Whether one or the other, these asides were 

ultimately just more of the same things that have been used up, tracks that most of us, indeed, 

all of us, followed. Some took the marriage and kids track. Some rode the rich track, others the 

poor. We all were on the death track. My sole distinctive digression occurred while out walking, 

when I came to my viewing area and witnessed the moving art show.  

 On one such recent ramble, one I had peculiarly taken early in the morning for I had 

awoken unbidden, I passed, as usual, the used-up mural, before coming to my viewing bench, 

book and water bottle in hand. Settling in on the hard wood, the still present early morning 

darkness encased me in shadows on the walkway. Looking across the train tracks I could make 

out evenly spaced intervals of streetlights which cast the rail in a hazy glow. Ding-ding, ding-
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ding. Not having been out at this hour before I couldn’t say if this was unusual or not for a train 

to be passing through at this time.  

 The red lights flashed and in the scarlet glow I saw the gates coming down. Small town 

though it was there should, I thought, at least be some traffic. But I spied no breaking taillights. 

The horn sounded in the distance. A dawn show, I thought while settling more comfortably on 

the bench. As the train approached, I noticed something that set it apart from the other trains I 

had watched pass through town: unmistakably there was steam rising from a small smokestack 

on the locomotive. Not versed in any sort of train technology, I had, apparently mistakenly, 

assumed there were no steam locomotives left in operation. As it meandered by (for it moved 

more slowly than the others) I was initially disappointed by the first few flatbed cars that it 

pulled in its wake. On these small surfaces there was little room for the artist to execute their 

work, resulting in a succession of blank canvases. I was, however, briefly distracted by the odd 

shapes the tarpaulins made that were stretched over whatever it was that lay on the beds. 

What strange cargo, I said to myself or perhaps even said out loud. I looked down the length of 

the train and could see the coming boxcars. Here we go. The first boxcar that rolled by did 

indeed have something painted on it, though it was not anything like the wild displays I had 

become enamored with. This car had a clearly recognizable landscape painted on it, a mountain 

view with a lake. Well, that is different. As the train was moving quite languidly, I was able to 

scrutinize the scene in some detail. There was a bright blue sky and some wispy clouds covering 

the top portion with three snowcapped mountains soaring up out of a line of mist. Below the 

mist, and spanning the length of the car, was a distinct horizon line of trees under which a lake 

shimmered and reflected the sky, mountains, and trees. Slices of land jutted in from the sides, 
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while in the very foreground weedy cattails sprouted up. A deer or two may also have been 

present but I could not be sure. All of this was done in a distractingly, over-detailed style. In 

fact, the whole painting was so conventional in both its subject and rendering that it looked as 

though it were the work of a complete novice. 

 Perhaps, I thought, this thoroughly commonplace representation was intentional, the 

ironic work of some artist deliberately working in a kitschy style. The next car passed before me 

and featured a similar painting. This one was an autumnal forest with leaves impressionistically 

dabbed on in a variety of greens, golds, and reds. A sun dappled dirt path led invitingly into the 

brightly lit woods. Then came a seashore with silhouettes of palm trees framed against a 

vibrantly setting sun, its reflection indicated with broken dashes of color in the calm waters of 

the ocean or lake or whatever body of water this was. What turned out to be the last painting 

was also a landscape but of a slightly different type. Though still executed in the same grossly 

detailed style of the others, the landscape pictured was from some unknown place, some 

unknown time. Indeed, it appeared to show something prehistoric. Instead of a blue sky there 

was a kind of yellow to orange gradation with an erupting volcano rising out of a densely 

foliaged swamp. Giant insect-like creatures were silhouetted against the murky water. I leaned 

forward a little out of the bench. More pronounced and somewhat more detailed were the 

strange, winged orbs, alien butterflies, that flitted in the foreground. The car lurched by and 

was then followed by a few unadorned tank cars. I began to lean back on the bench but 

arrested my movement. There came into view what I took to be a passenger car. Like the steam 

billowing smokestack, this was something I had not seen on any previous train, assuming as I 

did that this rail was strictly a cargo line. As it passed directly before my view, I was able to see 
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framed in the car’s dim interior the silhouette of a standing person. I leaned forward still more, 

nearly falling off the bench. In the distance I heard the train’s horn give a mocking, to my ears 

almost sarcastic, toot-toot, as if the conductor had noticed me watching and was letting me 

know that this particular show, besides being over with, was a joke of sorts.     

 In the quiet that followed a dispiriting pall came over me. These paintings, I couldn’t 

help but think, were not meant for me, but rather, for anyone. Like the mural or swings or jobs 

or marriages or deaths, they were all used up. Leaving the walkway, my viewing area, and 

making my way home, I was forced into taking a more circuitous course by some road work that 

was being done on the route I usually traveled. This detour took me behind the elementary 

school and down through a large grassy field where a narrow dirt path had been tramped out. A 

few skeletal trees, barren of leaves, stood outlined in the now breaking morning light. I had the 

strange urge to call out but did not. The path terminated in a chain link fence which, having 

been torn away in various places, I was able to slip through. Apparently I had cut through to the 

personal storage facility that I had often seen from the road. Making my way among the various 

sheds and garage-like facilities I noticed something painted on one of the walls. As the hour was 

growing light, I should have been able to make it out clearly but could not. It seemed to be a 

landscape of sorts. I then heard a dog begin to bark loudly and quite nearby. Realizing I was in 

the position of trespasser, I quickly made my way to the street and proceeded home.   

 The next week while I sat in the local library passing the time in the so-called reading 

room (I did change up where I did my reading), a snatch of quiet–it was a library after all–

conversation between two gentlemen seated at the table next to me caught my attention. 
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 “This is what it looked like,” one of the men said while gesturing to the open pages of a 

large book that lay spread out on the table before them.  

 “Hmm,” replied the other who leaned in towards the book, took off his glasses, and 

seemed to actually touch the pages with his nose. 

 A few page turns and, “This too, just not as…compositionally well thought out?” 

 “Well, aren’t you the critic.” 

 They both chuckled before closing the book. 

 “Maybe next time the train won’t be moving so fast,” one of them offered. I leaned a bit 

in their direction, straining to eavesdrop as inconspicuously as possible.  

“We could get a better look.” 

 “A better look for the art critic.”  

 They chuckled again before rising to leave. Luckily they were observing the library’s Do 

Not Reshelve Books policy and upon exiting had left the book they were looking at on the now 

vacated table. Had they also been witness to the moving art show? I wondered. I had told no 

one of my own viewings of the exhibitions (I thought of them as wholly private affairs) and 

certainly did not even broach the concept of a moving art show with anyone. When I was sure 

they had exited the building, I scooted over to see what they had been looking at. It was an 

oversized hardcover titled Abstract Expressionism. As I maneuvered the volume towards me to 

better look at its contents, a piece of paper slid out from underneath. It was a flyer of some 

sort. ULTRA ART: AN EXHIBITION was emblazoned in bold, black lettering across the top. I put 
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the paper aside and returned my attention to the book. Opening the volume, I saw a 

reproduction of a painting that consisted of vaguely rendered geometric and organic shapes 

floating across a beige canvas; several more crisply drawn thick black lines were scattered 

through the composition. I flipped ahead a couple of pages to a work where the paint had been 

dripped or perhaps even thrown across the canvas, creating a dense and seemingly infinite 

network of lines. Other reproductions showed similar works of a non-objective nature. I could 

not be sure what images the two gentlemen had been looking at but none of them resembled 

anything close to what I had seen at the moving art show.   

 Upon leaving the library (having forgotten about the advertisement or invitation or 

whatever it was for ULTRA ART), I became increasingly agitated by the idea that someone else 

had seen something different, really, that anyone had seen anything at all. The thought of 

another audience filled me with a somber dread. Walking home I was detoured again, not to 

the grassy field behind the elementary school, but around it. This detour, whose direction was 

clumsily scrawled on a large piece of wood that blocked entry to the narrow dirt path behind 

the school, simply read: THIS WAY and was embellished with a hastily scribbled arrow pointing 

towards a small copse of trees. As there was no discernible point of ingress, I parted the 

branches and entered. Inside, the dense canopy blotted out most of the sun’s rays, casting the 

area in a diffuse, amber gloaming. I picked my way cautiously through the growth. The ground 

was soft. Moist, I thought to myself. I negotiated around several standing puddles of water, one 

of which, adding to my annoyance, I stepped in. I had an urge, as in my previous detoured 

journey, to call or cry out, but I did not. I made my way through what seemed to be a thinning 
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section of trees and soon exited the grove, emerging into the town’s more familiar terrain of 

streets and sidewalks.  

 At home, as I drowsed off to sleep, I thought of the trains and their exhibits. I dreamed 

of a special exhibit, one definitely just for me, perhaps even featuring me. A train timetable, 

occurred to me in my dream. Surely there is a train timetable, or even an exhibition schedule, 

maybe even a name for the exhibit.  

 Later, while passing back through the thicket of trees–avoiding all the puddles this time–

that I had passed through on my journey from the library, I exited not into the grassy field 

behind the elementary school with the wooden detour sign, but rather into a section of town I 

had not visited before. Strange that such a small town held such secret places. Walking down 

the street of this part of town that I had not visited before were a few shops, all closed at this 

late (was it late or early?) hour. I peered into several shop windows to try and get an idea as to 

what kind of shops they were, but the glass was all fogged up with the condensation from the 

morning or evening or whenever it was fog that shrouded the street. As I pressed in very close 

to what I thought might be a bakery window (actually touching my nose to the cold glass) I felt 

a tap on my shoulder.  

 “Ahh, there you are,” said a man, who, while withdrawing the hand doing the tapping, 

simultaneously extended his other arm to hand me something: A flyer of some sort. 

 While glancing down at the paper I heard a quiet, though quite distinct, toot-toot. After 

reading the document I looked up to see, or rather, not-see, the flyer distributor, withdrawing 

into the fog.  
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 It was an invitation. MOVING ART: A SPECIAL EXHIBITION was centered across the top in 

bold, black lettering. Underneath was the time and place (I knew the location) followed by a 

smaller, very elegant script which read: FOR YOUR EYES ONLY. 

 I’m running late, I said to myself. The detour through the copse of trees would take too 

long, I’ll miss the show. Instead, I continued down the street, deeper into this unknown section 

of town. In fact, I took off running. Heaps of cardboard boxes, trash bags, and overflowing 

dumpsters began to appear on my left and right. Emerging from what had become an alleyway, 

I found myself under the streetlights on the other side of the train tracks. I could see the depot, 

the walkway, and my viewing bench. A horn sounded in the distance. I’ve made it. And then: 

Was someone sitting on my bench? Though I could not be sure of what I saw. 

 From the street I watched as the train came rumbling into view. I saw the locomotive 

but could not say if there was steam or some other means of propulsion moving it forward. I 

then saw flatbeds, tankers, and then boxcars. Then there was a passenger car, where I was 

seated. Realizing I was not alone, I rose from my seat.  

 From my viewing bench I watched as the train came rumbling into view. I saw the 

locomotive but could not say if there was steam or some other means of propulsion moving it 

forward. I then saw flatbeds, tankers, and then boxcars. Then there was a passenger car, where 

I could see the silhouette of a man rising from his seat. He was not alone. Other passengers 

were on board, though their silhouettes were decidedly not human. Insect-like shapes—crabs, 

scorpions, spiders—also rose from their seats. The man staggered backwards, raising his hands 

to shield himself from the other occupants. Reaching the end of the car he entered the 
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vestibule and then emerged through the doorway into the next coach. There were other 

passengers here as well. Words like chimera and harpy entered my mind while I watched the 

art show careen by. Fleeing to the next car, the man abruptly stopped and began to flail wildly 

about himself with his arms. Winged orbs, alien butterflies, I thought, swarmed around his 

head. Escaping to the next car, the man was now in a kind of glass enclosure, illuminated by 

whatever substance he was enwombed in. Amorphous luminescent forms, brains, floated 

about him.  

    Then the final passenger car. I turned to look out the window. I saw the walkway, the 

bench. The train depot, the town, the people of the town. From wherever you sat, it was all 

part of the moving art show. An inky blackness began to fill the car, dissolving the silhouette in 

its gathering darkness.  

I leaned forward for a better look.  

Then the caboose swept by, bringing the moving art show to a close. 

 I rose from the bench which, despite the train being gone, continued to vibrate. I tried 

to steady myself, though the platform on which I stood was also shaking as though moving. I 

looked out over the train tracks, trying to find something stable to focus on. But I could latch 

onto no such thing. There was only a blur, a landscape in motion. The streetlights, the tracks, 

the crepe myrtles, all smudged together as though I were looking out the window of a speeding 

vehicle. Leaning on the walkway’s balustrade I had the sudden impulse to leap off the balcony 

and throw myself in front of the next train, to leave the exhibit. But, I reflected, this would not 

solve anything. Whatever I did and from whatever perspective I took—artist or spectator—it 
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would all just be another piece in the exhibition. Another used-up mural to display in the next 

moving art show that, despite my own involvement, was not staged by me, nor for me, nor for 

anyone. 


