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Casting out the worst of the old year
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For 40 years, artist Jay Critchley has been throwing out the bad stuff from the past
year and inviting others to join him to do the same.

The 40th annual Re-Rooters Day Ceremony is, as usual, on Jan. 7 at 4 p.m. at the
east end of Provincetown, on the beach east of Snail Road. (Take the first
Provincetown exit off Route 6 and take a left at the water.) The ceremony is open to
the public.

Unlike most years, Critchley will set ablaze not one but four discarded Christmas
trees, pushing them out to sea on a slightly bigger makeshift boat.

“We usually have one tree I find discarded at the dump. This year, there will be
four ― one for each decade. And I will be referencing each of the decades,”
Critchley said last week in a telephone interview.

“The first ceremony was in 1983 and I picked Jan. 7 because it’s the day after the 12
days of stockpiling for the holidays,” he said. “The annual event is looking at the
effects of overconsumption and materialism that the holiday is the epitome of.”

But it’s also about making a clean burn of things.

Critchley is not only master of
ceremonies for the International Re-
Rooters Society event but also the keeper
of the castoffs. While most people email
documents or photos they want to
incinerate, it does get odder.

“People have put gallstones on the tree.
People have put pornography magazines
… (Messages about) corruption, fraud
and war or smoking  or giving up
addictions. A lot of it is personal,”
Critchley said. “Someone, one year,
threw out all the phone numbers he’d
gotten from people who never called him
back.”

Critchley chooses a theme for each year’s
ceremony and creates a list of 10
commandments that grow out of that
central note, using five areas ― tech/science, politics, culture, the environment and
money ― to hone the details. 

For 2022, the core is “anticipatory shipping” and his still-growing list of
commandments included mention of microcelebrities, grass-fed politicians,
entanglement and forever imbeciles ― a reference to PFAS, manmade forever
chemicals that have been in the news a lot this year.

Several years worth of commandments and photos are available at
www.jaycritchley.com.   

The event is “snow or shine,” Critchley said, which means five close friends showed
up during a blizzard one year and 40 people came on a sunny 50-degree afternoon
another year. All are invited afterward to Critchley’s home nearby for tea and
conversation.

The very first Re-Rooters Day Ceremony was held on Commercial Street near Ciro
& Sal’s restaurant and another early observance was in an apartment in
Cambridge. But Critchley said he is devoted to the harbor location.

“It’s in Provincetown for one thing, at the end of the earth, a good place to
experience a primitive ritual. To be part of something bigger. Also, it’s very
physical: sun, wind, weather, water, breath of people around you, the singing and
the fire.”

When Critchley came up with the idea for the International Re-Rooters Society
(“There’s more than one IRS,” he notes) in 1982 he had just been to the town dump
and seen a jumble of broken toys, half-eaten holiday foods and discarded
Christmas trees. His attempt to re-root the trees in a post-holiday forest was
unsuccessful, but hope still blooms when evergreens don’t.
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“Re-rooting a Christmas tree is all about aspiration and tension…Some trees do
reroot. It’s a ritual. It’s a purging.”

40th annual Re-Rooters Day Ceremony

When: 4 p.m. Jan. 7
Where: Provincetown Harbor, on the beach east of Snail Road
Of note: You can’t miss organizer/artist/founder Jay Critchley; he will be
wearing a hardhat with a rotating light and eagle on top.
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Jay Critchley, the director of the International Re-Rooters Society, tows a burning Christmas tree out into the water as the
finale of the 35th annual Re-Rooters Day Ceremony in 2018. Cape Cod Times/Merrily Cassidy, Cape Cod Times/Merrily
Cassidy

The lighted Christmas tree burns down at the
conclusion in Provincetown harbor of the annual Re-
Rooters Day Ceremony in 2016. Steve Haines, Steve
Haines/Cape Cod Times

Jay Critchley, CEO of the International Re-Rooters Society, welcomes the group that gathered for the 38th annual Re-
Rooters Day. Merrily Cassidy/Cape Cod Times

Items and notes were placed on the Christmas tree in 2020 that re-rooter attendees wanted to purge in the new year.
Merrily Cassidy/Cape Cod Times, Merrily Cassidy/Cape Cod Times
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