Dining by Design/Holiday Tabletops

By Kathryn Loosli Pritchett

With the holidays fast approaching, it’s high season for high times.  Even in a down economy—maybe especially in a down economy—entertaining at home is a way to lift spirits without depleting resources.  

But how do you do something memorable, something out of the ordinary, with your table decorations that will entertain your guests without breaking the bank? Several professional designers weighed in on this design dilemma using their designs for the upcoming Dining by Design fundraiser as illustrations.

Look for interesting objects around your home to use as table decorations. San Francisco designer Joel Robare combined richly patterned china and raw silk linens with vintage record album cover “chargers,” beautiful books and antique curiosities to create a “bohemian bordello.” 

Robare drew inspiration from Armistead Maupin’s “Tales of the City” for his tablescape.  “I wanted to design a dinner party that could have happened at Anna Madrigal’s home,” he says. Indeed, an enormous staircase that could have led to the fictional character’s Russian Hill abode arches over a grouping of mismatched tables set with Limoge china designed by Jacqueline Cambata in vivid shades of mustard, persimmon and ebony. Gold flatware from Hartmann and gorgeous brass and crystal lamps from Coup D’Etat add sparkle.

Landscaper Randy McDannell answered Robare’s call for foliage that would have been in vogue in the ‘70s with an assortment of potted and hanging plants and small vignettes of fresh wild mushrooms and moss.

“Always have some floral element—something living—on the table,” says Robare.

Shop big box stores and other affordable retail venues then DIY.  Berkeley designer Karman Ng worked with San Francisco architect Gary Cheng to create a light fixture out of a resin planter, a table out of sawhorses and MDF board and a centerpiece “vase” from 4 inch PVC pipe—all found at Home Depot.  “Given the current economic climate, I thought it was important to do something affordable and sustainable,” says Ng.

The dramatic artwork that hangs in his installation was made by Oakland artist Jamie Spinello from bottles, Plexiglas and paper to abstractly represent the AIDS virus, a reference to the fundraiser’s beneficiary—the Positive Health Program, an HIV/AIDS –specialized clinic at San Francisco General Hospital.  “These common materials have been ‘upcyled’—materials that were disposable have been turned into something of greater value,” says Ng.

Other readily available construction materials are combined with affordable plates, glasses and linens from CB2.  “The days of ostentation are over,” says Ng.  “Now it’s time to pursue design that is more subtle and understated but still thoughtful.

Don’t be afraid of color. San Francisco designer Patrice Bevans loves using color in her tablescapes but wanted to avoid predictable seasonal colors like autumnal orange.  Looking to North Africa for inspiration she chose a deep fuchsia silk from Malabar for her tablecloth and covered it with crimson rose petals interspersed with gold-rimmed red votives (hand painted by Bevans’ team of designers.)

Inexpensive blue and white dinnerware from Kamei Restaurant Supply was combined with vintage Culver Barware glasses purchased on eBay, multi-colored stemware from Pier 1 and icy blue decorative bottles found at flea markets and estate sales.  “Layering is what nomadic interiors are all about,” says Bevans.  “Don’t be afraid to combine lots of different things; pile it all on and then take away what doesn’t work.  Don’t be timid.”

 Create a sense of intimacy. A team of ten designers from the San Francisco based architecture firm HOK wanted to create an architectural enclosure that would impart a sense of intimacy but also allow those sitting at the table within to be aware of the world outside the structure.  

“The guest should experience both what’s going on the inside as well as what’s happening outside to spark conversation,” says lead designer Anthony Garrett.

(The HOK team used low-density fiberboard to create their slatted structure but suggested that a less elaborate enclosure could be made at home with sheer curtains hung to separate the dining table from the rest of the home.) 

Once inside the structure, guests are treated to a streamlined tablescape of white on white furnishings set with sophisticated black pottery from Berkeley’s Jered Pottery + Cloudwest.  Bold red table lamps from Herman Miller take the place of a floral centerpiece and are embedded into a custom tabletop. A small red wool seat cushion on the white chair (also by Herman Miller) is the only other spot of color in the design.

“Usually, tabletops at events like this are overly ornate and its difficult to pay attention to the other people at the table because so much is going on,” says Garrett.  “We wanted to make a distinctive statement in form, color and contrast to keep it simple.”

Create a provocative environment.  The unusual design produced by the San Francisco office of architecture firm Gensler doesn’t include place settings or even a table and chairs.  “We wanted to get back to the message of this event,” says Collin Burry, Design Principal.  


The message is conveyed in walls made of words like “Compassion” and “Trust” that make up the Gensler pavilion.  In the center ribbons hang from a dreamcatcher-like structure pierced with a modern light fixture by Yamagiwa.  Guests will be encouraged to cut away a piece of red ribbon—a nod to the original AIDS ribbon—and carry it with them for the rest of the night as a reminder of the event’s intent.

When entertaining at home, Burry says to  “keep your tablescape simple, warm and not too distracting--stuff is never as important as the people at a dinner party.”

Sidebar:  Dining by Design

Now in its ninth year, Dining by Design showcases thirty-five dining installations to help raise funds to benefit the UCSF Positive Health Program at San Francisco General Hospital—the world’s oldest and the city’s largest HIV/AIDS clinic. 

Randy Shields works as the coordinator for the sponsoring organization DIFFA (Design Industries Foundation Fighting AIDS) and talks about how far this event has come.  “When it first started out in 1993 in Kansas City, it was all about pretty dishes and flowers on the table—it’s taken so many steps beyond that now, ” says Shields.  “Now you see entire structures, complete with exotic flooring and exquisite chandeliers surrounding the exciting table decorations. I love seeing so many creative people come together for such a terrific cause.”  

Today talented designers in six different cities around the country produce Dining With Design events—what filmmaker John Waters once referred to as the Cannes of Tabletop. National sponsors including Castello di Gabbiano wines, Stolichnaya ELIT and Benjamin Moore contribute four table installations that travel to each event starting in New York in March and ending up here in San Francisco.  

“This year attendance is really crucial,” says Shields.  “San Francisco General cares for the most vulnerable patients—those with no insurance—and the economic downturn has put an increasing strain on an already burdened system.”

What: TABLE HOP & TASTE.  Designers and guests mingle, preview table creations, and sample wines and culinary treats from top Bay Area restaurants.

When: Wednesday, Nov. 18th, 6-10 p.m.

Where: The Galleria, San Francisco Design Center

How: $100, Purchase tickets online at www.diffasf.org or call 415.597.4650.

What: GALA DINNER. An evening reception followed by a three-course gourmet dinner and silent auction.

When: Thursday, Nov. 19, 6:30 – 11 p.m.

Where: The Galleria, San Francisco Design Center

How: $500 per person, Purchase tickets online at www.diffasf.org or call 415.597.4650.

