SF Open Studios: Thirty Years of Colorful Conversation

BY CAROLE BARROW


Turning thirty is an inexorable landmark. It’s an age that denotes maturity and a measure of experience. The annual Open Studios visual arts event in San Francisco reaches that 30th milestone this October while retaining all of its youthful exuberance. Throughout the month, over 800 artists will open their studios and homes allowing the public a glimpse at the creative process. The much-loved city tradition gives both emerging and more established San Francisco artists the opportunity to invite the public into their workspaces, sell artwork and gain exposure and feedback. Open Studios allows art lovers, tourists and visiting curators direct access to the artists and their studios. On view and available for purchase are original works, including paintings, sculptures, ceramics, furniture, glass, technology/new media, photography, prints, jewelry, works on paper and wearable art.

The event is put on by ArtSpan, a nonprofit organization devoted to forging connections within San Francisco's visual arts community and, just as significantly, between artists and the general public. The movement began in 1975, when a small group of artists drafted a plan to make artwork more accessible to the community at large than the typically more intimidating gallery experience. 


“Many things are unframed and unfinished and it’s all out there,” explains Kay Weber, member of the board of directors and participating artist, “That’s what makes it so special and different from a gallery show. You get to see the process.”


The exhibition highlights a distinct multi-district area of the city on each of four weekends, the first of which is Downtown. October 8th and 9th from 11am to 6pm encompasses the South of Market, Potrero Hill, North Beach, Russian Hill, Tenderloin, Financial District, Bayview, and Portola neighborhoods. The remaining weekends leave no SF Victorian, warehouse or loft unturned. 

“Over 60,000 people come to see the show,” says German-born Weber, “It’s like a treasure hunt through the city. It’s also a very important cultural event…it serves as a model for other cities internationally.” 


As a board member and prolific artist, Weber should know. He speaks with the authority of 11 years of active participation.


“I participated in it ever since I first arrived in 1994. It’s a great venue to meet other artists and to do something for the artist community,” Weber explains.


Weber’s medium is paper cutting and metal carvings that resemble cutouts. Pieces range from a few inches in height to life-size proportions. He sites Matisse as one of his greatest influences for the work he creates in his Tenderloin studio. “I consider myself an artist who draws, only I draw with scissors. My work has a very folkloric, narrative quality to it,” he elaborates. “That’s why, through exposure at Open Studios, I was invited to show in Alaska with indigenous people, and in a lot of community events, like Day of the Dead [the annual Mexican holiday in November.]” Feedback from the public is another main component of the experience. “People are very generous with their comments. In San Francisco people love to tell you what they see.”

The annual citywide convergence serves not only to connect artists with prospective curators and collectors, it also plays the important role of introducing them to each other. “One of the biggest challenges of working as an artist is that so much of it is solitary,” Weber says, “This is a great way to meet each other and maybe even collaborate.


Stuart Sheldon, another artist participating in this year’s show, would concur. Speaking from an impromptu gallery, set up in a temporarily un-leased midtown building, he expressed the same concerns.


“An artist is always alone. This is one of the few opportunities for us to peek our heads out of our cloistered studios and meet with other artists and our neighbors,” Sheldon says.


Working with acrylic paint, collage and original poetry, Sheldon is somewhat of a latecomer to the profession. He has worked as an artist for five years. “I originally started out on Wall Street as a stock broker for a big investment bank,” Sheldon discloses, “I did that for five years and then decided that I really wasn’t satisfied emotionally or spiritually. I decided that even though I was one of the youngest vice presidents at my company…I just didn’t want to look back at my life at eighty years old and say I was a really great stock broker.”


It’s this juxtaposition of lifestyles that colors the painter’s work. “I’m all across the board. I’m self taught so I glean little bits from a lot of different styles and mix it with my interpretation.”


The Miami native via New York has fully embraced the city by the bay. “It was hard for me to spread my wings and really express myself in Miami because I had been there my whole life. I find utter artistic freedom in San Francisco.”


He credits Open Studios with fomenting much of that creative inventiveness. “Open Studios is a quintessential San Francisco experience. Where else can 800 artists simultaneously open their doors and allow people into their private spaces where you can see how they work how they live and what little knick-knacks give them character?” Sheldon asks, “You really discover your own city through the eyes of artists and it just inspires more art. It’s also the other part of the conversation. An artist starts a dialogue when he paints. This is one of the few times you actually get to hear people’s responses to it.”


Throughout the month of October, SF natives and visitors alike will yield the call to respond to this colorful dialogue. While typical gallery shows read more like a narrative, inviting viewers to approach the work with solemn awe, Open Studios encourages candid comment and interaction. The result: an experience that is far less intimidating, and perhaps even the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

ArtSpan has produced comprehensive, full-color, free SF Open Studios Guides to which are available at SomArts Gallery (934 Brannan Street in SF), and local coffee shops, bookstores and museum shops throughout the Bay Area. A complete list of Guide locations can be found on the event’s official web site, www.sfopenstudios.com, where visitors can pre-plan their tours by downloading detailed maps and schedules for each weekend. For more information call the SF Open Studios Hotline at 415-248-1909.

Carole Barrow is Associate Editor of SF Downtown magazine.
