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'The Cries of San Francisco': Marketplace as Art 
June 2, 2011 
by Nirmala Nataraj 
 
With all the travails of the downturning economy, the growing chasm between the value we place on 
tangible versus intangible, mass-manufactured versus original and commerce versus art is telling. The 
convoluted contemporary marketplace is at the heart of a new exhibition and site-specific project created by 
artist Allison Smith in collaboration with Southern Exposure. 
 
"The Cries of San Francisco" features an exhibition at the gallery and a site-specific public art event in 
Mint Plaza that includes some 70 Bay Area artists. It's a gathering that alludes to the marketplace traditions 
of other times, when peddlers freely - and vocally - hawked their wares to the masses. Through a series of 
"marketplace" events at the gallery, as well as next week's event in Mint Plaza, "Cries" examines the 
identities of artists as San Francisco residents, small-business owners and outsiders in various contexts. 
 
Southern Exposure Executive Director Courtney Fink collaborated with Smith for years on the 
conceptualization of "Cries." Although the project is framed by a traditional marketplace that may or may 
not immediately clue in spectators to the artistic intent, Fink says the transcendent quality of the exhibition 
is conveyed through various means. 
 
"Some of the artists are looking at their own contemporary issues. Others are dealing with immigration and 
personal histories," Fink 
says. 
One of the realities that rang 
true from the beginning of 
the project was that Fink and 
Smith had to be flexible to 
the possibility of their 
original ideas changing, 
depending on the artists who 
stepped forward to work on 
the piece. While Fink and 
Smith had envisioned a 
sculptural undertaking 
"where people literally wore 
their businesses on their 
backs," many of the 
participants were more 
interested in a conceptual 
starting place "in terms of 
selling an idea," Fink said. 
"At the same time, we also 
have a lot of carts in the project, a trend that started with the food movement and that can be seen in both 
San Francisco and across the country." 
 
The question that Smith asked artists to consider is: What do you have to cry about? Fink notes that 
"freedom of expression continues to be questioned on a regular basis. And while that isn't what this project 
is directly about, it references that." 
 
While next week's Market Day event is the centerpiece of the show, the exhibition includes a series of 
smaller events and all the "wares" of the artists. The gallery was transformed to resemble an outdoor 

 
The organization Art for a Democratic Society sets up shop with its Class War 
Store in "The Cries of San Francisco." 
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marketplace. Much like the public art event, the exhibition is meant to be process-oriented, Fink says. 
"There is an ongoing marketplace at the gallery, and artists are constantly selling their goods, which include 
sculpture and works on paper. This means that as time passes, the material in the show also changes, 
depending on what artists sell and the new work they create." 
 
On the surface, Fink says, the project could be construed as "being about shopping, but it's such a 
conceptual piece, and so much of what the artists are doing is sharing ideas. For them to do that in public is 
a very different piece, especially since a large component of it is around the main shopping hub of Market 
Street, which changes the context pretty dramatically." 
 
Exhibition runs through July 2. Southern Exposure, 3030 20th St., S.F. Market Day: Noon-5 p.m. June 11. 
Mint Plaza, Fifth Street between Market and Mission streets, S.F. www.soex.org. 
 


