
 
 

 

 

By Paul Wellman  

Nancy Gifford (left) and Catherine Gee at the Arts Fund Gallery with work by sculptor Blake Rankin. 

Artists on the Edge in the Funk Zone 

Rapidly Changing Neighborhood Bids to Become New Arts District 

 

Thursday, January 3, 2013 

By Charles Donelan 

Focus on the Arts Fund 

As recently as three years ago, it would have been a surprise to find a breathing sweater on exhibit in the 
Arts Fund Gallery. The nonprofit organization has for many years been primarily associated with its highly 
regarded Individual Artist Awards (IAA), which are chosen annually by a rotating group of distinguished 
judges and which have honored people working in a broad range of mostly traditional media, from 
printmaking and painting to poetry, musical composition, and graphic design. As an early arrival to the 
Funk Zone, the Arts Fund struggled with being in the right place (the corner of Yanonali and Santa 
Barbara streets) but at the wrong time — too soon to ride the current wave of wine- and surf-generated 
foot traffic. One artist who curated shows at Living Green, another Funk Zone operation from the early 
2000s, described the experience of showing art in the neighborhood back then like this, “Even if you put 
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together something really great, nobody came. At that time for most people, something being in the Funk 
Zone meant it was not really happening. Some of the IAA shows at the Arts Fund were wonderful, but I 
always felt that underneath, many of the visual artists who got the award were just there hoping that 
Frank Goss [owner of the Sullivan Goss Gallery on Anapamu St.] would walk in and offer them a 
real show.” 

While the Arts Fund today remains the same organization and occupies the same location, both the 
directorship and the center of gravity on its board has shifted. This fall, they have made an 
unprecedented and sustained effort to become the headquarters of the new Funk Zone. First, there was 
the Funk Zone Charrette, a show cosponsored by the Santa Barbara Foundation that featured the 
designs of eight teams of people who accepted the challenge of imagining a total plan and future identity 
for the neighborhood. This ambitious project coincided with Focus on the Funk Zone. Next came a flurry 
of exhibitions featuring artists who live and work within a few blocks of the gallery. With Arts Fund 
boardmember, artist, and major contemporary art collector Nancy Gifford acting as a curator, and the 
dynamic Catherine Gee taking control as director, the organization’s intention could not be more clear —
 it’s time to make this new thing happen. 

At a dinner for the Arts Fund’s Teen Arts Mentorship Program in October, Nancy Gifford told me about 
her background as a fashion model and artist, first in Los Angeles, then in New York, London, and Miami. 
She explained why she’s so enthusiastic about the Funk Zone and about Santa Barbara as an art 
destination more generally. “When we left London and moved to Florida, I took a studio in Wynwood, in 
North Miami, back when it was still pretty wild up there,” she said. “I was right around the corner from the 
Rubell Collection [an important private museum of contemporary art that’s housed in a former DEA 
evidence warehouse], and it was great, but even as Wynwood caught on [it’s now home to more than 70 
galleries], I knew that I could find somewhere even better. When we moved here, the first thing I did was 
begin collecting the Santa Barbara artists who are active today. I thought that was the best way to meet 
people and to understand what was going on here. I found all the good contemporary artists by word of 
mouth — they all knew each other.” When asked about leaving the “major” art worlds of these bigger 
cities, Gifford responded by saying, “What’s happening in Miami is fine, but to me, Santa Barbara right 
now is more compelling, and I’m more interested in collecting the work being done here. This city has a 
great soul.” 

Gifford backs up her outspoken partisanship with a prodigious pattern of networking and acquisition — the 
spectacular modern home she shares with her husband, Michael, in Sycamore Canyon is probably the 
best place there is right now to see the full range of contemporary Santa Barbara art. While the Gifford 
collection cannot rival the historical depth of what was brought together by the late Barry Berkus (who, 
incidentally, was the architect of Gifford’s house), it does demonstrate that Nancy Gifford now has her 
finger on the pulse. As a boardmember of the Arts Fund and the Contemporary Arts Forum, and as a 
founding member of the Santa Barbara Museum of Art’s new Contemporaries group, she is well 
positioned to wield considerable influence, especially in this area — the synergy between locations and 
emerging artists. Oh, and did I mention that it was Gifford who curated the show at the Arts Fund 
featuring Eskandar’s “HVAC” sweater? 
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