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Flying High: New Exhibitions, Art Walk Coming to Fort 
Mason Center for Arts & Culture This Fall 

 
From Shiny Things for My Quartermaster: Seven Swallowtail Flags, 2023, by artist Cauleen Smith, debuting at 
Fort Mason Center for Arts & Culture in September. 
 
(San Francisco, Calif.) -  In a nod to its military past, Fort Mason Center for Arts & Culture 
(FMCAC) today announced details of its newest art exhibition, Shiny Things for My 
Quartermaster: Seven Swallowtail Flags, by Los Angeles-based artist and 
filmmaker Cauleen Smith, curated by guest curator Elizabeth Thomas. Inspired by the 
United States Army Quartermasters Corps flags that once flew over FMCAC’s campus, the 
flags pay homage to the soldiers who labored in those units – particularly Black service 
members limited by segregation – using recurring motifs from the artist’s previous works as 
well as the larger lexicon of Afrofuturism.   
   
“I wanted the flags to perform a kind of time travel between the history and meaning of this 
space and the possibilities of another, future time,” said Smith. “What could be if we 
reimagined the labor of logistics and care, envisioned different types of supplies to be stored 
and safeguarded, and reflected different values of equality and forms of social relations? 
With this series, I wanted to evoke a reality that didn’t exist and doesn’t still but could.”  
   
Fort Mason’s use as a United States military site dates to the Civil War. Beginning in the early 
20th century, it served as a critical logistics and transport hub as a base for the Quartermasters 
Corps of the Army. By the late 1930s, Fort Mason’s three piers bore the insignia of the 
Quartermasters Corps and flew flags on its land-facing façades during World War II.   
   
During Fort Mason’s heaviest use in WWII, 80 percent of nearly one million Black American 
soldiers were assigned to the Quartermasters’ service and logistics units in the U.S. and 
abroad. As historian and professor Henry Louis Gates noted: “When black men 
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volunteered for duty or were drafted following the Japanese sneak attack, they were 
relegated to segregated divisions and combat support roles, such as cook, quartermaster, 
and grave-digging duty. The military was as segregated as the Deep South.”  
   
Though constrained by institutional racism, the contributions of Black quartermasters at 
Fort Mason and similar bases around the country were integral to the war effort and 
matched by the efforts of Black quartermasters near battle lines thousands of miles away.  
    
Against this historical background, Smith places her new works subverting the visual 
language of military symbology, including crossed swords, an American eagle, or the 
Quartermaster’s key.   
  
Guest curator Elizabeth Thomas notes, “While the latter might evoke the physical work of 
storage and the safety ensured by supply chains, it also stands still against America’s 
history of slavery, segregation, and the containment of Black peoples. Even the burning 
candle in Smith’s They Got You Scared of the Dark points less to home fires or military 
beacons than a fraught escape from servitude.”   
  
In this way, the artist challenges the dominance of major institutions like the military and 
official symbols as primary markers of human worth, asking instead: who got left out? How 
could they get back in? Do they want to? What other ways can humans exist with and for 
one another?   
  
“As an arts hub focused on place-based exhibitions and installations, we are excited to 
present Cauleen Smith’s newest work, which is deeply rooted in this space,” said Frank 
Smigiel, FMCAC’s Director of Arts Programming and Partnerships. “We hope reinstallation 
of these historic flag poles and the artist’s reimagined flags inspire visitors to see the past, 
present, and hopes for the future across our campus and the wider community.”    
   
Exhibition Launch and Art Walk  
Shiny Things for My Quartermaster: Seven Swallowtail Flags launches with an artist’s 
reception at FMCAC’s Fall Art Walk, scheduled for Wednesday, September 20, 2023, from 5 
p.m. to 8 p.m. The art walk, free and open to the public with registration, features a variety 
of exhibitions, performances, and artmaking activities presented by FMCAC and its 
resident organizations, including:  

• SF Camerawork previews its Benefit Art Auction, featuring the work of more than 50 
critically acclaimed photographic artists, including Awoiska van der Molen, Wesaam 
Al-Badry, Nigel Poor, Lissette Solorzano, Kija Lucas, Lucas Foglia, and Chloe 
Sherman.  

• Haines Gallery hosts an opening reception for Sacred and Profane Geometries, two 
new solo exhibitions by artists Ai Weiwei and Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian.   
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• FOR-SITE hosts an exhibition preview and artist/curator talk with artist Tanja Geis 
and curator Lisa Ellsworth at The Guardhouse.  

• Museo Italo Americano presents BRAVO - Celebrating San Francisco Opera, Its 
Italian Roots, and Legacy, anew documentary exhibition featuring live commentary 
from curator Bianca Friundi, as well as a performance of selected arias by Italian 
composers.   

• San Francisco Children’s Arts Center facilitates an intergenerational, mixed-
media mural workshop in its art studio.   

  
Other campus art installations on view include a collection of historical posters 
commemorating decades of Indigenous arts and cultural events held at FMCAC, presented 
by FMCAC resident American Indian Cultural District, located in the lobby of Landmark 
Building D; and original paintings from the International Decorative Painters Salon 2023 in 
the lobby of Landmark Building C.  
   
FMCAC residents Radhaus, Greens Restaurant, Goody Café, and The Interval at Long Now 
will offer dining and drinking options in Landmark Buildings A and C. The Fort Mason Art 
Walk is free and open to the public with registration, which includes complimentary drinks 
for guests aged 21+. Space is limited. Scheduling details and registration at fortmason.org.  
  
About the Artist: Cauleen Smith is a Los Angeles–based interdisciplinary artist whose work 
reflects upon the everyday possibilities of the imagination. She actively invites 
engagement, and with much of the work, she employs a purposeful undermining of image 
and language to elicit contemplation. Smith’s films create worlds that expand on the 
discourse of mid-twentieth-century experimental filmmaking.  
 
Drawing from structuralism, third-world cinema, and science fiction, she assembles poetic 
compositions that gently reveal nuanced narratives, both familiar and frequently, 
purposefully opaque. Her text-based tapestries follow a historical tradition of heraldry. 
These banners, which can be understood as a social device symbolizing community 
organizing, declare personalized idioms sewn in script that simulates her own handwriting, 
lifted directly from her sketchbook.  
 
Through her installations, Smith constructs archetypes of the universe and she assembles 
miniature worlds using myriad items, which often include mundane object and figurines 
alongside symbols of colonialism, such as porcelain objects and potted plants, paired with 
disco balls, rocks and minerals, resulting in something otherworldly and musicological.   
   
Born in Riverside, California, Smith grew up in Sacramento, received a Bachelor of Arts in 
Cinema at San Francisco State University and a Master of Fine Arts from UCLA in the 
School of Theater Film and Television, where she is currently a professor in the Department 
of Art. She is the recipient of several grants and awards, including the 2022 Heinz Award; 
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Guggenheim Fellowship; Joyce Alexander Wein Artist Prize; Ellsworth Kelly Award; The Herb 
Alpert Award in the Arts; and a Rauschenberg Residency.  
   
Smith’s works have been featured in solo exhibitions at institutions such as Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA; Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY; 
Institute of Contemporary Art, Philadelphia, PA; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San 
Francisco, CA; Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, Chicago, IL; Art Institute of Chicago, 
Chicago, IL; Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, North Adams, MA; 
Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, Houston, TX; and Carnegie Museum of Art, 
Pittsburgh, PA, among others.   
   
Smith’s only feature film, 1998’s “Drylongso,” was restored and theatrically re-released in 
2023 with nearly 50 screenings. In September 2023, her work will feature in 
the Smithsonian American Art Museum’s Musical Thinking, New Video Art, and Sonic 
Strategies.  
  
About the Curator: Elizabeth Thomas is a Bay Area-based writer, curator, and educator. 
She is currently working with Stephanie Dinkins and the ICA San Jose on a long-term public 
project exploring stories as community data at the intersection of A.I. and biotech, 
resulting in an archival forest and other media works. Recently she organized MYR for 
McEvoy Foundation for the Arts, an exhibition and screening program of artists who reckon 
with the decentering of the human in the time and scale of the universe, including projects 
based in scientific research and methods from A.I. and biotech. Past public projects 
include Michael Rakowitz’s participatory performance and radio show produced with Iraqi 
refugees and Iraq War soldiers, Radio Silence; and Katharina Grosse’s Psychylustro, a five-
mile abstract painting in 7 passages, viewed from trains running along the Philadelphia-
New York Amtrak line.   
  
About the Art Walk Partners  
Fort Mason Center for Arts & Culture (FMCAC): A decommissioned military installation 
converted into a nonprofit cultural center, FMCAC hosts a lively mix of arts, educational, 
and cultural programming. Each year FMCAC provides more than $2 million in support to 
local arts organizations, enabling groups to produce diverse and innovative artworks at the 
historic waterfront campus. With a four-decade history as an arts and culture destination, 
FMCAC is now focused on reinvigorating its programming and amenities to better engage 
the evolving Bay Area creative community. Central to this new vision is the commissioning 
and presentation of adventurous and unconventional artworks best realized in 
nontraditional or historical settings.   
  
Haines Gallery: Haines Gallery provides a platform for emerging and internationally 
established artists from Africa, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, North and South America, 
and the global community. Founded by Cheryl Haines in 1987, Haines Gallery is a vital 
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West Coast platform for celebrated and ambitious artists from around the globe. The 
gallery’s program aims to engage and inspire collectors, curators, and diverse audiences 
with artistic statements that are visually compelling and conceptually rigorous. Significant 
exhibitions presented include the first West Coast solo shows of artists such as Andy 
Goldsworthy, Ai Weiwei, Kota Ezawa, and Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, among many 
others.  
  
FOR-SITE Foundation: FOR-SITE Foundation, the organization behind projects such as 
@Large: Ai Weiwei on Alcatraz and Goldsworthy in the Presidio, focuses on art about place 
through creation, understanding, and presentation. FOR-SITE, established in 2003, 
achieves this mission through exhibitions, commissions, artist residencies, and education 
programs that inspire new ways of thinking and dialogue about the natural and cultural 
environment.  
  
SF Camerawork: For nearly 50 years, SF Camerawork has provided a launching pad for 
many artists' careers, supplying invaluable financial support, exhibition space, curation, 
and patronage. In its early years, SF Camerawork was the first organization in the Bay Area 
to host exhibitions and lectures by controversial but ultimately highly influential artists 
such as Sally Mann, Robert Mapplethorpe, Susan Meiselas, and Joel-Peter Witkin. More 
recently, the organization has presented the first West Coast exhibitions for artists 
including John Chiara, Binh Danh, Erica Deeman, Jennifer Karady, Jason Lazurus, Chris 
McCaw, Wang Ning De, and Meghann Riepenhoff—artists who have emerged as leaders of 
a new generation gaining international prominence.  
  
San Francisco Children’s Arts Center: The SF Children’s Art Center has been nurturing a 
love for art in children since 1978. With a mission to empower children and foster their 
sense of self through artistic expression, SFCAC enables students to view the world as a 
place filled with possibilities where they can express their own vision. Classes are offered 
in collage, drawing, painting, sculpture, printmaking, clay, and photography. SFCAC 
provides visual arts residencies at several San Francisco preschools, schools, and 
community programs.  
  
Museo Italo Americano: The Museo Italo Americano was the first museum in the United 
States devoted exclusively to Italian and Italian-American art and culture. In addition to 
researching, collecting, and displaying the works of Italian and Italian American artists, the 
Museo promotes educational programs and classes for the appreciation of Italian art, 
culture, and language. An FMCAC resident since 1985, Museo hosts two galleries, a library, 
offices, and a gift shop.  
  
 
 
 



 
 
Coming Soon – Bonnie Ora Sherk Retrospective  
FMCAC also announced its presentation of the first posthumous exhibition survey of work 
by artist Bonnie Ora Sherk (1945–2021), coming to Gallery 308 in January 2024. Sherk was a 
pioneering New York City and San Francisco-based artist, environmental educator, and 
landscape planner whose longstanding engagement with the urban environment, youth, 
and community initiatives has gained new relevance in contemporary art and across 
sustainability initiatives.  
 
This exhibition, guest curated by San Francisco-based Tanya Zimbardo, will trace the 
development of Sherk’s commitment to art and ecology in the public sphere over a range of 
projects. Associated with the first generation of Conceptual art and performance in 
California, Sherk’s early performances and site-specific interventions in the 1970s will be 
represented through newly transferred film and video as well as rarely seen photographs 
and ephemera. Details of the exhibition will be available later this year at fortmason.org  
  
Contact: Lehia Franklin Acox, FMCAC; Lehia@fortmason.org, (415) 345-7561  
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