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Three San Francisco Arts Commission Public Art Projects Named
America’s Best Public Artworks at the 2011 Americans for the Arts

Convention in San Diego

SAN FRANCISCO, June 23, 2011 – Luis R. Cancel, director of cultural affairs for the

San Francisco Arts Commission, is pleased to announce that three recently-

commissioned public art projects were named best public artworks in the United States

at the 2011 Americans for the Arts convention held in San Diego from June 16–19. The

artworks include two separate art installations by Owen Smith at Laguna Honda and

Zhang Huan’s colossal masterpiece Three Heads Six Arms (2008), which was on view

from May 2010 to February 2011 in Civic Center Plaza. During the annual Public Art

Year in Review session, two independent art experts, public art consultant Gail Goldman

and artist/consultant Kendall Henry, presented 47 of their top choices for the most

innovative permanent or temporary public artworks created or debuted in 2010. The

three aforementioned artworks were chosen from approximately 500 entries from across

the country. 

“The San Francisco Arts Commission’s Public Art Program has enriched our city’s

public buildings and spaces by commissioning artworks by the best local, national and

international artistic talent,” said Mr. Cancel. “Over the years, our Public Art Program

has emerged as a leader in the field, and this honor is a testament to our commitment to

excellence and making world-class art an integral part of this world-class city.” 

Bay Area artist Owen Smith is an award-winning illustrator whose work has appeared in

numerous magazines and newspapers. Smith’s WPA-style mosaic murals and bas relief

sculptures at the new Laguna Honda pay homage to Glen Wessels’ W.P.A. mural series
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Professions located in the hospital’s 1926 building. Painted in oil on canvas, Wessels’ five

murals portray the classical elements (fire, air, earth and water) through an associated

profession. For the hospital’s lobby, Smith created three mosaic murals depicting the

building of the Golden Gate Bridge, which to him represents human audacity, bravery,

skill and artistic and engineering achievement. The location of the bridge, which is

forged in steel (fire), is a meeting of water, earth and sky (air). For the resident floors at

the hospital, Smith created a series of 3’ x 5’ cast-stone relief sculptures representing a

classical element and an associated profession. For example, water is depicted by two

fishermen pulling a net out of the sea. The relief sculptures are located at key wayfinding

points to help patients navigate the resident floor. As a collection, these works provide a

visual continuity between the old and the new buildings, while creating a welcoming

environment that connects the hospital to the greater community.

Zhang Huan’s Three Heads Six Arms made its world premiere in May 2010 as the focal

point of Civic Center Plaza. Standing over 26 feet tall and weighing almost 15 tons, the

copper sculpture is the artist’s largest work to date. Three Heads Six Arms is part of an

important series of monumental works depicting the arms, legs, feet, hands and heads of

Buddhist sculptures. The series was inspired by the artist’s experience seeing remnants of

religious sculptures that had been destroyed during the Cultural Revolution for sale in a

Tibetan market. Zhang, who is based in Shanghai, is widely regarded as one of the most

influential and provocative contemporary artists working today. The artist chose San

Francisco as the ideal setting to debut his sculpture, in part, because of the long-standing

history being honored between Shanghai and San Francisco during the 2010 Sister-city

Celebration.

This is the 11th year that Americans for the Arts, the nation’s leading nonprofit

organization for advancing the arts, has recognized public art works. The artists and

commissioning organizations involved in creating and supporting these public art works

will receive letters of recognition and congratulations from Americans for the Arts. Last

year, the Arts Commission’s What is Missing? by Maya Lin, located at the California
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Academy of Sciences, received the same honor.  San Francisco Arts Commission

projects have consistently been selected by the Public Art Network and Americans for

the Arts as among the best in the United States. 

About The San Francisco Arts Commission and the Public Art Program

Established by charter in 1932, the San Francisco Arts Commission is the City agency

that champions the arts in San Francisco. Led by the belief that a creative cultural

environment is essential to the City’s well-being, the Arts Commission programs

permeate all aspects of City life. Programs include: Civic Art Collection, Civic Design

Review, Community Arts & Education, Cultural Equity Grants, Public Art, SFAC

Gallery, Street Artist Licensing, and the San Francisco Symphony Youth and Family

Concert Series.

The Arts Commission’s Public Art Program was established by the City Arts

Enrichment Ordinance in 1969, as one of the first of its kind in the country. The Public

Art Program seeks to promote a diverse and stimulating cultural environment to enrich

the lives of the city’s residents, visitors and employees. The Program encourages the

creative interaction of artists, designers, city staff, officials and community members

during the design of City projects in order to develop public art that is specific to the site

and meaningful to the community.

# # # #


