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Description: Uptown Art Fair 
The Uptown Art Fair is a can’t-miss summer event for hundreds of thousands of Minnesotans. Now in its 
49th year, the event is the second most attended in Minnesota, and is ranked the eighth best fine arts 
festival in the United States. During the first full weekend of August, the urban intersection of Lake 
Street and Hennepin Avenue is bustling with excitement and energy. Whether a fairgoer is new to the 
event, or has attended for decades, the Uptown Art Fair holds a special place in the hearts of art lovers 
of all kinds.  
 
Art fair attendees can enjoy live performances, satisfy their sweet tooth, explore local businesses, or sip 
a glass of wine in the outdoor garden -- but the main attraction is the art. Each year, a panel of 
esteemed judges selects 350 artists in 12 media from a pool of more than 1,000 applicants from around 
the world.  The judges are tasked with choosing work that is the highest quality, and the most original, 
all while maintaining the diversity the fair is known for.  
 
There is no substitute for experiencing the magic of the Uptown Art Fair firsthand. But here are some 
facts and figures that may shed some light on the event and what Minnesotans love about it. 

• Over $2.5 million of art is sold during the fair, ranging from quality reproductions and limited 
editions to one-of-a-kind treasures. Everyone is bound to find that special piece. 

• A team of two Uptown Association (UA) employees, five interns, and a handful of planning 
committee members make the event happen each year. Whew! 

• As an outdoor event, the art fair is subject to inclement weather: the event has powered 
through soaring temperatures, torrential rain, and narrowly avoided a tornado. It’s a good thing 
event staff follow an award-winning safety plan in case of emergencies. 

• Minneapolis is proud to be one of the most bike-friendly cities in the country. That’s why art fair 
attendees are known to take advantage of the free bike valet service, presented by Nice Ride. 

• In 2011, the art fair welcomed its first food truck; Sauced. The mobile vendor’s lobster rolls were 
the talk of the grounds.  

• The art fair is one of few Minnesota events that doesn’t restrict beer-lovers to a designated 
area. Attendees who purchase a Schell’s beer are free to roam the grounds while enjoying it. 
There’s too much to see to be trapped in a beer garden, after all.  

• The most challenging supply to keep stocked throughout the weekend? Ice for the six Pepsi 
booths on the grounds. It’s not easy driving a golf cart through a crowd of thousands, but a 
dedicated food and beverage team does so masterfully. 

• Even stars love the art fair. In 2011, Project Runway finalist Christopher Straub, local television 
personality Eric Perkins, and Minneapolis rock band Solid Gold were among the celebrities who 
contributed original works of art for an auction to benefit a local charity. Not to mention the 
2011 commemorative artist: former Minnesota Viking, photographer Matt Blair.  

• The next great artist may get their start at the Uptown Art Fair. Tomorrow’s Stars is a youth fair 
that showcases artists ages 8-18, who display, discuss, and sell their work during the weekend. 
Although these artists are light on experience, they have talent in abundance.  

 



Description: Family Imagination Station 
After spending the day viewing fine art, some Uptown Art Fair attendees are inspired to try their hand at 
creating something all their own. At the Family Imagination Station, presented by Northern Clay Center 
(NCC), all ages and abilities are welcome to create clay art. Participants are treated to live clay 
demonstrations by experienced ceramicists and instructors. Brave families can dig into clay themselves 
and create a custom work of art. NCC then fires the clay creations, and makes them available for pickup 
at its facility in Minneapolis the following week – all at no cost to the participants.  
 
Description: Northern Clay Center 
Northern Clay Center's mission is the advancement of the ceramic arts. Its goals are to promote 
excellence in the work of clay artists, to provide educational opportunities for artists and the 
community, and to encourage the public's appreciation and understanding of the ceramic arts. Ongoing 
programs include exhibitions; classes and workshops for children and adults at all ages and levels of 
proficiency; studio facilities and grants for individual artists; and a sales gallery representing many top 
ceramic artists in the region and country. 
 
Since opening in October 1990, Northern Clay Center has become an established part of the local arts 
community, one that serves a particular marketplace, and one that has garnered national recognition for 
the quality and scope of its programs. Through special projects such as the Regis Masters Series, various 
lectures and symposia, and publications, Northern Clay Center reaches a national and international 
audience as well as an audience of participants within the Twin Cities. Other programs, such as the 
American Pottery Festival and McKnight Residency grants, bring national ceramic artists to the region, 
and continue to feed the exchange of ideas and aesthetics in and outside the walls of the center. 
Educational programs serve not only adult learners (through on-site classes and workshops for adults of 
all ages and abilities), but also such specialized and sometimes under-served groups as disabled youth, 
teen mothers, veterans, and students with legal, emotional, and behavioral problems. NCC is the only 
comprehensive ceramic arts organization in the region and is now one of the largest, if not the largest, 
ceramic arts organization in the country. 
 
Northern Clay Center has an ongoing partnership with the Uptown Art Fair that has proven mutually 
beneficial for both parties. 
 
What makes the Family Imagination Station unique? 
The Family Imagination Station provides a unique activity for families and children, in that visitors create 
art, guided by experienced artists. Most participants have never seen a ceramics demonstration or 
handled clay. Leaving the art fair with a unique work of art, at no cost, is an added bonus of the 
program.  
 
“We are especially excited about and interested in creating opportunities for parents and kids to have a 
creative experience together,” said Sarah Millfelt, Director of Northern Clay Center 
 
 



Objectives 

• Create awareness of Northern Clay Center’s classes and community resources 

• Draw traffic to Northern Clay Center’s facility/showroom 

• Provide an interactive experience for art fair attendees 

• Provide quality programming suited to children and families 
 
Target audience 
Although the Family Imagination Station is designed for families and children, participants of all ages can 
be seen at the potter’s wheel throughout the weekend. Roughly 70 percent of the audience is youth, 
under the age of 18; of the remaining 30 percent, half are adults over the age of 50; the remainder is 
comprised of parents of the participating youth. Any art fair visitor is invited to participate, with the 
understanding that parents determine if their child participates and parents ultimately elect to come to 
NCC to pick up the finished/fired work.   
 
2011 Attendance/ Measurable results 

• An estimated 750 individuals participated in the hands-on aspects of the Family Imagination 
Station (hand-building and wheel-throwing opportunities)  

• An estimated 2,500 individuals visited the Family Imagination Station to watch a wheel 
demonstration or pick up promotional materials 

• Northern Clay Center facilitated 24 hours of instruction and demonstration, with an average of 
four teaching artists and two volunteers on duty throughout the run of the 3-day fair 

• Of the 750 individuals who create an actual piece at the fair, 25 percent visit Northern Clay 
Center to pick up the fired work after the art fair concludes 

• Six youths signed up for clay camps after their experience at the Family Imagination Station 
 
“Overall, our participation in the Uptown Art Fair is an amazing marketing opportunity for us,” according 
to Millfelt. “Whether folks come to our Center later to take a ‘Clay for Couples’ class with their partner 
or a parent tells their school to call NCC to schedule an artist residency, the effects of our annual 
participation at Uptown are felt throughout the year.” 
 
Activities provided 
Participants can handle clay and create a variety of pieces throughout art fair weekend. 
  
Friday, August 5 
Where clay art meets play 
Noon-3 pm: Make birdhouses, gnome abodes and troll lounges perfect for the garden 
3-6 pm: Create clay noisemakers such as shakers, rattles, wind chimes, and whistles 
6-8:30 pm: Make fun and functional wares for the garden, including plant markers, fairies and flower 
and herb pots 
 
 



Saturday, August 6 
Where clay art meets the home 
10 am-1 pm: Build soap dishes, tiles and trinket holders 
1-5 pm: Mold plates, bowls, cups and more 
5-8:30 pm: Show off your green thumb in a unique vase made by you 
 
Sunday, August 7 
Where clay art meets work or school 
10 am-1 pm: Make a mug for your favorite drink 
1-4 pm: Create pencil and paperclip holders, business card displays, and other containers for your home 
office or classroom 
4-6 pm: Create your own plate, bowl and mug for everyday use at the office 
 
Tie-In to Uptown Art Fair 
The Uptown Art Fair means something different to everyone, but the event celebrates three things: art, 
community, and fun. Aside from embodying those three values in its programming, the Family 
Imagination Station also creates activities based on the art fair theme. Its participation introduces art to 
youth, and its mission promotes art in the Twin Cities.  
 
Budget 
Northern Clay Center’s relationship to the Uptown Art Fair is an in-kind sponsorship: Uptown 
Association offers space on the event grounds, as well as logo inclusion in promotional materials, and 
space in the official event program. NCC does not pay cash for its sponsorship. But NCC provides all 
materials, staff, and equipment for the duration of the event, at no cost to Uptown Association. 
 
Northern Clay Center has several individual donors who support its programming.  NCC pays teaching 
artists for their services, but relies heavily on volunteer efforts from teaching assistants, staff, board and 
other volunteers throughout the weekend.  NCC typically spends no less than $3,000 on teaching artist 
fees, clay, and firing over the course of the weekend. 
 
Duration of Program 
The Family Imagination Station is open for business during the full operating hours of the Uptown Art 
Fair, all three days of the event. This component has been a part of the event since 2004. 
 
Overall Effectiveness 
Year after year, the Uptown Art Fair’s partnership with Northern Clay has been mutually beneficial, and 
the execution of the Family Imagination Station has run flawlessly. Participants enjoy the novel 
experience of creating art from clay, and families appreciate that the art fair has attractions for children. 
Each organization considers the other a valuable partner.  
 
“This is absolutely one of our most successful outreach programs we conduct annually.  We are reaching 
the greatest number of individuals from the general public: all ages and stages.  We reach several 



thousand individuals through our efforts at the fair and through Uptown’s promotion of our 
involvement.  This weekend engages the community; it provides opportunities for our board and staff to 
get out and meet the greater community; it provides teaching opportunities for our assistant artists; it 
provides income and exposure for our professional teaching artists,” said Millfelt. 
 
New in 2011 
Each year, the Family Imagination Station creates new programming and interactive opportunities for 
families that reflect the theme of that year’s Uptown Art Fair. In 2011, the activities were selected to 
reflect the theme “Art Meets Life.” Participants created items to brighten their everyday lives, using 
clay.  
 
In 2011, the Family Imagination Station also enjoyed a new, centrally-located space. Due to changes in 
the event layout, the station was relocated to the Walker Library, one of the most high traffic areas on 
the grounds.  


