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There are many different ways to enjoy art, whether its contemplating in silence, going to 

a gallery opening, or attending artist lectures, but Fort Collins artists agree that one event 

in town benefits the galleries and the goers in a more unique and personal experience.  

 

Residents and travelers alike can enjoy a vibrant art scene in the heart of Old Town 

through an unusual art experience in unique and traditional venues. And it is these art 

venues where the art gives back to the community while also relying on support from the 

community as well.  

 

One of the best ways to see these different venues, according to gallery, studio, and 

museum directors, is First Friday Gallery Walks.  

 

Dawn Putney said the best way to experience the Old Town art scene is to get out on First 

Friday and experience the magic.  Putney is the official overseer and self-described “fairy 

godmother” of the experimental art gallery, Art Lab.  

 

“Residents will get a taste of everything the art community offers through First Friday,” 

said Putney. 

 

According to the Fort Collins Arts District, The magic of the gallery walk begins at 6 p.m. 

on the first Friday of each month. Art enthusiasts and the general public embark on a free 

self-guided tour through dozens of galleries, enjoying enchanting exhibits and 

refreshments until the event ends at 9 p.m. 

 

Marcy Oliver, owner of Old Town Art and Framery, founded the First Friday Gallery 

Walk in 1997. According to the Fort Collins Downtown Business Association, she did 

not want Fort Collins to be perceived as a “second-class arts community.” 

 

The city’s arts scene has been very successful ever since the First Friday walks began. 

One of the more unusual and contemporary galleries to explore on the tour is Art Lab. 

 

Old Town’s Art Lab is a unique experience in that the gallery space is a “blank canvas,” 

according to Putney. “It is anything that anyone wants to do.” 

 

There are only two rules at Art Lab, a contemporary art gallery, performance hall, and 

meeting venue: 

1.) Do not get the cops summoned, and  

2.) Do not burn the place down. 

 



“We also like artist to leave the place in better shape then when they found it,” said 

Putney.  

 

Art Lab turns an empty storefront into a vibrant, experimental art space. The space is free 

to use and a new artist is assigned every month, filling the empty building with wonderful 

art, music or performances. There is a gallery opening in the first week, the show is up 

for two weeks, and then the next two weeks of the month are dedicated as an open space 

for classes and performances. The space promotes creativity and innovation, and also 

functions as a gathering place. 

 

“We truly believe with Art Lab that we need to have traffic and be in the heart of Fort 

Collins. The community space seems to add to Old Town because people will come 

across and find (Art Lab),” said Putney.  

 

But this off-the-wall gallery offers more than space for artists. It also offers Fort Collins 

residents a place to escape.  

 

“We had our first location on Mountain Avenue and we would have these open mic 

nights, said Putney. “This guy would come in, jump on stage with the band, and start 

playing the piano. He would usually be at the bar next door but instead he had the Art 

Lab to come to.”  

 

And despite the down economy Putney is happy to see that good art is selling at the Art 

Lab.  People touring the gallery during First Friday can purchase the art, putting money 

back into the local community.  

 

“Honestly this is a space for artists to use.  We have really great artists and some amateur 

artists. In one week we can have all Medias,” said Putney. “People can have meetings for 

free and we can let them get out there and take risks; we can use art to promote all causes 

like the humane society for example.” 

 

The Art Lab is one of many special spots along the First Friday Gallery Walk that creates 

a colorful art experience.  

 

Another cutting-edge gallery that is a favorite during First Friday walks is the Center for 

Fine Art Photography. The Center combines unique photography and exhibitions from 

local to international photographers.  

 

The photography gallery located at the edge of North Old Town, promotes the art of 

photography by supporting the growth of creative artists through exhibitions and 

educational programs as described on their website’s home page.  

 

The Center has three galleries. The Main Gallery features international juried group 

exhibitions while the South and North Galleries promote individual photographers with 

solo and group exhibitions. 

 



“I like that we bring a unique perspective to art in Old Town,” said Nicole Stahly, 

programs manager and volunteer coordinator at the Center. “Through that uniqueness we 

get a diverse audience through our doors.”  

 

According to Stahly, The Center is more contemporary and provides a new look and 

experience instead of the same old mountains and aspen trees that are typical subjects of 

art in Colorado.  

 

Stahly also supports participating in the First Friday walks but also offers advice on 

making the art viewing experience more personal.   

 

“First Friday is a great way to see everything but the best way to see the show is when 

it’s quieter,” said Stahly. 

 

Hamidah Glasgow, Executive Director of the Center, agrees. 

 

“Go back and spend time with the work. With art we don’t take time to spend with the 

work, so come back and see what you enjoyed again,” said Glasgow.  

Another stop along the First Friday walk is the Fort Collins Museum of Art (FCMOA). 

According to the website, the museum’s purpose is “to engage our community in cultural 

experiences that promote an awareness and appreciation of the visual arts.” 

Executive Director Mary Ann Lorenz says the FCMOA mission is to present the 

community with a high quality art experience through exhibitions.  

Lorenz’s idea of experiencing First Friday takes on a different perspective. 

“It is nice to combine art with another experience,” said Lorenz. “Come see the art and 

then go to dinner, or see a concert and then come look at the art.” 

The museum is supported by donations from the community and can then give back to 

the community through events, publications, and educational programs for children and 

adults. 

“We wouldn’t be here if the community didn’t support us,” said Lorenz. “Our existence 

relies on the community.” 

That same community support is true for The Center for Fine Art Photography and the 

Art Lab. 

“The community shows up and appreciates what we do,” said Glasgow.  “They are 

curious and open minded.” 



Whether it is photography, drawing, mixed media, or even performances, First Friday is a 

unique way to gain a new perspective on the great variety of art that Old Town has to 

offer.  

 Each venue provides a special experience to each person that steps through its doors. 

Whether it is someone passing through, or a professional artist admiring another’s work, 

the Old Town art scene has a place for people in every walk of life. And places for them 

to walk to.  
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http://www.artlabfortcollins.org/?page_id=72 

 

http://www.fortcollinsarts.org/gallery%20walk.php 

 

http://www.c4fap.org/index.asp 

 

http://www.ftcma.org/about.php 
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239 Linden Street  

Fort Collins, CO 80524 

970-368-2278 

www.artlabfortcollins.com 

Art Lab Fort Collins is an experimental art space that 

is open to all fine artist, hobbyists, innovators, 

creative’s, musicians and performers. This is not a 

traditional gallery because the scene is always 

changing. Art Lab is a cooperative art space, an 

experimental concept that involves the community 

 

 
400 N. College Avenue 

Fort Collins, CO 80524 

www.c4fap.org 

The Center has three galleries, classrooms, and a 

digital and traditional dark room. The Center 

currently has more than 900 members representing 

33 countries worldwide. The Main Gallery features 

international juried group exhibitions while the South 

and North Galleries promote individual 

photographers with solo and group exhibitions.  

 

 

201 S. College Avenue 

Fort Collins, CO 80524 

970-482-2787 

www.ftcma.org 

The mission of the Fort Collins Museum of Art is to 

engage our community in cultural experiences that 

promote an awareness and appreciation of the visual 

arts. To offer our audiences the highest-quality art 

experiences, the Fort Collins Museum of Art present 

a diverse series of exhibitions, community events, 

publications and educational programs for children 

and adults.  
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Old Town: Through my eyes 

 

When applying to colleges in high school I took a risky chance and actually only applied 

to one college. And that was Colorado State University, to study photography. Although I 

had never toured the campus or even Old Town, I kept hearing all these great things 

about the local art scene Fort Collins had to offer.  

 

During my senior year of high school, my photo teacher planned a field trip to The 

Center for Fine Art Photography. It was in that moment that I knew I wanted to spend the 

next four and a half years of my life in Fort Collins.  

 

Since that moment my knowledge and experience of art in Old Town has grown. Slowly 

over my years in school, I have experienced First Friday Gallery Walks, been to 

numerous shows and exhibitions, looked at a lot of art, and even experienced life as an 

artist in Old Town.  

 

Maybe it’s the unique personality that Old Town a has to offer, maybe it’s the creative 

architecture in the building designs,  or maybe it’s the unique personalities that I have run 

into along the way, but every time I need a new photography idea, I find myself back in 

Old Town.  

 

Most recently, during this semester I spent a great amount of time making art in Old 

Town. For my current project, I was looking for unique architectural aspects that this part 

of Fort Collins offers. I spent numerous hours looking for buildings, spending time in 

those buildings, and then going back again and again photographing the perfect image.  

 

There is something so serene about Old Town. I can sit quietly on a brick wall for hours 

observing the activity and beauty of this unique place. I can also find new and fresh ideas 

on what photographs I want to capture next. 

 

For me Old Town is more than just the best spot to hang out on the weekends. To me it is 

a place where I can let my creative juices flow, where I can be inspired by others beauty, 

and a place where I can always come back to my sanity; photography.  

 

 

 


