
For over twenty years, painter Kelly Sullivan, a pioneer in the 
field of collaborative art and founder of FingerSmears™ (Sullivan’s 
signature method of collaborative painting) has sparked artistic 
expression and creative fuel in hundreds of thousands of lives. 

Born and raised in Clinton Township, 
New Jersey, Sullivan knew she would 
be an artist when she was five years old, 
the year her grandmother surrounded 
her with paint and repeated simple 
but encouraging words:  “Don’t be shy 
with the paint,” a refrain that stuck.

In Sullivan’s teens, when her attention 
turned toward music, she spent hours 
drawing her favorite musicians. 
Her talent and interest in musical 
portraiture led her to later paint 
many of those icons, including Bruce 
Springsteen, John Lee Hooker, BB King, 

Pete Seeger, Jimmy Rogers and more. 
Her musical works graced the walls of 
BB King’s Blues Club in New York for 
years, and showed in the Ambassador 
Gallery in Soho along side that of Jerry 
Garcia and Ron Wood. 

Largely self-taught, Sullivan sold 
her first artworks (pencil and pastel 
drawings) living at the Jersey shore in 
the mid 1980’s, but she soon found that 
the solitary nature of creating art didn’t 
satisfy her hunger for an engaged, 
socially conscious and collaborative 
artistic community. 

A natural leader and organizer, in 1993, 
Sullivan produced her first multi-artist 
“Montage” show (featuring 5 diverse 
artists) out of the Old Mill Inn in 
Spring Lake Heights, New Jersey, a 
well-received exhibition featured on 
the front page of the Herald Extra and 
called, “the most innovative show the 
Jersey shore has seen in some time” on 
the local TV news. 

The first “Montage” planted the 
seed for a trailblazing list of shows, 
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Kelly lands cover ON San Francisco: 94Montage

Highlights

Bruce Springsteen stopped 
into the studio to add his mark 
to the FingerSmear™ created 
with thousands of his fans at 
the 2003 Rising Tour Concert. 
Sponsored by The Asbury 
Park Chamber of Commerce, 
and raffled off to benefit The 
Community Food Bank of NJ
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Don’t be shy with the paint.

exhibitions and festivals. Sullivan 
transplanted to San Francisco in 1990. 
Shortly after her move to San Francisco 
Sullivan’s grandmother (the one that 
taught her to paint) passed away. Kelly 
invested a small inheritance from her 
grandmother, coupled by a grant from 
the Fort Mason Foundation and the 
Haagen-Dazs Corporation, to gather 15 
diverse artists and produce 94 Montage; 

a festival that provided a hands-on 
front row seat to the creative process 
for the entire community. 

In between shows and events, 
Sullivan travelled to South East Asia 
and Europe painting her “Faces of 
the Earth” series. In Europe, Kelly’s 
travels were sponsored by US Servas 
(an organization that promotes 
world peace through direct cultural 

exchange. ). Her travels were depicted 
in her traditional works and added 
to the multicultural flavor of her 
Montage shows. 

Cover stories began rolling in about 
Sullivan, and 94 Montage was dubbed 
“the new, user-friendly art show” 
in the “hot stuff” section of the San 
Francisco Chronicle. 

Forced to worked under the constraints 
of a tight budget to provide a “painting 
experience” for guests over a week-long 
94 Montage festival,  Sullivan invented 
a collaborative way of painting she 
called FingerSmears™. Incorporating 
hundreds of painters, FingerSmears™ 
used only one canvas, and no brushes. 

Since that week in 1994 when Sullivan 
staged her first FingerSmear™, over 

Alice Foster 
Artist, Mentor, Grandmother

Highlights

Kelly created a FingerSmear™ 
at the Warfield Theater during 
a private party for the Rolling 
Stones during their 1995 
Voodoo Lounge Tour. Mick 
painted his tongue on the 
canvas with one giant thumb 
print. Ron Wood and family also 
painted, and Tyrone told Kelly, 
“This is the coolest thing here!” 
Keith Richards left his mark all 
over the canvas and a few marks 
on Kelly’s face. “Rock and Roll 
Voodoo” will be auctioned to 
benefit Mighty Fingers Facing 
Change.

Everyone from Fortune 500 CEO’s, to rock 
stars and other celebrities (including The 
Rolling Stones, Bruce Springsteen, Edie 
Falco, Carol Burnett, Harrison Ford, and 

William DeFoe, among many others) have 
dipped their fingers in paint for Kelly. 
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80,000 people from around the world 
have participated in her collaborative 
paintings.

FingerSmears™ have continued to 
shape her career throughout her life.

 “In my 20 years of producing events 
and experiential marketing stunts, I 
can honestly say that Kelly Sullivan’s 
FingerSmear™ concept is one of the 
most unique feel good experiences 
that I have seen,” said Public Relations 
expert Michelle Zontine, who began 
working with Sullivan when the 
painter was hired to commemorate the 
Annual Flower Show at Macy’s West. 
Zontine continued to seek Sullivan’s 
magic “touch” when rolling out 
OshKosh’s new Lifestyle brand across 
the U.S.

FingerSmears™ have raised over 
$150,000 for charities across the 
United States, and have been 
commissioned to commemorate All 
Star Baseball Games, The US Open, 
and The National Walk for Epilepsy on 
the Mall in Washington, DC. 

Using the arts to build and anchor 
communities has repeatedly 
characterized all of Sullivan’s work, 

whether raising funds for the surviving 
families of September 11th victims, 
or for hospitals and arts councils.  To 
Sullivan, the spirit of community 
doesn’t stop at our local borders. 
Sullivan created a globally-oriented 
arts curriculum in Alta, Wyoming (Alta 
Elementary FingerSmear™ project), 
a project which served as a building 
block for Sullivan’s largest global art 
project to date, Mighty Fingers-Facing 
Change. 

Launched in a pilot program at 
Rutgers University in New Brunswick, 
NJ, through the Rutgers Future 
Scholars Program, Mighty Fingers-
Facing Change (MFFC) is a two-
part experiential art project that has 
connected and inspired adolescent 
girls from different areas of the world; 
Guatemala, Edmonton, Canada, 
Teton Valley, Idaho, San Francisco, 
California, and Haiti. MFFC’s next 
stop is Uganda. 

A life-long facilitator of creative 
expression Sullivan’s art celebrates 
the complexity and energy of real life, 
in layers of evocative color, emotion 
and texture, distinctly present in her 
own paintings as well as in her public 
murals and collaborative canvases. 
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Bootsy Collins

Clarence Clemons

Mike Merritt

Levon Helm

Hubert Sumlin

Kelly’s signature uniform for each FingerSmear™ project 
is a new white dress shirt on which guests smear what 
remaining paint they have on their fingers before she hands 
them a moist towellette. The Pink Panther, Minnie Mouse 
and Mickey Mouse loved how colorful she was!
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