
 FROM NEON TO
 HOLOGRAPHS

Delving into the  
creative process—and  
going down the rabbit  
hole—with three  
San Francisco artists. 
BY LAUREN MURROW

NEON ART IS NOT for the weak or faint 
of heart. You’ve got to fight physics to 
bend 1,000-degree-Fahrenheit tubes of 
glass into graceful shapes—and Meryl 
Pataky has the scars to show for it. “The 
amps are what could kill me,” says 
the 33-year-old neon artist matter-of-
factly. “One shock would probably blow 
my limbs off.” ¶ But it’s the danger of 
neon that intrigued Pataky in the first 
place. “I like it because it’s hard,” she says. “I’ve always been attracted to those 
mediums.” Originally trained as a metalsmith, she discovered neon in a class at 
Academy of Art University. Forging her way in a male-dominated trade, Pataky 
has adopted a “powerhouse Rosie the Riveter alter ego,” she says. “Even the 
glass gives you a lot of resistance.” ¶ Pataky’s pieces incorporate chemistry 
and spirituality, often highlighting elements of the periodic table. Her own 
knuckles are tattooed with the letters Ar, Ne, and Ag, the symbols for argon, 
neon, and silver. (She’s worked out an unorthodox apprenticeship with Idle 
Hand tattoo artist Austin Maples: neon lessons in exchange for free tattoos.)  
¶ Currently, Pataky is revisiting her silversmithing roots, making mixed-media 
assemblages of neon, metal, and found objects. She’s an evangelist for her 
craft, which she considers both a particularly badass medium and a cultural 
touchstone. “People might not think much about neon now, but they’ll sure as 
hell miss it when it’s gone,” she says. “Look at Vegas.” 

Pataky’s neon text 
is based on a hand-
drawn pattern—“a nod 
to the nostalgia of the 
medium,” she says—
that is protected by a 
heatproof screen.

To make the abstract 
line portrait above, 
Meryl Pataky drew a 
contour self-portrait 
while looking in the 
mirror, turned it into a 
pattern, then bent the 
form in neon. “It was 
fun to make because it 
broke the rules of neon 
sign specs,” she says.

The artist in her Mis-
sion studio. Below, a 
heat-resistant glove, 
an electrode holder, 
a Stabilo pencil, a 
bending block, and a 
tubulated electrode: 
just some of the tools 
used to create Perceive 
Yourself in Light.

Pataky heats a glass 
tube to over 1,000 
degrees Fahrenheit on 
a cross fire to create 
bends. Every piece of 
neon has an electrode 
on each end to carry 
the current. 
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IN 2008, ARTIST BEN VENOM taught himself to quilt by 
reading Quilting 101: A Beginner’s Guide, a spiral-bound 
primer filled with instructions for making pot holders and 
seasonal table runners. But Venom’s quilts aren’t exactly 
Ladies’ Home Journal material: They’re all about crime, 
gambling, metal, and drugs. “My art is a collision of fine 
art crafting and the fringes of society,” he says. “I’m riding 

that razor’s edge.” ¶ A product of the ’90s punk scene in Atlanta, Venom moved 
to San Francisco in 2004 to study printmaking. In the ensuing years, his art has 
progressed into riotous quilted works—as large as 13 by 15 feet—all machine-sewn 
on a $1,000 Juki HZL-F600. “When it’s running full speed, it’s kind of like shooting 
an automatic weapon,” Venom says. ¶ His pieces are a mash-up of iconography: 
heavy metal skulls, Harley-Davidson flames, Mexican cartel blood drops, and 
hippie-dippy rainbow-streaked hearts. He embraces the disconnect between 
his anarchic art and the quaint quilt-
ing tradition. “I love a high level of 
ridiculousness,” he says. The works are 
sewn from donated clothing, a moun-
tainous supply of which reaches the 
ceiling in his Haight-Ashbury studio. 
¶ Following an artist residency at the 
de Young last year (during which he 
busied himself sewing patches onto 
museumgoers’ jackets, pro bono),  
he’s exhibiting in the Museum of Craft 
and Design’s current show, Con-
structed Communication, up through 
August 7. Though Venom occasion-
ally accepts commissions—he just 
completed a triptych for Google’s 
offices—he’s choosy about those he 
takes on. “I prefer to be given free rein,” 
he says. “I think like a tattoo artist: 
You’re only as good as your last tattoo.” 

Venom prefers to 
work with donated  
and recycled fab-
ric. “You’ve heard 
of Picasso’s Blue 
Period?” he jokes. 

“This is Ben Venom’s 
Rainbow Period.” 

Though he learned to 
quilt on an inexpen-
sive Brother XL2610, 
Ben Venom eventually 
upgraded to this high-
end Japanese model. 

“It was the equivalent 
of trading in a shitty 
Honda Accord for a 
souped-up, bitchin’ 
Camaro,” he says.

After an initial sketch, 
Venom manipulates 
his design in Photo-
shop to create a quilt 
stitch. Then he slices 
up the pattern like a 
puzzle using fabric 
shears, at right.

Above, I Am the Night 
Rider, a 58-by-47-inch 
quilt. Venom often cre-
ates wearable art in the 
form of quilted  jackets, 
vests, and hats. “Our 
DNA is in our cloth-
ing,” he says.
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“I WANT TO PROJECT onto the moon 
and holographically raise the dead,” 
announces Travis Threlkel, an avant-
garde artist with the makings of a 
God complex. After viewing his work, 
you can hardly blame him. As the 
cofounder of Obscura Digital, a creative 
studio that produces larger-than-life 
video and light installations, Threlkel 
has projected mesmerizing works onto 
City Hall, the Empire State Building, 
and the Vatican. His art requires him 
to think big. ¶ Threlkel’s career path—
from dropping out of high school to 
overseeing million-dollar art installations—was circuitous. At 21, he moved to 
Cincinnati for love, but quickly became bored by the Midwest. “There was noth-
ing to do but go thrift shopping,” he says. Threlkel amassed a collection of more 
than 100 projectors and boxes of 16mm films. It was in Ohio that he discovered 
his first video projector and realized its potential for immersive art. He bought a 
geodesic dome, arranged a slew of meetings with computer science professors, 
and moved back to San Francisco in 1998 hell-bent on producing his projections. 
¶ Since then, what started out as a guy with a 30-foot dome has grown into a 
hub of 65 animators, software developers, graphic designers, and technologists. 
This year, Threlkel is setting his sights higher still: He hopes to project onto the 
moon using a powerful series of reflections. “In the end, the impact comes from 
the combination of the projection and the canvas itself,” he says. “When you 
paint something like the Empire State or the Vatican—or the moon—with light 
and video, you’ve created a supercharged, superscaled art form.” 

Threlkel in his com-
pany’s Dogpatch office. 
The three-story build-
ing, a former furniture 
warehouse, is the site 
of raucous parties.

“We realized you could 
do something that 
feels intimate to sky-
scrapers,” says Travis 
Threlkel of his projec-
tion onto the Empire 
State Building last 
year. That intimacy 
was achieved with 50 
Lumen projectors, 
each the size of a small 
refrigerator. 

A cam lock, above, 
supplies temporary 
high-voltage power 
to Obscura Digital’s 
installations; graphics 
processing units are 
used  in its playback 
servers. Modern pro-
cessors, like 980s or 
Quattros, are common. 

An inspiration board 
of personal art and 
found objects in 
Obscura Digital’s art 
department.

Obscura Digital pays 
the bills by building 
commercial art, above. 
This interactive sculp-
ture of touchscreen 
Google Chromebooks,  
Pixel Tree, was cre-
ated in 11 days.
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