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sandmanmr. Jim Denevan cooks, surfs and lives in the moment. 
But what he does in the sand is nothing short of mesmerizing. 

by Christa Martin 

Jim Denevan stands in the middle of one of his enormous sand creations.
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Jim
Denevan

walks in circles on the beach. From where I am
standing—hundreds of feet above—he’s just an
oversized grain of sand. But in the real world, far
away from this secluded beach on Highway 1,
Denevan is making waves. 

Ever since Denevan’s sand drawings began
garnering attention a few years ago, the media has
begun clamoring for interviews. But the press isn’t
drooling just because the lanky Denevan is an
inimitable artist. What he does in the sand—think
Andy Goldsworthy or any other land, environmental
or earthworks artist—he also does in the kitchen,
where he creates savory recipes for his employer,
Gabriella Café, in downtown Santa Cruz. Meanwhile,
he still finds time to surf at Pleasure Point and keep
the heat on at his outdoor restaurant without walls,
Outstanding in the Field, which has become
nationally popular. Elle magazine recently caught up
with him. The Surfer’s Journal has scheduled a
lengthy profile on the man and Sunset magazine has
already scooped him up. Those are just a few
notables from a long list of media admirers
romancing the multi-talented 43-year-old. 

But today Denevan’s just being a “regular guy,”
spending a solitary afternoon at the beach, doing
something completely irregular—battling the
elements of an extended rainy season as he drags
a rake along the beach to create dramatic pictures
on his canvas of sand. 

This is no ordinary gardening maneuver. The
strokes create a masterpiece on the beach.
Unfortunately, today’s enormous, laborious drawing
of a triangle, which covers the expanse of the
beach, accompanied by a group of circles, will be
washed away when high tide hits. Just a reminder
of how temporary this life is. 

“It doesn’t bother me,” Denevan says. “If they
were permanent it would be bombastic and self-
absorbed. For a number of hours it’s not so absurd.
… [It] recognizes some kind of truth about life—
what is grand, or what is fragile, those kinds of
things, they don’t last. Everything is transitioning
into something else. … Loved ones come into your
life and people die and they move, and it’s
spectacular and beautiful when one’s efforts result
in something grand, and at the same time, this too
shall pass.” 

That could be a motto for Denevan’s life. He’s
endured numerous tragedies, but equal amounts of
success. It’s apropos, then, that his artwork mirrors
his experiences. 

Denevan, the second to last child in a family of
nine, was 5 when his father died from a brain
tumor. His widowed mother, an “unusually
intelligent” woman, was left to care for her children.
She went back to school and earned a master’s
degree in mathematics, then went on to teach for
many years at San Jose State University. She
moved the family to the Eastside of Santa Cruz
when Denevan was 15, and commuted over the hill.
His mother was a very practical woman,
“dismissive of artwork in general,” Denevan says. It
wasn’t until many years later that the artist within
him would emerge. 

Sometime in his youth, Denevan became a bona
fide local, tackling the waves and finding a
companion in the ocean. Even now, says Tim Ward,
his friend of 25 years, Denevan is sometimes
referred to as “The King,” for his surfing skills at
Pleasure Point. 

“He would know when the best swells were
coming and would get the best waves,” Ward says.
“He was always really good with the weather and he
would sit far out with a whole lot of patience … and
the best [wave] would come.”   

That patience came in handy. As Denevan grew
up, three of his twenty-something brothers were
diagnosed with schizophrenia. And two of his seven
brothers (including one schizophrenic) would die.
Those brothers who were diagnosed brought
challenges to the family. 

“They would try to stay with us,” Denevan says.
“They were so disruptive and absolutely insane. My
brother would talk for two to three weeks. [He
would] talk constantly. It was unintelligible. I
couldn’t sleep. … One of them was interested in
protecting nocturnal animals and would turn off our
electricity and write letters to the Sentinel that
people should turn their lights off—it was
disturbing the nocturnal animals. Another brother
had an intense battle between God and the devil.”

His mother took a rational outlook on their disease,
Denevan says. It was a medical problem that needed
medicine, was her practical viewpoint. She was
emotionally devastated but remained very strong.  

When Denevan was about 17, he landed a job as
a dishwasher at the Portola House restaurant, not
far from home. It morphed into cooking work and
some culinary curiosity was ignited in the teenager.
But it would remain in an incubated state for a while.
In 1986 someone sent his pictures overseas and
Denevan was beckoned by the prestigious Fashion
modeling agency. He was off to Europe to wade
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Jim Denevan on his laborious, temporary sand creations.

As a kid, Denevan hit the beach and embraced the power of surfing.



16 | APRIL 7-13, 2005 | GT

through modeling’s cutthroat waters. Although it
was a wild adventure, his career as a profes-
sional model was short—less than a year. 

“I went to a lot of odd parties with pop stars
and millionaires and wannabes,” Denevan says. “I
remember going to a Swatch party in Milan, fresh
off the boat and I was just a country bumpkin.”

He landed some print gigs, but bowed out of
the profession after being sexually harassed by a
higher-up at the agency, he says. Home was calling
for the surfer boy to return. And so he did.   

So Many Hands in the Fire
Denevan continued his culinary adventures, but

never studied professionally. His higher education
consisted of a slew of classes at Cabrillo
College—all for fun and intellectual expansion. 

About 12 years ago, Gabriella Café opened
on Cedar Street. Two weeks after the restaurant
came onto the scene, Denevan walked through
its doors and inquired about a job. (This
spontaneous practice would prove fruitful in his
artistic career later on.) He was hired and has
stayed on as a chef.

Like a big jigsaw puzzle, the pieces of his life
started to fit together. After obtaining a job at the
swanky restaurant, he moved into his current digs
on the Eastside and his son Brighton was born.

The artist within was about to materialize. 
Coffeetopia, a popular java joint frequented

by locals on the Eastside and just down the
street from Denevan’s home, had begun to
display artwork. Denevan, already into his
thirties, and having not yet explored art, signed
up to show his “work.” The quandary? He still
had to create that “work.” 

With the impending opening of an art show
looming over him, Denevan snapped up a black
felt pen, some bundles of butcher paper, and
went to work. He created 17 drawings of people,
of words, whatever came to mind. Then he found
some refrigerator boxes and made frames from
the cardboard. 

“I carried it all over there and people liked it,”
Denevan says. 

That was just the beginning for a man who
would become an internationally recognized
artist. Soon after his Coffeetopia show, Denevan
was walking on the beach by Pleasure Point. He
saw a big patch of packed, wet sand. Moved, he
proceeded to draw a 15-foot fish with his finger,
and went on to cover the beach in drawings of
people, volcanoes and dinosaurs. He was

Denevan, pictured here during his modeling days.
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creating what’s called land art, environmental art, or
earthworks. The drawings continued for some time, but
his finger got sore.  Denevan soon added a short stick,
sort of a paintbrush on the sand. But an achy back
stunted the use of that tool. Moving on, he gravitated to
a longer stick as a drawing device.

“The stick is a partner to some degree,” Denevan
says. “An extension of the body, making a drawing more
dance-like.” 

But even that became passé as Denevan found a
more efficient tool: the simple garden rake. It covers
more territory and enables his drawings to be textured. 

People started watching. And the feedback was
exceptional. Yet Denevan never signed his name on his
drawings. He just melted into the background. But
anonymity escaped him. The media started knocking,
and Denevan went out and did a little knocking of his
own. The first door he rapped on was The Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts in San Francisco. It’s no small feat
to get a show there. 

“He walked in and asked to see me,” recalls Renny
Pritikin, Yerba Buena Center’s guest curator, of Denevan’s
impromptu drop in. “I asked the receptionist to have him
leave his materials. Ninety-nine percent of the time the
work is not interesting. And museums have to be very
picky. It’s usually not the best way to find good art. He
was the exception. He left me a Polaroid of one of his
drawings and had written a note around the edges.” 

Even though Denevan submitted his work in an
unconventional way, he still piqued the curator’s
interest. The image was downright commanding. Pritikin
called Denevan for a meeting and offered some
marketing advice to the artist (i.e., don’t show up to a
museum with Polaroids), and Denevan took the kernels

Denevan often heads to San Francisco to create a work of art in the sand. This shot was captured at Ocean Beach.

mr.sandman
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of wisdom back home. Three months later he returned
with enormous photo documents of his work. 

“It was mind-blowing and beautiful,” Pritikin says. “I had
been working on a show of large scale art work. It fit in.
Kind of serendipity.” 

The show, “Big Deal & Blow Up,” was open in San
Francisco from Jan. 22 to April 3 of this year, and featured
the work of six artists, including Denevan. An image of one
of his pieces was featured on the front page of the San
Francisco Chronicle newspaper in early March. “Unheard
of,” Pritikin says, sounding floored over the phone when
talking about the mini media frenzy surrounding Denevan. 

So what’s the “draw” to his drawings? 
“The scale, the fact that people are very touched, that

it’s ephemeral, only there for a day, they’re beautiful, the
fact that he does it alone, it’s a meditation—people can
relate to that,” Pritikin adds. “I suspect that [in five to 10
years] he could be doing these kinds of projects all over
the world.”

For now his art is staying close to home, with an
upcoming one-day show on June 12 at Sausalito’s
Headlands Center for the Arts. That morning he’ll create
an outside sand drawing for an audience, followed by a
talk and a look at photos of his work in the afternoon, and
a dinner at the Arts Center. A documentary of his work,
Sandman, was to play the same day, but that’s been
postponed. Next year, instead, it may hit festivals, or show
on San Francisco’s PBS channel, KQED. This film may be
capable of sending Denevan over the cusp and into full-
fledged recognition. 

The Sandman Commeth
The filmmaking began five years ago. Chesley Chen, a

USC film graduate, was walking his dog on the beach one
day at Fort Funston in South San Francisco when he
noticed a design on the sand. His curiosity about the artist
behind the creation was satisfied a few weeks later when
he read a SF Weekly article about Denevan. According to
Chen, the newspaper mentioned that the statuesque
Denevan worked at a restaurant in the city. Wrong. Still,
Chen lucked out. He sent a letter addressed to Denevan
at the eatery. The staff, familiar with the Santa Cruzan,
held onto the note and when Denevan came in for a bite,
they forked it over.

“I thought it would be a five-minute short [movie],” Chen
says. “It would sharpen my chops. There was something
rather intriguing about walking on the beach and seeing a
drawing that’s much larger than yourself and how it
changes your relationship with the beach. [You’re] usually
not paying attention to the surface you’re walking on.” 

When Denevan met Chen at a greasy spoon in the city
for breakfast, Chen realized, “the story he was telling me
was far more suitable for a much longer piece than for this
five-minute ditty.”

Filming for the 53-minute feature documentary
commenced in December 1999 and rolled into June 2000.
Chen followed the Santa Cruz artist/chef/surfer around
for eight days a month, for six months, capturing on
celluloid each sand drawing in progress. Denevan did the
voice-over narration. The film was cut by August 2001, but
filmmaker and subject ran into a few cinematic bumps. In
early 2000 Denevan’s mother, who had been suffering for
three years from Alzheimer’s, passed away. 

“It prompted me to hold back things … this became
such a powerful piece,” Chen says. “Then September 11
occurred and it had a tremendous effect on the [movie].
The piece talks about dealing with changes in one’s life,
irrevocable changes, and Jim had to deal with his dad
dying at a young age, and his brothers and his mom, and
here he is making these drawings that you cannot
preserve. In the film he talks about how he’s OK with that,

mr.sandman
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with drawing these massive images and letting nature take its course, and he talks about
how there’s a preoccupation with humanity with making monuments, skyscrapers, etc., that
are supposed to outlast the builder and suggest an immortality, and eventually over time
those things will be reduced to dust.”

The movie continued to be postponed. Chen is now shooting for a 2006 release, likely on
the PBS station in San Francisco. 

“It’s not a survey of his work,” Chen notes. “It’s him dealing with all the trauma, and in
the middle of these traumas he goes out to the beach and draws a giant picture. In some
ways, I think he sees the art world much like he sees the incoming tides—neither of them
perturb him, he just goes about doing things.” 

Things like working culinary wonders at Gabriella Café, creating original and exquisite
menus for this California-inspired Italian restaurant. Or sitting at the helm of Outstanding in
the Field, Denevan’s restaurant without walls, which he founded in 1999. He and a small
team hold upscale dinners (across America), outdoors, in places like farmer’s fields, sea
caves and redwood forests. The enterprise brings in local cheesemakers, winemakers and
the like, and sets up dining arrangements for around 100 people. Tickets aren’t cheap—
usually $130-$160, but the experience measures up to its price tag. Gourmet, Elle, Sunset
and Outside magazines have all covered the traveling dinners. In the beginnings of
Outstanding in the Field, Denevan did much of the cooking. Nowadays he melds into the
crowd and seems to like it that way. People might be watching him, knowing who he is, or
maybe not. It’s that sense of impermanence that continues to follow him around. 

For more information about Jim Denevan, visit www.jimdenevan.com.

Denevan at home—relaxed and contemplating his next move.
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