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Virginia Macias of Stamford was walking down the stairs of the American Fabrics complex with
two friends, having just spent time checking out all the artist studios inside the former East End
factory.

  

Macias didn’t need to give a detailed explanation of what the group thought of the AmFab open
studios event on Saturday. “I think the bags tell the story,” she said, with all three women
holding bags from purchases they had made as they prepared to leave.      

  

Among the items in the bags were quilts by Denyse Schmidt Quilts, which they noted they had
just seen for sale at architect Philip Johnson’s Glass House in New Canaan, a tourist attraction
that tends to attract an upscale crowd.

  

Her friend, Ginger Michels, said she planned to return to AmFab. “I’m making plans to come
back,” she said.

  

They weren’t alone in their praise.
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Mike Clay of Fairfield came specifically to see photographer Thomas Mezzanotte, anacquaintance, and was impressed with the entire place. He had never visited the complex onConnecticut Avenue before.  “I wish there were more places like this,” Clay said. “It’s a great use of an old building.”  The Saturday event attracted a steady crowd. They were able to visit more than two dozenstudios on three floors that house painters, photographers, crafters, other artists andarts-related companies. They admired the original art on display — from abstract paintings tophoto portraits — as well as the building’s 16-foot-high ceilings and views of the surroundingarea from all the large windows.  While the neighborhood and building’s exterior can seem a bit gritty at times, inside the artiststudios it was all about color, creativity and camaraderie.  The building was used for scenes of the 2008 film Righteous to Kill, with one vacant roomhaving the words “Detective Bureau” painted on its door for a scene in the movie. The filmstarred Robert De Niro, Al Pacino and 50 Cent.     High marks for owner  Jocelyn Braxton Armstrong of Westport, who does ceramics, has been in the building for abouta year. She likes the new landlord, Westrock Development, which has been renovating thecomplex and reaching out to artists and other potential tenants.  “There are a variety of people who do different kinds of art here,” she said. “It’s a very diverserange of art. It’s a great thing because you can either open or close your door, and there’salways someone to give you an opinion.”  A company named Art Bags has been making women’s purses, business card cases, mirrorsand other items with art designs for three years inside AmFab.  

The licensed art images are permanently affixed on the pre-made purses and other items insidethe studio. They then are sold to retail stores and museum shops and at pet shows (dogs andcats are popular design lines). Sometimes wedding parties or companies buy in quantity to useas favors for guests or gifts for employees.  Art Bags employee Getta Kadam of Bridgeport called the AmFab complex “a lovingenvironment. Every Friday we have lunch with a few artists. It’s very fascinating to meet thesepeople.”  Elizabeth Bullis-Wiese of Fairfield, a painter, has been in the building for three years. She worksfrom an elevated part of a studio that she shares with three other painters.  “I like how high up I am,” she said. “I can look out the window and see the water and the skyand clouds.”  Bullis-Wiese, whose husband used to work in the American Fabrics factory as a foreman in thelace division, said the new owners have keep their promises. “He does what he says and wantsto keep us here,” she said of a Westrock Development partner.     “Community of artists”  The studio of Mezzanotte, the photographer, looks almost like a museum. There are oldercameras and related equipment throughout the place. He even makes tin-plate photos with acamera from the 1860s.  He’s been at AmFab for five years, longer than anyone else perhaps, and before that was at thenearby Innovation Center. His father used to work in a building two doors down from theAmerican Fabrics factory.  “It’s fabulous,” Mezzanotte said of AmFab. “We have a community of artists here. The newlandlord is doing a lot of work.”  

The Fairfield resident also does a lot of teaching in schools and at the college level. He onceoversaw the University of Bridgeport art gallery.  Dylan and Lauren Cotton run The Cotton Press, which prints unique designs on T-shirts, babyclothes and other clothing items. The clothes are sold to specialty shops and at flea markets,such as one in Brooklyn, N.Y. They were an early AmFab tenant.  “My wife does the beautiful designs,” he said. The couple lives in Fairfield.  Dylan also is a rock musician, and often brings a guitar with him to the studio to practice andcreate on. It’s all part of the informal, creative atmosphere.  Israel Guibbory, another photographer, occupies the space that once was the American FabricsCo. president’s office. The studio includes a private bathroom and a former fireplace. “It’s abeautiful space to work in,” said Guibbory, who opened his business in AmFab in May.  Photography is a second career for him. While he was trained as a photojournalist in the AirForce, he spent most of his life as a tool-and-die worker and mechanical engineer.  Guibbory also praised the landlord. “You couldn’t ask for more,” he said. “We’ve seen a lot ofprogress.”  Many of the artists noted that studio space has gotten harder to come by in the past few yearsin Bridgeport, despite the recent real estate downturn. Artists were displaced from both theNEST Building and Remington Shot Tower Building when the housing market still was strong.  They also were thankful for the support of city officials. The city sold the building to WestendDevelopment after acquiring it from the previous owner through foreclosure, and has beendirecting artists to AmFab as a possible place to set up shop.
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