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Alternative arts scene thrives on
The City’s waterfront

Max Blue | Special to The Examiner

The historic San Francisco Art Institute will soon become the California Academy of Studio Arts, with a residency-based

education model, founded by Laurene Powell Jobs. Craig Lee/The Examiner

The City’s waterfront may be the site of an arts renaissance.

Multiple nonprofits have emerged on San Francisco’s north side in recent months,
presenting new support for local artists and alternatives to traditional arts education.
They offer hope at a time when The City’s arts community desperately needs to chart a
course forward.


https://castudioarts.org/
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The San Francisco art scene has suffered a series of bitter blows in the last year, from
the shuttering of several commercial art galleries to the impending closure of The
City’s last nonprofit art school.

But in a vacant office in Levi’s Plaza, Callie Jones and Julia Li last year launched KARL,
a collaborative exhibition space that has since moved to a permanent location in the
Embarcadero’s Waterfront Plaza. After a series of successful exhibitions, the new space
at 50 Francisco Street opened to the public in April with a cross-generational exhibition
of women artists. In its new home, KARL will operate both as a gallery and an artist
residency program, offering artists free studio space to work. Collectors and members
of the public will also have the opportunity to meet with artists during their time in the
residency.

“One of the biggest issues for artists in the Bay Area is lack of affordable space,” Jones
told The Examiner. “Many are creating out of their apartments, which can be
challenging if you’re making large-scale work.”

Local artist Esteban Samayoa recently completed the first residency at KARL, which
resulted in a solo exhibition at COL Gallery in Ghirardelli Square, a commercial art
gallery Jones and Li co-founded in 2023. Applications for future residencies at KARL
will open in the summer.

“We really want to reiterate that art should be accessible to all,” Jones told The
Examiner. “It shouldn’t be a luxury.”

The same goes for collecting art, which is one of the most direct ways to support local
artists. Between COL, KARL and Li’s adjacent café, Lul.u Fresh, the artworks for sale
range from $100 to over $1 million.

“The art world has traditionally thrived on inaccessibility and the illusion of scarcity,”
Jones said. “That has been breaking down in recent years.”

KARL’s programming aims to integrate with the wider Bay Area cultural landscape. The
next exhibition, in August, will coincide with and complement Nexus: SF / Bay Area
Black Art Week, and November’s food-themed show will celebrate The City’s rich
culinary culture. In January, KARL will get back to its collaborative roots, partnering



https://www.sfexaminer.com/culture/museums-and-galleries/sf-art-week-newcomer-brings-approachable-vibe-to-festival/article_dd100438-d2b7-11ef-8caa-b7bcf46a85e5.html
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with other local galleries for a group show once again coinciding with FOG Design +
Art.

KARL will also partner with local firms to host professional development workshops for
artists, offering everything from free accounting to legal and branding advice. Some of
these programs will be open to the public, while others will be more specialized for
artists in the residency program.

“Artists come out of school not knowing how to price their work, how to read gallery
agreements and other things that are integral to being a practicing artist,” Jones said.

Li, who has both a bachelor’s in fine arts as well as an MBA, agreed.

“Because there’s so much nebulousness in the industry, it keeps people who are
passionate about being artists from being artists,” she said. “We want to help artists
succeed.”
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Callie Jones and Julia Li last year launched KARL, a collaborative exhibition space that has since moved to a
permanent location in the Embarcadero’s Waterfront Plaza. Image by Zabrina Deng, courtesy of KARL

Across the street from KARL, at Pier 29, another arts nonprofit looking to reinvent the
model of arts education will open in September.

Art + Water, founded by novelist and publisher Dave Eggers and city arts commissioner
JD Beltran, will also offer an artist-in-residence program, with the mentorship of
established artists. The program will support 30 artists in annual cohorts, composed of
10 mentors and 20 apprentices in the 55,000-square-foot space. Art + Water will focus
on technical training, mostly in two-dimensional mediums like painting, as well as
professional development.

The model is similar to the French atelier, a workshop where fledgling artists worked
alongside more established mentors. It’s “resurrecting the artist-apprentice model that
reigned in the art world for hundreds of years,” Eggers wrote earlier this month in an
online article.

Applications to the residency program close June 1.

“The cohort of mentors feels akin to what we want the ethos of the space to be, the
pedagogy and rigor as well as viability,” the program’s head of faculty, local artist Ana
Teresa Fernandez, told The Examiner. “These are artists with highly technical skills
who have been able to create deep roots within the community and growth within their
own radius.”

According to Ferndndez, the Art + Water model is closer to an experience a burgeoning
artist might have at community college, like she attended before studying at SFAI.

“I had a phenomenal and provocative conceptual education, but it severely lacked the
technical and mechanical,” said Fernandez, who studied and taught at SFAI on and off
for a decade beginning in 2008. “When you get out of school, you’re shit out of luck.
What I want to help build is a school that helps artists construct a foundation that will
be long lasting.”

Art + Water co-director Nicole Avril agreed.


https://www.sfexaminer.com/culture/museums-and-galleries/sf-art-week-newcomer-brings-approachable-vibe-to-festival/article_dd100438-d2b7-11ef-8caa-b7bcf46a85e5.html
https://artpluswater.org/
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https://artpluswater.org/apply/
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“Workforce development is a really big piece of what we’re doing,” Avril told The
Examiner. “We’re trying to teach our apprentices what it means to be a working artist
or have a career implementing your creative skills.”

Art + Water has been in the works for a decade, and coinciding with the closure of The
City’s last art school wasn’t planned.

“This is not a response to what’s currently happening in the environment,” Fernandez
said. “It’s what we would have wanted to have, mixing in different ingredients that we
learned from places like CCA and SFAI and, in addition, the things that we didn’t learn
and have had to learn on our own.”

That’s a model they will emulate in their public-facing programming, too, which will
include lectures, workshops and gallery exhibitions. The first exhibition, opening in
September, will focus on the surrealist motion picture work of local rapper and director
Boots Riley (“Sorry to Bother You” and “I Love Boosters”). Future exhibitions will focus
on everything from feminist punk music to children’s book author and illustrator
Maurice Sendak.

“We’re standing on the shoulders of giants,” Teague said of the program’s place in the
Bay Area’s arts ecosystem. “There are so many systems of supporting artists and
meeting them where they’re at in the Bay Area, including Root Division, Southern
Exposure, NIAD. We can learn a lot from looking at what was already here and I’'m
hoping we can inspire people to try other models.”

The California Academy of Studio Arts, which will occupy the San Francisco Art
Institute’s former Russian Hill campus not far from the Embarcadero, will also offer a
residency-based education model. Similar to Art + Water, CASA will offer emerging
artists the opportunity to work alongside established artists in a process defined by
mentorship, collaboration and exchange, rather than a traditional, degree-granting art
school.

The Academy, which was founded by philanthropist Laurene Powell Jobs, is still in the
process of renovating the former SFAI campus and does not yet have a set opening
date.
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“While nothing can replace the loss of art schools in the city and nationally, we hope to
be a contributor to the creative ecology of the city and support its ongoing flourishing,”
a CASA spokesperson told The Examiner.

Some members of the community have expressed wariness about letting these new
initiatives replace art schools completely, while others see it is time to move on. These
programs are not a replacement for an accredited institution, but the traditional art
school is a model that has become increasingly inaccessible in recent years.
Undergraduate tuition at CCA, for example, for the last academic year cost just over
$60,000. Residencies like the ones cropping up in San Francisco present a path toward
professional development, at no cost, to emerging artists at a time when many options
are vanishing.

“There’s been a lot of heartbreak, but it does make room for rethinking the whole
thing,” Li said “Any moment like this is about evolving, thinking creatively and
readjusting to the core principle of supporting the creative economy and creative class.
I’m not saying the places that had to shut weren’t doing that, but I think it is time to
reexamine the models.”

Max Blue is an art critic whose State of the Arts column appears monthly in The Examiner.
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