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From pejorative to Pixar …

This slide show was prepared to share the 
collective work of many people’s effort to 
move Emeryville from what some have 
pejoratively called everything from:  a big 
box dystopia  to IKEAville to desecrated 
land and perhaps most memorably 
“rotten” 

to a place that above all else, embraces 
creativity whether among art works or 
new biopharmaceuticals or curing cancer 
or reimagining mushrooms as steaks or 
jackets. 



Mudflat sculptures 
put Emeryville and 
art together early on





Now the Arts are integrated into nearly every aspect of 

Emeryville’s Civic Functions 





But why is Emeryville called 
“The Rotten City”? 



But… 
Black and W hite L iquors
Oaks Card Room 
Townhouse Restaurant 
A re the  last v estiges of  the old Emeryvil le 

A nd each of  the three now house ar t, as  wel l  as plying their wares

Emeryville Historical Society has detailed the avarice Emeryville was 
known for 

- Political corruption

- Bootlegging during prohibition 

- Butcher town 

- Speak easy’s

- Bribery

- Blackmail

- Construction on native grounds 

- Capitalism

Stella by 

Melvin Schuler 

in 2001 @ Oaks 

Card House 

Drawn to You by 

Evoca1

in 2022 @ Black 

and White liquor 

#rottencityfertileground



A quote that just 
keeps on giving…

The literal answer is the Rotten City moniker 
comes from a quote by the then Alameda 
County District Attorney, and later California 
Governor, Earl Warren. 

He said that Emeryville was “the rottenest city 
on the Pacific Coast.”



And how did it 
contribute to 
fertile ground?

Rich Robbins, CEO of Wareham Development who 
owns 14 properties (and a substantial proportion of 
the privately owned publicly required public art) in 
Emeryville says, “Cheap rent” allowed  artists to thrive 
in Emeryville, and this coupled with live/work spaces 
for scientists and creatives to mingle and Emeryville 
was set for investment in a space ripe for renewal.  



Today’s palate of color are the result of 
50 years of Investment in Artists and Art  

1973

45th Street Artists’ 

Cooperative formed

1986

Emeryville 
Celebration of the 
Arts that has 
spotlighted the city’s 
artists every year 
since 1986.

1990

Art in Public Places 
Program required 
private developers 
devote 1% of their 
budget to art.

2017

State designation of 
the Rotten City 
Cultural District 
(RCCD)  in 2017.

Jan. 2022

Relocation of 
Compound Gallery 
from North Oakland 
to Emeryville

Sep. 2022

Pangea Seed 
Foundation Mural 
Festival - 16 ocean-
themed murals 
painted across the 
city in two weeks

2024–2025

State funding for 
robust RCCD 
programs

2024-2025

Expanded Visual Art 
grants in 2024 (Pilot 
2022) approved by 
City Council April 16 

2024-2025

40th Streetscape 
Public Art RFQ 
Finalists Selected 
March 28 



• City of Emeryville's first established arts organization 

• Visual artists, musicians, choreographers, writers, 
designers and fine craftsmen, many of national and 
international stature, constitute their membership 

• Grown from a dozen studios in one converted warehouse 
building to 80 residents in three buildings 

• Non-profit, limited-equity housing cooperative, it is a 
national model for affordable artist-owned housing 
(some might even say this is the secret sauce for 
Emeryville’s proliferation of art) 

Uncredited 1973 photo of a 
group of artists checking 
out the 4250 Horton 
building. Priscilla Birge and 
Michael Murphy (far right) 
are still Co-op members.

Foad Satterfield, early & current member shown in front of contemporary work, worked with CETA in 70’s 



“It’s a story we’ve all heard before: Artists find 
cheap, funky space in a neglected industrial area 
and beautify it making the neighborhood more 
livable. Word gets out drawing more residents and 
development opportunities. Rents spike and these 
same artists eventually get pushed out.

Except this time, these artists organized, 
successfully fought back and secured stability that 
will keep them in the community in perpetuity.”

 - Eville Eye’s 50-year retrospective on the 45th 
Street Artist’ Coop



Sometimes the best spaces in 
Emeryville, are the ones you 
can’t see…

• In 2018-2019 the COOP sponsored Art Rendezvous which had 
seasoned artists sharing latest works with COOP members and the 
broader community over a potluck dinner and wine  - it was a 
coveted invitation to get

• Every other year the Coop opens its doors to invited guests for open 
studios – go if you can

• Emeryville will always have the COOP and the creation of stable 
affordable housing owned by artists to look to for creative leadership 



The Coop pre-dates the City Art Program 
and has contributed:

At least:
Two Public Art Committee Members
Two  City Council members/rotating mayors
Kala Art founders
An artist commissioned by the city
9 artists featured in temporary Bus Shelter 
Art Program 
8 artists installed in City facilities under 
Purchase Award 

1987 photo of Sharon Wilchar (Art 
liaison to City for COOP, Director Of 
ECA and PAC chair for 30 years)  
celebrating with Laura Davenport 
and Greg Harper following a 
successful campaign of the “All-
Emeryville Alliance” slate of 
candidates that included Nora Davis, 
Harper and Ken Bukowski (Photo: 
Ken Bukowski Collection)



CETA in Emeryville 

The first Emeryville mural was known as the Dutro Mural by Foad 
Satterfield & Anna Horvath, he, an early and current resident and, her, a 
founder of the COOP, painted the mural as a CETA Community Art 
Project.  Says Foad “It was the first such Art Projects in Emeryville!”

During the years 1974-1980, more than 10,000 artists in the U.S., and 
an additional 10,000 arts support staff, were given full-time employment 
as part of the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA). This 
was the largest federally-funded artists employment project since the 
various arts programs of the WPA in the 1930s, yet CETA has been 
virtually forgotten

https://emeryvillehistorical.smugmug.com/Artists/Murals/i-CCjVT9f/A





EMERYVILLE 
CELEBRATION OF 
THE ARTS (ECA)

• Annual month-long juried show of Emeryville residents and employees’ finest 
works

• Every October for the last 37 years, including a virtual show in 2020 

• Sites vary, using vacant retail and office spaces  

• Grown to 200 artworks created by 125 Emeryville artists in last show

• Opening night is the place to be in Emeryville with Dorian Jazz playing

• Nancy Karp choregraphs a show for the annual exhibit 

• Sarah Kobrinsky a former Emeryville poet laureate, conducts Ekphrastic 
poetry workshops and readings annually at the show 



Art in Public 
Places 

• The City is a relative new-comer to the investment in arts compared to 
these non-profit endeavors (perhaps because the City officials were 
busy being rotten) 

• But in 1990 the City passed an ordinance to create a fee supporting 
the installation of art in private and public development in Emeryville 
and in 2005 residential development was added to the requirements

• Today there are over 600 pieces of public art in 168 installation sites 
with approximately 1/3 publicly owned and 2/3 publicly accessible on 
private property spilt 50/50 indoor outdoor 

Our first commission was moved 

several hundred feet and restored 

on the Emeryville Marina, Peninsula 

Tell Tail by Anita Margrill Marina 



Redevelopment funneled 
money to public art

From 1998 -2012, the former Redevelopment Agency 
required that in projects that the  Agency had money 
invested in that 40% of the 1% for the art be paid to the 
Art in Public Places fund resulting in the cash need to 
launch City programs:

2005 – Purchase Award 

2009- Bus Shelter Art Program (renamed the Sharon 
Wilchar Bus Shelter Art Program in 2021) 

2010 - Annual support for the ECA exhibition

And commission the Sign of the Times in 2004 on 7 
utility boxes 

Sign of the Times by Seyed Alavi has expanded to 31 

utility boxes in 2024  and was award wining at initial 

installation in 2004 – having been restored twice 



As Redevelopment folded these art programs
were in danger - City added stable funding 

• In 2012, the Agency was eliminated by State 
law. 

• AiPP Reserves were sufficient for programs and 
solicitations for multiple years, but the reserves 
were declining and the programs beloved

• City Council approved about $150,000 annually 
for the programs from property taxes returned to 
City with the loss of the Agency  

• This new funding, secured the Program and the 
Reserves could instead be used for new 

solicitations 

R&R Studios won an RFQ/RFP process to install in 2017 

Shellmound Gateway under Powell on Shellmound Street



Master Plan Commissioned for 
25 Anniversary of AiPP 

PAMP fostered new 

champions and 

launched Mural 

program, Visual Art 

grants, and 40th 

Streetscape Public 

Art 



Rotten City
Cultural 
District  - 
Creating an 
Identity of 

Makers

30 artists’ local works are 
displayed on 15 banners 
in City Hall. Effort was 
supported by District,  
commemorating the year 
spent  sheltered in place 
and welcoming staff and 
visitors back to City Hall  

City core 

was 

designated 

one of 14 

State 

Cultural 

Districts in 

2017 – 

benefit was 

marketing 

to new arts 

activities 

more than 

the $10K 

stipend 





Pangea 
Seed 

Mural
Festival 

16 murals 

Painted in two weeks across the City

Inspired private businesses and 
developers to sponsors murals 

Now 40 murals are in Emeryville with 
more to come

A collage of the murals follows. A map 
is in the resources at the end of this 
presentation 







Compound
 Gallery 

Moving from North Oakland to 
Emeryville in 2022 created a 
second artists’ epicenter

• RCCD Partners

• 80 artist studios

• Mixed media maker spaces 



Bus Shelter Program
4 Locations 4 works 4 months  

Purchase Award

Naomi VanDoren’s 

Bus Shelter Art installed

 in Fall 2023 – first of Phase VII



City Hall 

• 1.5% AiPP - 2 
installations

• Donations – 4 
installations

• Purchase Award - 19 
installations



2022 Purchase 
Expanded to 
Exterior 



2023 Purchase 
Expanded to 
Community 
School


