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~ the nudleus of Berkeley’s new Addison Street Arts District, which in turn is the
standard-bearer of the city’s burgeoning downtown revitalization movement—
and a testament to the power of the arts to rally development forces and to fos-

ter common-cause partnerships in a politically and socially diverse area.
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The locally and nationally acclaimed Berkeley Repertory The-
atre (known as the Rep) received a Tony Award in 1997 for out-
standing regional theater. In 1990, the Rep found it was outgrow-
ing its 400-seat space in its building at 2025 Addison Street, in the
middle of a block given mostly to automotive uses but otherwise
well located and only a short walk from the downtown Berkeley
BART (Bay Area Rapid Transit) station. “We were surrounded by
body shops and couldn’t get control of the property,” comments
Susie Medak, the Rep’s managing director, “so we were considering
relocating to Oakland.”

Downtown Berkeley was beginning to emerge from a slump
marked by empty storefronts, seedy nighttime denizens, and a de-
cline in restaurant patronage. The downtown plan that the city
adopted in 1990 hinted at increased cultural uses. At the same time,
then-mayor Loni Hancock helped the Rep sort out some of the
real estate issues, so the theater was able to purchase land on both
sides of its property. Next, the Rep needed the money to expand.

Two years later, the city of Berkeley and the Downtown Berke-
ley Association {DBA) jointly sponsored a study to determine how
to position the downtown economically. “From that emerged the
notion of starting with our strengths—that we had a unique, ex-
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Berkeley’s downtown arts district, anchored by the 400-seat Berkeley
Repertory Theatre {above), is soon to be joined by a new 600-seat
theater, the Theatre Next Door {above right); the two theaters will share
a common courtyard and lobby. In the rendering below, the existing Rep
theater {middle), will be flanked by the new theater (at left) and the Nevo
Education Center (at right], formerly the historic Golden Sheaf Bakery,
which will house the Berkeley Rep School of Theatre.

isting identity to build on, featuring arts, entertainment, and spe-
clalty retail,” relates Michael Caplan, assistant to the city manager,
who throughout the past decade has been a major force behind the
arts district. In his previous post as downtown coordinator for
Berkeley’s Office of Economic Development (OED), Caplan was
OED staff liaison to DBA. Caplan and Medak started talking to
property owners, promoting their vision of downtown as an arts
and entertainment center for the city and the region. “I was like Bob
Preston in The Music Man,” he laughs.

Medak met with Shirley Dean, who, in the midst of launching
her run for mayor, embraced the concept of creating a full-fledged
arts district anchored by an expanded Rep, making it a major plank
of her campaign platform. “She was dogged in her support,” says
Medak. “She is still holding monthly meetings to make sure that
the coalition of arts groups and developers holds together”

The year Dean became mayor, 1994, also was the year that the
city approved the Downtown Berkeley Public Improvements plan,
drawn up by Donlyn Lyndon and Allan Jacobs, both well-known
urban designers associated with UC (University of California) Berke-
ley. “It was the first time the arts district became codified and ap-
proved,” notes Caplan. “One of the things it did was specify iden-




tities for discreet subregions in the down-
town, including Addison Street as the focus
for the arts.” The city eventually demon-
strated its commitment by granting $4 mil-
lion for the Berkeley Rep Campaign for Ex-
pansion through certificates of participation
and by providing $1 million for related proj-
ects in the form of loans and grants. “Nor-
mally, we get $1,000 or $2,000 a year from
the city,” remarks Medak. “Across the coun-
try, the average an institution like ours gets
is 6 percent of its city’s operating budget; we
get less than 2 percent. The $4 million was
a huge issue.”

Berkeley residents showed their support
for downtown when they approved the 1996
earthquake retrofit bond measure, Measure
S, which green-lighted another $4 million
for downtown streetscaping. Intended to se-
cure $49 million primarily for seismic work
downtown at Berkeley’s Civic Center and
main library, plus a library expansion, Mea-
sure S needed a two-thirds majority, and it
initially was expected to fail. An article in
the October 27, 1996, San Francisco Chronicle stated that “regard-
less of the need, Berkeley voters may indeed have reached their tax
saturation point.” According to Caplan, “Targeting $4 million [of
the $49 million] for streetscape improvements made Measure S
more appealing to voters.” A stroll through downtown today shows
Measure S funds at work: both the library and city hall are under
construction, and new sidewalks, trees, tree grates, lighting, and
public art installations on Addison Street are nearly complete.

“For Dean and the members of the city council, the arts district
is a legacy project,” says Caplan. “There was some political opposi-
tion, but it turned around because of the diversity of uses and the
overall success of the project. Everyone now understands the vi-
sion.” The resulting cultural synergy is expected to multiply the
number of visitors far beyond the number that the Rep alone could
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Tying in with the new theaters are 22 existing cinema screens within a few blocks of
Addison Street. A block of nearby Center Street was redeveloped a year ago with new
restaurants, boutiques, and sidewalk cafes.

bring in. “We couldn’t sustain the desired level of activity on our
own,” says Medak, a founding board member of DBA. “The more
the merrier. It’s in our best interest, and the city’s,” she adds.

The Rep’s new 600-seat, three-story auditorium with a prosce-
nium stage is being rapidly completed-to adjoin the west side of the
original building; they will have a common courtyard and lobby. It
was designed by local architect Donn Logan during his last years
with ELS/Elbasani and Logan Architects, which is serendipitously
located on Addison Street across from the theater. Logan, who co-
founded ELS in 1967 and now practices independently in West Berke-
ley, is a specialist in projects involving urban retail, the arts, and
downtown development. He says that he welcomed the opportuni-
ty to apply his expertise in his own backyard. “This was a more per-
sonal thing—my town,” explains Logan, who served five years on



the DBA board as head of its design committee. “The arts district is
one of those things that bubbled up in a lot of minds simultane-
ously.” He worked closely with Berkeley-based landscape architect
John Northmore Roberts to design the new Addison streetscape,
which helps to proclaim the block the center of the new arts district.

The city’s $5 million in seed money has helped draw more than
$30 million in private money to the Addison Street block alone.
The Rep was able to attract millions more for its expansion from
such donors as the Ask Jeeves Foundation and the Kresge Founda-
tion. Next door to the Rep at 2071 Addison, the historic Golden
Sheaf Bakery is being restored by local developer Avi Nevo and will
re-open this summer as the Nevo Education Center. The building,
erected in 1905 and designed by architect Clinton Day, was placed
on the National Register of Historic Places in 1978. Nevo purchased
it from the Rep and will lease it back at $1 per year.

Probably the most significant new resident coming to this block
of Addison is the nonprofit Freight & Salvage Coftee House, since
1968 a local icon of folk music, presently housed several blocks west.
The Freight bought two buildings across the street from the Rep (one
isleased to the Capoeira Arts Café, a combination martial arts school
and coffee shop) and is raising money to design and build a new 400-
seat venue with the goal of creating a strong co-anchor for the Rep.
The Aurora Theatre Company also is expected to join the district
shortly with a 160-seat theater in the round, its first permanent home.

Relocating to the arts district in 2003 will be the Judah L. Magnes
Museum. Founded in 1962, the Magnes is said to be the third-largest
Jewish museum in the United States; it currently is located in the
north of the city. The museum has purchased a building on near-
by Allston Way that is temporarily housing the public library while

the library’s permanent building
on Kittredge undergoes seismic
retrofit. When the library returns
home, the Magnes will renovate
the building.

Tying in with the new facili-
ties are 22 existing cinema
screens in six locations within a
few blocks of Addison Street, in-
cluding the historic, single-
screen, 1,500-seat UC Theatre,
built in 1917, as well as several
bookstores and numerous testau-
rants and bars. About a year ago,
a block of nearby Center Street
was redeveloped with several
= new restaurants, boutiques, and
sidewalk cafés. Because it en-
hanced a pedestrian gateway be-
tween nearby transit hubs and
the university, this joint project of the city and the University of
California received funds from the state department of trans-
portation under the federal Intermodal Surface Transportation and
Enbancement Act.

Civic arts coordinator Mary Ann Merker-Benton is responsible
for administering $300,000 in Measure S money for public art in
downtown Berkeley; $100,000 has been allocated for the Rep block
of Addison Street. The money has been devoted mostly to the side-
walks, which are being inset with more than 100 poetry squares edit-
ed by Robert Hass, Berkeley professor and former U.S. poet laure-
ate, and 12 wedge-shaped panels created by eight Berkeley artists.
All surfaces must be nonslip and comply with ADA (Americans with
Disabilities Act) regulations, and some new technologies are being
developed in the process under the auspices of the project’s techni-
cal director, Scott Donahue, working with the local Fireform Foundry.

The remaining $200,000 has been distributed among new gates
for the public library, two outdoor sculptures on Shattuck Avenue
(the downtown’s main artery), and a street median project on Uni-
versity Avenue to mark the Shattuck-University gateway to down-
town. A special effort was made to open the project to artists who
were new to public art, and two workshops were held to instruct
artists in the process. Merker-Benton admits that the project’s scope
is ambitious and that money is spread thin, but she notes that lo-
cal support continues to rise to the occasion—as demonstrated by
the pro bono work of landscape architect Roberts, the fundraising
efforts of Hass, and the willingness of the artists involved to find
ways to supplement their budgets.

Merker-Benton stresses the constant involvement of the com-
munity. “We did a lot of listening to focus groups, and we received
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shaped panels created by Berkeley artists that will be placed along a weaving colored
band running the length of the sidewalk. Between the colored band and the street will
Capueira be more than 100 squares displaying poetry and prose selections that relate to Berkeley.

vital support from the Berkeley Cultural Trust of 21 nonprofit arts
organizations. A lot of public art projects get in trouble for not in-
cluding the community;” she observes. “All of a sudden something
goes up somewhere, and people hate it. And the National Artists
Rights Act prevents you from just taking it down again, unless it is
a public hazard. You don’t want that to happen.”

In activist Berkeley, Merker-Benton has had to juggle numerous
political groups as well. “There are almost 40 commissions in the
city;” she points out. “They have to be part of your process. This city
doesn’t have a long history of working with arts administrators,”
Merker-Benton adds. “The challenge for me was educating the city
about what good arts policy is.” To help, she mounted “an interior
public art program,” installing artworks around the OED building.
The local Kala Institute agreed to loan the city some 50 works by
Berkeley artists; Merker-Benton organized a staff group to select
them, and the city paid to have them framed. Daily exposure to art
in its own workplace fostered an understanding within OED of the
value of public art. “After that, everything changed,” says Merker-
Benton. “City staff started coming here for their meetings. We put
art in the city hall. Now we have staff who will not let you take a
certain piece of art away from them. It opened things up and
changed people’s minds.”

Berkeley’s new gateway to the arts also is opening the gate to
other kinds of development essential to meeting the goal of creat-
ing an active, 24-hour downtown. These include housing, mixed-
use and infill projects, and hotels, some already on the drawing
boards. Linking them to the arts makes them more likely to survive
what can be a tough review process in a city of many political fac-
tions concerned with issues such as land use, preservation, chain-
store propagation, density, parking, and transit corridors. “There
are properties that have sat undeveloped for years,” points out
Medak. “Now things are starting to happen.”

“Right now, downtown’s clout is mostly in entertainment:
nightlife, movies, music,” observes Logan. “There are lots of
restaurants—probably too many at the low end of the scale. What
has been lost over the decades is downtown as a shopping place,”
he adds. “Berkeley politics makes it hard to get a coherent vision
that represents most groups. The arts was a breakthrough. Nobody
could be against it; everybody could get behind it,” says Logan.

“One of the most remarkable things about the way this unfolded
financially;” notes Caplan, “is that we had no standard redevelop-
ment agency assistance. Downtown Berkeley is not a designated re-
development district. We created an incremental process, using cer-
tificates of participation, bond funds, end-of-year capital monies,
federal transportation dollars, and other sources as they became
available,” he adds. “ ‘Arts and theater district’ sounds better than
‘arban revitalization’ or ‘urban redevelopment’ to most people any-
way. I like to call it ‘arts-led revitalization.” i
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