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An artful way to screen out online ads 
By Charles Desmarais 
June 8, 2016 
 
On the road: Courtney Fink returned my call, she told 
me, from her car on Highway 101, heading south. The 
former executive director of the alternative gallery 
Southern Exposure, Fink reshaped the job of arts 
administrator into that of artists’ advocate over her 13-
year tenure, before announcing her departure in July. 
Now she is returning to her native Los Angeles. 
 
She moved to San Francisco 21 years ago on a lark, after 
studying art and art history at Skidmore College in 
upstate New York. She stayed to work at Capp Street 
Project, an artists’ residency program, and at California 
College of the Arts after it subsumed the project, before 
moving to SoEx in 2002. 
 
She came to think of San Francisco as her second home 
— and to be thought of as a tough and beloved, regional 
and national leader in the effort to empower 
artists outside the rarefied world of big-money, star-
making galleries and mega museums. A founder and now 
co-director of Common Field, “a network connecting 
contemporary, experimental, noncommercial artist 
spaces and projects across the U.S. and beyond,” she will 
continue to oversee that organization’s rapid expansion. 
 
She is moving to be near family, but she also has 
concerns about the rapid changes Northern California 
faces. “I’m still convinced that there’s a ton of artists 
trying to make amazing things happen despite the 
challenges, and I sometimes think the challenges fuel that. 
... People are always going to be trying to make their own 
opportunities — that’s the history of the Bay Area; the 
DIY spirit is always strong.” 
 
And what of all the art activity here lately? “In the last six months or so,” she said, “I feel like there’s some 
excitement and some sparks and some national attention around the Bay Area art community, which makes me 
excited. But it also really worries me because that attention is directed at big institutions; it’s not really directed 
at artists. And so, the balance seems perpetually off. ... It’s not about art, it’s about artists, for me. Without 
artists, these institutions are meaningless.” 

 

Charles Desmarais is The San Francisco Chronicle’s art critic. 
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Courtney Fink, former director at Southern Exposure, will 
move to Los Angeles. 

	  


