
jdc Fine Art, San Diego

“What I love
about my work
is understanding
the artist and
the client, and
what it is that
they both con-
nect to.”
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Larry Lytle For many of us, galleries are
simply emporiums of art. We
visit them to bask in the aura
of a celebrated artist, enjoy
their work and perhaps buy a
piece to hang on our walls.
Rarely do we think about the
people who make it possible
by cultivating both the artist’s
career and our appreciation
of that artist’s work.

Dedicated to this end is an
up-and-coming cadre of
young, passionate and savvy
gallerists. One member of
this new breed is tucked into
the fringes of San Diego’s
Little Italy district in a jewel
box of a photography gallery:
jdc Fine Art. The initials
belong to its director,
Jennifer DeCarlo, a relative
newcomer to the Southern
California art scene, who
moved from Chicago five
years ago as much to begin a
new life with her husband as
to continue on her path in art.

The story of jdc is the
story of DeCarlo, which is
singularly true for most art
galleries. Her journey began
in her early years, by way of
a learning disability known to
many—dyslexia. Decarlo
says, “I hid the fact that I
couldn’t read from my teach-
ers. I would memorize the
story and then draw images
in the margin to prompt my
recitation. That was my
work-around.” She continues
to use this tactic to turn pic-
tures into words, helping the
viewer decode the styles and
symbols contained in pho-
tographs on her gallery walls. 

Through obtaining under-
graduate degrees in art and

French from Knox College in
Galesburg, Illinois, DeCarlo
found that she loved the
object-based nature of mak-
ing photographs, as well as
discovering a penchant for
collecting interesting objects.
She proceeded into the MFA
program at the University of
Wisconsin at Madison due to
its multidisciplinary approach
to art. Upon finishing her
MFA, DeCarlo moved to
Chicago, focused entirely on
her art making. She had
never considered working in
a gallery, feeling that it would
have been a betrayal of her
art, an act of selling out.
However, after taking in the
photographs at the Schneider
Gallery, she found herself
arrested and struck by the
work.

This single random act of
walking into an unfamiliar
gallery in a new city was a
pivotal moment in DeCarlo’s
life. She told gallery director
Martha Schneider that the
work was incredible and the
gallery was beautiful.

Taken by DeCarlo’s enthu-
siasm and appreciation (and
perhaps with an insight into
her future), Schneider
offered her a job as a gallery
assistant. DeCarlo gratefully
accepted with the under-
standing that there was room
to grow at the gallery. During
her three-year tenure,
DeCarlo rose to assistant
director before moving with
her husband to San Diego.
The sea change in perspec-
tive that DeCarlo
experienced with Schneider
helped her realize the crucial

role that a gallerist plays in
the lives of both makers and
buyers of art.

DeCarlo sees the gallerist
as an interpreter between
artist and collector. “What I
love about my work is under-
standing the artist and the
client, and what it is that they
both connect to,” she says.
“It’s magic to me how the
artist sees, and it’s magic to
me how the client sees. It’s
magic because of the art,
and I’m the matchmaker at
the middle of it.”

Being in the middle is a
difficult task, one that
requires balancing the needs
of the artist against the
desires of the collector.
However, DeCarlo’s main
focus is always on the artist,
working for her or him even
if there is no client. To that
end, she helps her artists
increase their art-world visi-
bility by pitching editorials,
writing letters of support,
reviewing their applications
for funding and cultivating
relationships with museums
and private collectors. She
sees it all as a grass-roots
approach to building her art
infrastructure.

DeCarlo’s relationship
with an artist is a partner-
ship, much like a marriage,
and so she takes on an artist
with the goal of maintaining a
long-term association. She
and the artist must have trust
and transparency as they
work together on the latter’s
career. Because of the long-
term commitment she
makes, DeCarlo bases her
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“I’m trying to
cultivate the
next generation
of artists as
well as cultural
consumers.”
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decision to represent an
artist on the chemistry she
feels with both the work and
the person. She only takes
on work that she believes in,
that strikes a chord. DeCarlo
feels that if she’s passionate
about the work, then she
probably isn’t alone in her
assessment. She makes sure
that the artists she repre-
sents have harmony without
overlap, so that they maintain
their distinctive voices.

DeCarlo is drawn mainly
to color work and likes narra-
tives—particularly those that
have people as the subject.
She looks at the underlying
scenario, things that she’s
been thinking about, worry-
ing about or just interested
in. Sometimes she will see
an artist’s work that haunts
her. She keeps up with that
individual, following what
they’re doing, until she finally
approaches them for a show.

As part of her dual job,
DeCarlo also enjoys interact-
ing with clients, learning
what they want by under-
standing how they see the
world. While she likes find-
ing art that fulfills their
vision, DeCarlo also exposes
them to new and challenging
work, and offers this advice
to nascent collectors: “Be
conscious of what you like—
talk about it, think about it,
take notes and learn what
you like about it. You have to
develop a vocabulary. A lot
of people are afraid of what
they like because they’re not
sure if it’s good and they’re
afraid whether someone
else likes it. Only you need
to love it. Act on your stud-
ied instinct and do
remember that acquisitions
make new work possible.”

DeCarlo feels a sense of
responsibility to the larger art
community. “I’m trying to
cultivate the next generation
of artists as well as cultural
consumers. Keeping a gallery
open to the public is very
important to a sustainable
and healthy cultural commu-
nity. Ultimately, it’s my job to
sell and increase the value of
artists’ work, but this out-
reach is an investment in the
future.”

She cautions, “Art fairs
have become the new norm
for the collecting public, but

galleries are an important
part of the local community’s
cultural infrastructure. We
vet, make sense of and help
decode the current work. We
provide the viewer a place to
see the work, mark it in time
and place, and create a histo-
ry through exhibitions.” 

A fleeting but resonating
event for DeCarlo, that con-
tinues to affirm her course in
the art world, happened
shortly after she started work
at the Schneider gallery.
“[It’s] something that Terry
Etherton [a well-known photo
gallerist in Tucson, Arizona]
once said to me at a party:
‘It’s so great that you’re
doing this. We need more
young people doing this.’ 

“I’d only been at Martha’s
gallery three days, but it
stuck with me and it was
touching to me. I remember
thinking, We’re all working
for art and the artists; they
need us to do this, because
they need to make their art. I
think this is a really important
job. I feel that if I don’t do
this, then who will?”

(To learn more, visit
www.jdcfineart.com)

Paul Turounet. Retablo Nº 28
- Rene / Chihuahua, Rio
Bravo, Ciudad Jua !rez,
Mexico, 2004 from Estamos
Buscando A.

Jennifer DeCarlo
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