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Installation view of "Urs Fischer: The Public & the Private" with ``Dazzled" (2ol6, front) at the Legion of Honor.
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grS _ Irreverent Urs Fische_r exhibition brings something new
By Charles Desmarais

"InthelooyearhistoryoftheLegionofHonor,"says
the director of the Fine Arts Museums of sam Francis-
coinapressrelease,"thisisthefirstexhibitiontobring
worksbyacontemporaryartistintodialoguewitha
widerangeoftheMuseum'spermanentholdings."

Thatcan'tbeliterallytrue.Ahundredyearsago,the
AugusteRodinsculpturesthatgreetustodayatthe
Legionentrancewere,in fact,thecontemporaryartof
theirtime.Butwithamajorinstallationbytheswiss
artist Urs Fischer that enters into lively conversation
withthemaster,themuseumresetsitstimemachineto
Present. Meanwhile, we get to watch as Max Hollein
andhisteambegintoexecutetheirplantoshakeupthe
Legion-and,thus,ourconceptionofarthistorly-
withworksbylivingartists.

``Urs Fischer: The Public & the Private" opened
Thursday, April 2o, and runs through July 2. Orga-
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nizedbyClaudiaSchmuckli,
appointedinJulyastheFine
Arts Museums' contemporaky
curator, it comprises 3o sub-
stantial works. It begins even
before we enter the museum,
with 16 bronzes, all on the scale
of major Rodins. The works are
installed in the vast Court of [
Honor, which is ordinarily
gracedonlybyRodin'sgrand"Thinker" (188o, cast circa
1904, and acquired in 1924 -
justbeforetheopeningofthei
current Legion buildirig).

Those who confine them-
selvestolookingonlyat'works
ofacertaintimeperiod,'wheth-
ercurrentorinthepast,can
hardly claim to love art. Any
objectwecanviewnowwas
made in the past. And the life
spanofacreativeideaismea-
sured in centuries. Classic or
contemporary? It's only a mat-
terofdegree.

TheFischerbronzesculp-
tures in the courtyard appear
in-process - they have a patina
thatmakesthemlookvery
much like wet clay, for which I
mistook them from a distance.

LhffiFThands - even the feet - of
',

1efflakeraremuc.hinevi-
sH€e, with finger Impressions
ndsneakerprintspatteming
esurface.Rodinfamouslyleft
anyofhisworkslooking

iished,castinghand-
hedclayformsintoper-

mentmeta-I.(Rod-in,o£
chrse, was himself well aware
# Michelan gelo's "non-finito"

figures,emergingfromtheir
hleimprisonment.)
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fromclay.
e sculptures are a good

oduction to Fischer's irrev=
ent art, and his unconven-
tnal way of working. Glori-
Lslyfulloffunkycharmand
rildish humor, the installation
nsistsmostlyoffigurative
ocks. Their titles alone, all in

ow€rcase, often convey the
Lsibility at play: ``bro w/ hat,"
le," "man on pile." More
hiti.ous concepts - "lion in
tins," ``pieta" - are sub-
iely ambitious failures. They

!'.irvare embarras sments simulta -
;;:heouslyblessedby,and
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testament to another of the
i§t'swidelyfamedcharacter-
cs. It might be a kind of

dication to consistency, or
tblaincapriciousness.
He originally told ]ori Finkel
he Los Angeles Times that
expectedthewetclaypieces
dryupandfallaparithrough

the course of the 2ol3 show.

;bTrheetferft#Iyhoens':]Pde.£fue;esiyueffd
wion'tbeeither."Bythefollow-
iagyear,apparently(theworks

all dated 2ol4), he had de-

#\minute amendments to the
ition checklist provided

try the museum. But an argu-
ment on the side of Fischer's
brand of consistency -of dedi-
cation to a precise idea, regard-

Urs Ftscher, "Mr. E & Spotzy" (2oll), installation view` Some Legion visitors ape startled by soinething new and different.

Stefan AItenburger / Gagosian Gallery

Urs Fischer, "Invisible Mother" (detail).

1essofhowfrivolousthatpreci-
sion might seem to others - is a
decision made in the final
hours of installation.

I had seen a work called``Innocent Knowledge" as it was
beinginstalled,anditbrought
me up short. It was deceptively
simplevisually,butlaboriously
accomplished - a wavy line of
fresh green apples floating
acrossalargegalleryofBa-
roque art, suspended individu-
allyonnearlyinvisiblemonofil-
amentthreadsfromtheceiling.
Strikingincolorandintheir
incongruity,theappleswere
meant to rot over the course of
the show - eventually, one
presumes, lookingmore at
homeamongthewell-aged
paintingsandobjetsd'ariinthe
room.

But off to the side were low
stanchions that would have
beenusedtokeeppeoplefrom
swinging the apples - or
bumpingtheirheads.Iwon-
dered aloud whether the artist
wouldgoalongwithsuchan

Mats Nordman
Urs Fischer, ``Crying Horse" (2ol6)

``urs Fischer: The Public a the Private'': 9:30 a.in.-5:15 p.in. Tuesdays-Sundays.
Through JULY 2. $6-S15 ("Monet: The Early Years" has an additional charge). Legion of
Honor, Lincoln Park,100 34th Ave., S.F. (415) 750-3600. http://legionofhonor.famsf.org

artificial barrier. Sure enough,
by the next day I was told that
the artist and curator had de-
cided to abandon the piece.

The story indicates the
amount of care and thought
thathasgoneintotheplace-
ment of each work in the show.
In the central gallery, an 8-foot-
tallmalefigureismadeofpig-
mented wax; a wick at the top
will be lighted each day, and the
manwillgraduallymelt,head
first. His name, the title tells us,
is "Adam." The work of course
is sited next to Rodin's plaster
"Eve" (1881). More subtly, the
bumingman'scontemporary
slouch is an echo of the extreme"contrapposto" poses of Rodin's
"Three Shades" (1898) nearby.
Eve and the Shades were origi-
nally designed for - what else?
-"The Gates of Hell."

The simple out-of-placeness
of a work can heighten our
attention to the usual order of a
room, as when a tiny blue "Cry-
ing Horse" (2ol6) is frozen
mid-stride amid a field of par-

quetflooring.
If the exhibition seems -scat-

tered or odd, it's because it
claims a liberty most of us have
not considered: It is a show
aboutthefreedomofsightand
seeing. It is very much about
thehistoryofart,butalsothe
joyofmaking.

Themostpowerfulworkin
the exhibition combines these
elements, and yet it is nearly
invisible. ``Mr. E & Spotzy"
(2oll) is from a series of mirror-
polished stainless steel boxes
that have prosaic photographic
images screen-printed on their
surfaces (an iron and ironing
board, in this case). More com-
prehensible than the object
itself are the reflections of the
room around it, with its pat-
ternedfloorandhighwhite
walls. Rodin sculptures in the
room, seen in splintered repli-
cation, remain high-mindedly
themselves and yet are sub-
sumed into something mum-
dane and, at the same time,
new.

Theinstallationhadnotyet
beenofficiallyunveiledwhenI
saw it, but the show's impact
was unavoidable, with Fischer
claiming prime spots through-
`out the museum's principal
galleries. It looked like a hit,
withmostviewerspayingclose
attention to works out of keep-
ingwithtypicalLegionfare.

Still, the show will be a chal-
1enge for some. Like the man in
Gallery 14, who turned on his
heel from a large aluminum
panelbearingthegrotesquely
manipulatedimageofawom-
an's face. The wall label says the
work depicts a vampire, and
explainsthatittemporarily
replaces ``The Tribute Money,"
a 17th century prize of the mu-
seum's permanent collection.``Where's my Rubens?" was
;1l the man said.
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