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De Forest
show errs
on side of
cuteness
New exhibition
in Oakland tries
too hard to push
later, lesser work

Everythingaboutthecurrent
exhibition at the Oakland Mu-
seum of california should add
uptoawinner.AbelovedBay
Area artist with a solid track
record.Atop-notchcuratorand
catalogauthor.Aspiftyin-
stallation.Arespectedmuseum
thatcaresdeeplyaboutitsaudi-
ence.

So,whydoes"OfDogsand
Otherpeople:TheArtofRoyDe
Forest"endupseemingalost

OfDogsandotherpeopte:The
ArfofRoyDeForest=lla.in.-5
p.in.Wednesdays-Thursdays;ll
a.in.-9 p.in. Fridays; l o a.in.-6 p.in.
Saturdays-Sundays.Saturday,
April29-Aug.20.$10.95-S15.95.
Oakland Museum of california,
looooakst.,Oakland.(510)
318-8400.http:/ymuseumca.org

opportunity?Theshow,which
opensSaturday,April29,and
continuesthrough`Aug.2o,tries
to do far too much with material
thatcan'tstandtheweightof
ourexpectations.

GuestcuratorsusanLan-
dauerisanaccomplishedart
historian with a well-deserved
reputationforshiningnewlight
on California artists who have
undeservedlyfallenintothe
shadows. She worked on the
presentationwithin-house
curatorchristinaLinden,who
told me that Landauer's in-
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Roy De Forest, Untitled
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A conflicted presentation of the aspects of De Forest
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volvementintheproject
spannedmorethanlo
years.

Thateffortshows,
particularlyinthecatalog.
Itisamajorbook,adeeply
researchedbiographyof
DeForestandananalysis
of his art and career. It is
also-perhapsu,nder-
standably,inlightofthat
investment - an attempt
topolishDeForest's
somewhat tarnished star.

De Forest (1930-2007)
wasabignameintheart
worldofthe197osand'8os,particularlyfora
Northern california art-
ist.Byhisearly4os,he
hadbeenappointedtothe
facultyatUCDavis',thena
closelywiatchedhotbedof
so-called Funk art, and
hispaintingswerebeing
collectedbymajormuse-
uns. In 1974 his work was

thesubjectofanationally
travelingretrospective
exhibition,organizedby
what is now the Sam Fran-
cisco Museum of Modern
Art.

That seems to be about
thetimethathisart,al-
wayscolorfulandin-
tenselyenergetic,became
rathermorehyperactive
thincomplex,andthe
whimsyevidentinearly
work took a turn toward
thefawninglyadorable.
Landauertakespainsin
her book to rebut critics
who called the artist a``Marx Brothers Fauve"
making"cute"work.She,
incontrast,perceives"a
nuancedspectrumof
experience."   \

Yet,startin9withthe
title, the exhibition "Of
Dogsandotherpeople"
focusespreciselyonthe
saccharineaspectsofthe
art. It's almost as if the
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showandbookwere
directedtocompletely
opposingends.

ItisDeForest'searly
work that is still the
toughestandmostre-
warding.Thatbodytook
twoprincipaldirections.
Onecomprisesmap-like
abstractionsthatbringto
mindAustralianAborigi-
nalpainting(thoughhe
maynothaveknownsuch
work)orabstractsurre-
alistssuchasWolfgang
Paalen and Lee Mullican
(workthathesurelydid
know).

Amongtheseabstract
paintingsistheextraordi-
nary"Autobiographyofa
Sunflower Merchant"
(1962-63),whichcouldbe
asatelliteimageofan
aliengarden,acryptic
warmaporaview
throughamicroscopeata
particularlyinsidious
viral battle.

Thesecondearlypath
led him to shamanistic
emblemsofinterlocking
figurativeandomamental
formsexemplifiedby
"Who, Who'' (1968), that
can be read simultaneous-
lyasflatpattemsandas
windows onto chaotic
worlds.

An exhibition that less
slavishlytriedtorepre-
sent the artist's entire
outputwouldprunefrom
thelate,repetitive,self-
consciouslykookyperi-
od.Thatisthetimeduring
whichheproduced,alas,
hisbest-knownpictures
-ofgarishlycoloredmen
andwomeninfunnyhats
andhairdos,smiling
horses,stoicrabbitsand,
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Roy De Forest, "Painting for Pedagogues" (1962).

mostofa.11,dogsofall
shades and sizes. A more
rigorouslycriticalas-
sessmentmighthave
rescuedthelegacyofthe
artist.Whatweget,in-
stead,isDeForestplaying
crazyoldRoyDeForest.

Worstofall,theexhibi-
tion tries much too hard
tobeafamilyaffair.The
labels were written at an
eighth-gradereading
level,Lindentoldme.
There are several ``1isten-

ingstations"throughout
theshowwhereone(actu-
ally, everyone - there are
noearphones)hears"interpretationsofDe
Forest'spaintihgsfroma
varietyofpeopleinclud-
ingaswordswallower
andadogtrainer."Andat
the center of the exhibi-
tionisalargeroombuilt
bytheexhibitiondesign-
ers to resemble a walk-in
DeForestpainting,where
one can stick felt forms

Two concurrent Roy De
Forest exhibitions, both
with free admission, are
also being staged in San
Francisco.

Civic Art cottectioh Fo-
cus: Roy De Forest: 11
a.in.-6 p.in., Tuesdays-
Saturdays.Wednesday,     .,
May 3-Aug.19. S.an Francis-
co Arts commission Galler-
ies, War Memorial Veterans
Building, 401 Van Ness Ave.,
S.F. (415) 252-2255. http://
sfartscommission.org
Man of our Times: Drawl
ingsbyRoyDeForest:11
a.in.-6 p.in., Tuesdays-
Saturdays. Saturday, May
6-JULy l , Brian Gross Fine~Art,248Utahst.,S.F.(415)

788-1050.www.briangross
fineart.com

ontoshapedwallele-
ments.

I am all for art educa-
tion.And1certainlyun-
derstand,havingworked
inmuseumsmostofmy
life,theimpulsetoreach
beyondmuseumregulars
to those who have had
littleexposuretotheplea-
sures ofvisual art. But
withLandauertellingus
thatthewbrkismore
sophisticatedthanwe
mightatfirstthink,one
wonders if the museum
wouldgivethesametreat-
menttotheartof,say,
Bruceconnerorclyfford
Still. Or would their art be
allowedtokeepitsbite?
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