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By Charles Desmarais

ArtstartswithReneMagritte.Askanyone
whowasateenagerinlg69,whentheJeffBeck
Groupreleasedtherockalbum"Beck-Ola."
BaptisminthewatersofRodStewart'shard-
rockvocaltechniquewasthealbum'saural
achievement.Butvisualfaithsprungfrom
Magritte'suncannydescriptionofasingle,
grotesquelyswollenapple,entrappedina
stone-walled chamber.

Theworkisoneofmanyhappilyrecalled,if
timewom,picturesintheSanFranciscoMu-
seumofModemArt'snewestexhibition,"Re-

Magritte,s
late work
pops at

SFMOMA

Rene Magritte, "Son of
Man" (1964)

ne Magritte: The Fifth Season," opening Sat-
urday, May 19. The show runs through Oct. 28.

TheversionofMagritte's``TheListening
Room"reproducedonthatalbumcoverhad
beenpaintedin1958,wellaftertheBelgian
artisthadsecuredhisreputationintheart
world. To kids whose ``worlds" were defined
largelybytheconfinesoftheirbedroomwalls,
however,theabsurdityofaroom-sizegreen
applewasp6tentandnew.

Asboldasitis,it'sasimplisticimage,nicely
matchedtothesensibilitiesofitsageandthe
audienceforthatmusic.Itmighthavetodo

Magritte continues on E3



*****          SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE AND SFCHRONICLE.COM   I   E3

Photos by © Charly Herscovici, Brussels / Artists Fiights Society (ARS), New York

Ren6 Magritte, :`The Kiss" (1g51)

Exploring Magritte's collifort zone
Magritte firom Dago EI

with our domestication of na-
ture, our attempts at taming
whatoncewaswild.Itmightbe
Mother Earth herself, impris-
oned. Or perhaps it is our
minds,ourperceptionsthat
haveshrunk,nolongerableto
containlife'splaintruths.

Fromthere,thebeginner
might speculate about what
othervisualmetaphormightbe
at work in culture.

The-paintingopenstheway,
goingfoiv.ard,totheexcitement
ofpopArt,andthentotheco-
nundrumsofconceptualism.
Goingback,tothedelicious
artificeofnichesandcompact,
busyrooms,ceremoniously
presentedinRenaissanceper-
spective.Weallhavetostart
somewhere, and Magritte's
casualfreightingofeveryimage
withallegoricalpuzzlesand
jokesoffersanenticinggateway.

The exhibition confines itself
toMagritte'slate
works, which
tend to be those
bestlovedbya
broadpublicbut
lessvaluedbyart
historians. It is
SFMOMA cura-
tor Caitlin Has-
kell'sfinalproject
forthemuseum
before she de-
camps to a new

sportingadozenormorediffer-
entspeciesofflowerbranching
from a single, thick stem. The
work's debt to Impressionism is
clear, and clearly deliberate. But
if the broken color brushstrokes
oflmpressionismweremeantto
makeworksglimmer,thispic-
turequiverswithunease.

The Magritte specialist Mi-
chel Draguet, in an essay in the
exhibition catalog, makes a
credible case that the end of
World War 11 unleashed in the
artist "a richer use of color" and
awish"tobringfreshairinto
(his) painting" to replace the``disturbing poetry" of his pre-
war work. Many works of this
so-called ``sunlit surrealism"
borrowedconsciouslyfromthe
ever-optimistic French master
Pierre -Auguste Renoir. Magritte
himself,awalltexttellsus,felt
that the nihilistic, absurdist
ideasofprewarsurrealismwere"achievedmuchbetterbythe
Nazi idiots than us."

``Ren6 Magritte: The
Fifth Season'': 10 a.in.-5
p.in. Fridays-Tuesdays,10
a.in.-9 p.in. Thursdays.
Saturday, May l9-Oct. 28.
Sl9-$25; ages 18 and
younger f ree. San Francis-
co Museum of Modern Art,
151 Third St., S.F. 415-357-
4000. vJww.sfmoma.org

position as cura-
tor of international modem art
attheArilnstituteofchicago.
Theshowisagrandsuccesson
itsownterms:awellchosen,
carefullyresearched,beautifully
designedreconsiderationofan
artistwethoughtweknew.Of
some 7o works included, 2o have
never before been shown in the
U.S.

Still,thereisnogettingaway
fromthesensethatmostofthe
works,asingeniousastheyare
asillustrations,arebasically
one-liners.Theirpowerisstrik-
ingandblatant,muchlikethat
oftheadvertisingflyersand
billboardsMagrittemade
throughoutmuchofhiscareer
topaythebills.Whatwe
thoughtweknewaboutMa-
gritte,itturmsout,waspretty
muchallweneededtoknow;
easilyaccessibleindorm-room
postersandubiquitousrepro-
duction.

Theexhibitionpointstoef-
fortstheartistmadetointroduce
nuanceintohiswork.Itopens
witha1943paintingcalled"La
prfemeditation" ("Forethought") ,
whichdepictsaquiveringplant

ke'

®®

nI#wffi         ,             \      ,\,4

Diggingdeep-
er,theartistpro-
duced a short-
lived series of
intenselyangry,
oftengrotesque
paintings. These
areepitomizedby
``La famine"

("Famine''), a
cartoonish 1948
depictioninin-
tenseprimarty
colors of five men

91eefullychewinghunksfrom
each other's heads and faces.
Thenegativereceptionofthese
uncharacteristic works led
Magrittetoabruptlyretumto
hiscomfortzoneofflatpaint,
6arefuldelineationandnarra-
tivesubjectmatter.Whatmight
havebeen,hadhecontinuedto
testhisboundaries,wecannot
know. It is to the credit of this
presentationthatSuchworks
wereincludedatall.Yet,though
theyfilltheopeninggalleriesof
theshow,logicallytheyremaina
footnote.

Mostpeoplewillbepleasedto
find that in "The Fifth Season"
we are left with the works we
know and leamed from and `
couldnothelpbutlove.Likethe
songsofouryouth,1ikethe
books we read and carried until
thepagesfellout,theyareour
foundation. Not of our knowl-
edgeoftheworldandofart,but
ofourwayofknowing.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle's art critic.
Email.. cdesmarais@
sficbronicle.comTevitter..@Artgayl
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Ren6 Magritte, "The Listening Room" (1958).
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Rend Magritte, .``La famine" ("Famine") (1g48)
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