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2 excellent opportumtles to see Ireland’s work

By Charles Desmarais

The opening this
weekend of the David
Ireland House marks a
highly significant mo-
ment in the art history of
San Francisco. Unfortu-
nately, though, there may
be some obstacles to
experiencing that holistic
work of art.

If you don’t already
have tickets, you will
have to wait some weeks:
Tours are sold out into
February, according to
the website. The invest-
ment is worthwhile, but
not insignificant: The
tour takes 90 minutes
and costs $20 per person.

Meanwhile, there are
two terrific opportunities
to see the work of the
artist sooner, and for free.
The Walter and McBean
Galleries of the San Fran-
cisco Art Institute pre-
sents “David Ireland”
through March 26. And
the artist’s longtime rep-
resentative, Anglim Gil-
bert Gallery, will feature
“Dumbball: David Ire-
land and His Circle,”
Wednesday, Jan. 20, to
Feb. 27.

River of concrete

The Art Institute show
is the more ambitious of
the two. It was organized
by SFAI Vice President
Hesse McGraw and the
independent scholar
Constance Lewallen, an
expert on California art
history and the author of
an excellent book pub-
lished last year by Uni-
versity of California
Press, “500 Capp Street:
David Ireland’s House.”
(Full disclosure: In 2014,
as then-president of
SFAI, I approved the
exhibition concept and
budget, but I played no
further role.)

The centerpiece of the
exhibition is a re-creation
of Ireland’s 1987 work
“Smithsonian Falls, De-
scending a Staircase for
P.K.” A stairway in the
gallery ordinarily pro-
vides access to a second
gallery on the floor
above. But Ireland
poured a river of concrete
— three tons of it —
down the 19 steps, block-
ing the stair.

This is, literally and
physically, challenging
art, both to artist and to
audience. It is a waterfall
turned to stone — nature
frozen, a flow (of time? of
life?) interrupted. Its title
is a self-conscious refer-
ence to art that came
before: to earthworks
sculptor Robert Smith-
son’s 1969 series of giant
“pours” of asphalt, glue
and, yes, concrete; to
conceptual art pioneer
Marcel Duchamp’s scan-
dalous “Nude Descend-
ing a Staircase (No. 2)” of
1912; to fellow Bay Area
conceptual artist Paul
Kos’ 1980 “Ramp,” an
installation at the UC
Berkeley Art Museum
that challenged viewers
to act, by trying to climb
an increasingly steep and
slippery curve from floor
to ceiling.

“Smithsonian Falls” is
paired at the center of the
gallery with another
work in concrete, the
extraordinary “Angel-Go-
Round” (1996). If “Falls”
is nature stopped dead,
this pile of concrete,
human-scale figures are
stricken classical demi-
gods, over which a Chris-
tian angel triumphantly,
preposterously spins.

Also included in the
exhibition are more than
a score of potent relics of
the David Ireland House
and a 1975 concrete
“painting.” That work, “A
Portion of: From the Year
of Doing the Same Work
Each Day,” is from the
seminal series that pre-
ceded work on the house,
setting a precedent for
much what he did later.

Influential colleagues

The exhibition at An-
glim Gilbert will not
open until next week, but
judging from the check-
list and works I viewed
in storage, it will be
packed with strong
works by Ireland and by
artists who knew him
and traded ideas and
influence. Among that
circle are John Beech,
Nayland Blake, Castane-
da/Reiman, Terry Fox,
Rebecca Goldfarb, Gon-
zalo Hidalgo, Ann Ham-
ilton, Mildred Howard,
Kos, Tony Labat, Tom
Marioni, Gay Outlaw,
David Ruddell, Mark
Thompson and Amy
Trachtenberg.

It is instructive to see
which works are being
shown in the commercial
gallery context, and
which at the nonprofit

SFAL The Anglim Gil-
bert Gallery selections by
Ireland are, in general,
easier on the eye, domes-
tic in scale and more
complete unto them-
selves as works of art,
where the works at the

Anglim Gilbert Gallery

A work by David Ireland from the Thanka series
(circa 1974), on view at Anglim Gilbert Gallery.

David Ireland: 11 a.m.-7 p.m. Tuesday, 11 a.m.-6 p.m.
Wednesday-Saturday. Through March 26. Walter and
McBean Galleries, San Francisco Art Institute, 800
Chestnut St., S.F. (415) 771-7020. www.sfai.edu.

Dumbball: David Ireland and His Circle: 10 a.m.-5:30
p.m. Tuesday-Friday, 10:30 a.m.-5 p.m. Saturday. Wed-

nesday, Jan. 20-Feb. 27. Anglim Gilbert Gallery, 14 Geary
St., S.F. (415) 433-2710. www.anglimgilbertgallery.com.
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San Francisco Art Institute 1987

“Smithsonian Falls, Descending a Staircase for P.K.” as it appeared at the S.F.
Art Institute in 1987. The work has been reconstructed for the new exhibit.

institute are’big and
rangy or appear to be
odd bits taken from the
house’s larger context.
The “dumbball,” cen-
tral to the Anglim Gilbert
exhibition, is one of the
major themes of Ireland’s

in idea. He made more of
them than anyone seems
to have counted: little
spheres of concrete about
the size of a softball,
which he made by pass-
ing a lump of wet con-
crete from hand to hand
for many hours, gradu-
ally forming it as it hard-
ened. The meditative and
repetitive aspects of these
works — the work of
their making — was

their look and substance.
For that reason, they are
the perfect summation of
a career devoted to art as
simply productive mortal
life, ascendent even in its
humility.

Charles Desmarats is The
San Francisco Chronicle’s
art critic. E-mail:
cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com Tuwitter:

@Artguy1
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