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Robert Armeson's "]ohns," including "The Pisser," art in the same show for the first time but aren't presented together.
t
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Some eye-openers and some missteps at UC Davis' new museum
By Charles Desmarais
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LikeanyI theJan
Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem
Museum of Art, unveiled to the
public Sunday, Nov. 13, on the cam-
pus of uc Davis, has some kinks to
workout.Ofthefouropeningexhi-
bitions, ``Out Our Way," a look at the
storiedearlyyearsoftheUCDavis
art department, is the largest. It
unveils some real discoveries but is
uneven in presentation - no sur-
prise,perhaps,inabuildingthe
curatorsarestilllearmingtouse.

Also on view, "Hoof & Foot: A
Field Study" by Chris Sollars, is a
wittyvideoinstallationthatdraws
visualanalogiesamongtheani-
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Chris Sollars' "Hobf & Foot" is a witty video installation that
draws visual analogies among the Davis campus' animals.
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Out Our Way: 12-6
p.in. Tuesdays-Fri-
days; until 10 p.in.
Thursdays.11 a.in,-5
p.in. Saturdays &
Sundays. Free. Jan
Shrem and Maria
Manetti Shrem Muse-
um of Art, UC Davis,
254 Old Davis Rd„
Davis. (530) 752-
8500.http://   -
manettishrem
museum.ucdavis.edu

» Read more of The
Chronicle's coverage
of the new museum
and its building at
www.sf chronicLe.
Com.
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Left: Ralph Johnson stages a selection of "Chairs" in the late 196os. Right: "John With Art" and others by Robert Ameson are scattered throughout the show.

New nluseuni still ffinding its feet
Sbrem fhom Dago EL

mals,four-leggedandtwo,of
the UC Davis campus. Of.the
two smaller shows, one features
drawingsandmodelsforthe
newbuildingbyitsdesign
architect, SO-IL, and the other
-notyetinstalledafewdays
beforetheopening-isan
audience-participationproject
designedbytheMexicanartist
Pia Camil.``OutOurWay"brisklysur-
veystheworkofl3artists,de-
partmentfounderRichardL.
Nelsonandthedozenpeoplehe
hiredforpermanentjobsdur-
inghisl8-yeartenure(1952-70).
Fullyhalfofthemgamered
wide attention in the world of
art,includingRobertAmeson,
Roy De Forest, Manuel Neri,
RolandPetersen,WayneThie-
baudandWilliamT.Wiley.The
others-JohnBaxter,Jane
GaITitson (an innovative art
educator), Tio Giambruni, Ruth
Horsting, Ralph Johnson and
Daniel Shapiro - all built cred-
ible,ifmoreregional,reputa-
tions.

The better-known artists are
generallyrepresentedbyin-
stantlyrecognizableworks,in
all their Funk, comic, maverick
glory. There are, though, a pair
of stainless steel ``Geometric
Sculptures"(1966)byNeriand
anabstractPetersenfrom1973
thatwillsurprise.Oneinstalla-
tion trick I like is the inclusion
ofaminiatureprojectornear
eichbiographicaltextpanel,

showingslidesrelatedtothe
artist's life and career.

Buttherealeye-openersare
Johnson'sfunny,homely,re-
made wooden chairs; and
Horsting'svirtuallyunknown
AbstractExpressionistbronz-
es.

A1967groupingof]ohnson's
stick-back chairs, with titles
like ``Hello Chair," "Speeding
Chair" and "Love Chair" - all
paintedinthatfamiliar195os
kitchengreen,allutterlyuse-
lessforresting-cavortalong
onewall.Theyepitomizethe
serio -comic attitude cultivated
atDavis,andpopularizedby
Arneson, De Forest and Wiley
in the 196os and '7os.

Oneistemptedtoascribeour
ignoranceofHorstingtothe
era'sdisregardfortheworkof
women - and, indeed, after
personalsetbacks,shequietly
left her work as an artist. Her
small, intense sculpture of the
196oswouldsurelymeritdeep-
erstudythanthisshowcould
give it, if there is any more work
thanthefewpiecestumedup
here. An abstracted "Horse" of
weldedscrapmetal(circalate
195os-earlylg6os),1ookslikea
sure influence on the art of
well-knownsculptorDeborah
Butterfield, who studied at
DavisduringHorsting'stenure.

Themostimportantworksin"OutOurWay,"fromanart
historicalpointofview,arethe
loextant"Johns''(plusadraw-
ingofthenow-lostllth)by
Ameson. Full-scale ceramic

take-offs on toilets and urinals
-bloated,glazedandinscribed
with sexual reference and scat-
ologicalscrawlings-theywere
Ameson's breakout works. He
tellsthestory,recountedinthe
exhibitiontext,ofbeingasked
tojoinamajorshowofsculp-
turefromthroughoutCalifor-
nia. ``1 could see myself, Bob
Ameson, in betweenJohn Ma-
son and Peter Voulkos, and I
wouldbejustajuniorversionof
thosetwoguysandjustalittle
pisser."Heconsideredthemost
ubiquitouslargeceramicform
inAmericandailylife,andits
connectiontoavant-gardeart
viaMarcelDuchamp;maybehe
alsothoughtofJasperJohns,
one of the hottest artists of that
moment.

The``Johns"are,inthewayof
bloodyhorrorfilms,repulsively

"Turgor" (circa
1963) is among Ruth
Horsting's virtually
unknown Abstract
Expressionist
bronzes.

enthralling objects. Turds of
clay,squeezedbetweengreedy
fingers, top ``The Pisser" (1963)
where the flush mechanism
inighthavebeen."Toilet:Life
Size''(1964)isentirelysmeared
withagloppybrownglaze.A
grandlygross"Throne"(1964)
standsnearly6feettall.

Disappointingly, this unique
assembly - it's the first time
that all 11 works have been in
the same exhibition - is `not
showntobestadvantage.Ihad
beenexcitedtoseehowthey
wouldbepresented(Iengi-
neeredtheacquisitionof"The
Pisser"byLagunaArtMuseum
manyyearsago).Buttheyare
scatteredthroughthelarger
exhibition,withtheeffectthat
theysullytheunrelatedworks
around them. Worse, we don't
gettoseethemtogether,and

thereisnocatalogtodocument
thisimportantshowing.The
installation-that-might-hive-
been would have allowed direct
comparison,andthedesign
couldhavebroughtunitytothe
presentationasopposedtoits
centripetalfeelnow,on four
platformsthroughouttheshow.

Leavetimetofullyappreciate
a kind of sub-exhibition, "Com-
munityofExchange,"present-
ingsmallworksandephemera
thattellthestoryofartistsat
Davisteaching,exhibitingand
makingtogether.Hereistold
thestoryof``TheSlantStep"-
thehumblest,andcertainlythe
most famous,objectinthe
entire exhibition.

A 196os thrift store find, for
thelQngesttimenoonecould
quitefigureoutwhatitwasfor.
Now,itisthoughtthatitwas
meant``toimprovethesitter's
postureforexcretoryfitness."It
wasexhibitedasartbyWiley
andhisnow:famousstudent,
BruceNauman;stolenby
sculptor Richard Serra; copied,
drawnandreinterpretedby
manyartistsovertheyears;
and,finally,donatedtothe
university collection in 2012. In
its simplicity, its silliness, its
narrative overtones, it seems
theperfectDavisfetish.

I would have made it the
centralpieceintheshow.

Charles Desmarais is The san
Francisco Chronicle's art critic.
Email.. cdesmarais@sf icbronicle.
com Tevitter.. @Artgayl


