ART REVIEW

By Charles Desmarais

“Way Bay” started out as a
recipe for chaos.

The exhibition is on view at
the UC Berkeley Art Museum
and Pacific Film Archive through
June 3, then continues in mod-
ified form June 13-Sept. 2. It
gangs nearly 200 works from
throughout Bay Area history
“engaged with the region’s geo-
graphic, social, and cultural land-
scape” into what is touted as a
“contrast to a conventional histor-
ical survey.”

Drawn from the museum’s
deep storage, mixed with recent
acquisitions and salted with ob-
jects loaned by the university
library and the anthropology
museum, it was cooked up by a
team of five, led by the museum’s
director, Lawrence Rinder.

It’s a mess of a show, tenuously
strung together by literary snip-
pets that appear only in a confus-
ing printed checklist, not on the
wall. No matter: The exhibition
segments have no apparent rela-
tionship to the texts anyway.

There are many works that are
wonderful to look at in their own
right, and I’ll get to that. But as a
show it is, if not lazy, then gross-
ly under-resourced. There is no
essay that attempts to make sense
of the whole affair, to rationalize
its disparate inclusions. There is
no wall text at all, beyond a bare-
bones introduction.

A salon-style hanging, neces-
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Haphazard history
of Bay Area talent

UC Berkeley retrospective frustratingly short on analysis

“Way Bay”: 11 a.m.-7 p.m. Sun-
days, Wednesdays and Thursdays;
11 a.m.-9 p.m. Fridays and Satur-
days. Through June 3; Part 2, June
13-Sept. 2. $11-$13, free 18 and
under. UC Berkeley Art Museum
and Pacific Film Archive, 2155
Center St., Berkeley. (510) 642-
0808. www.bampfa.org

Top: “Morph Traits”
(2007-10), by Daniel Higgs
and Kyle Ranson, sets a
dreamlike mood.

Above: “Yosemite
Landscape” (1913), by Emma
Michalitschke, is startlingly
gorgeous.
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Historical survey short on research

“Way Bay” from page E1

sary to fit it all, puts
many works high above
viewers’ heads. Tiny
numbers, 1 to 175, are
keyed to the checklist
(32 unnumbered films
and videos are also list-
ed), where one can find
basic identification of
each work and, occa-
sionally, a short para-
graph that reads like it
came from Wikipedia.
For an exhibition
occupying the primary
galleries of a major uni-
versity museum — for
the better part of a year
— it is woefully short on
‘research or analysis.
| That is all the more
distressing because the
‘curatorial selections
suggest an alternative to
‘what has become a tired
recital of too few names
and key moments in Bay
Area modern art history.
No, not all the important
painting and sculpture
produced here in the
|1960s depicts figures in
rsome state of dissipa-
tion.
. Included are many
works by women, artists
of color and LGBTQ
Aartists who too often slip
through cracks in the
fﬁéstox‘ical record. The
4
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Top: Untitled (1968), by Franklin

Williams.

Above: “Marvin” (2015), by Erica

Deeman.

Right: “Studio Wall” (1963), by

Richard Diebenkorn.

show does not correct
the record, however; we
know it only through
supposition or because
we were already aware
of their identities.

Emma Michalitschke’s
1913 “Yosemite Land-
scape” takes a radically
different approach to her
subject from that of the
blustery artists who first
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tal radiance that feels
like an entirely honest
observation.

Ironies surrounding at
least two African Amer-
ican artists go unnoticed
by the museum. The
great sculptor Sargent
Johnson is represented
by a solid and fearsome
“Owl” (circa 1935), 14%
inches high. Not record-

shaped America’s con-
ception of the place. It’s
not a great painting, but
it’s a startlingly pretty
one, rendered in the
palette of a hand-colored
photograph of its time.
Ruth Armer’s “No. 23”
(1971), painted at 75 at
the end of a long career
as an abstract surrealist,
channels a transcenden-
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WGILBERT & SULLIVAN'S THE GONDOLIERS
; g, February 2-4 - YERBA BUENA CENTER, SF

[8:$20-559 including senior & student discounts
ickets: 415-978-2787, ybca.org

A joyous musical that ingeniously skewers
issues of social equality and class using

= brilliant wit, dance, and a lovely, lilting
score. Beautiful production, full orchestra,
and the Lamplighters’ amazing voices!

Also in Walnut Creek 2/9-11, lesherartscenter.org
Mountain View 2/17-18, mvcpa.com
More info: 415-227-4797 or lamplighters.org

BREAKING NEWS

SFGATE.COM

SFGATE

PUZZLE ANSWERS

CrosswordPuzzle  New York Times Crossword
A[B[C[S[PIo[RIT[SES[TIUIN]T] [S[C[u]e[AllG]o]P]R]O ALIOIP
NTERDIATCIERTERART T [E|  [TIEIN[O[RIMO[A[R[E[OMC[A[R[E[B[E
NOEEEERNE RENEE PlL{A[Y[F[o|R[T|I[M/ERME[N[D[T[A]B
NED EROE DENEnnERENE DEENH BNoE Ooo
1 T{o[L|L[E/DJIN[O|T|S|A|F|E[F[O]R|W]
GIAIR Y HIAIRIAIRIE A[1[o[E|s MM E[A[C/H I U[A[E
GINJAIRILIVIgRPIAIVIAINIE C|R|Y|Fo[R[H[E|L [P M L/E|A[NTHNT
PIIILIEISIROIOIZIEICIHIAIRIM] [ETP(E[E AlL[T[ENIAINGINE
A[CIMIERgHI | IKIEIDJIOID] | |E L1 ojlr[E[c[1[P[E[F[O[R[D[1]|S[A[S
S[K[ T[N T[O[N][E W[R[E[S]T B|A[S[K[S L[o|[T[SIAE[L
clH[A[L]K[YIMPlE[S[RIEIE] [a[s[s[E[N[TISIG0[G[O/SIMCIA[N[A
s[H[o[R[T[S IW[A[L[E [cIH[E[E[S[EJMG[A[L[A N[O[V[A[S
Q[U[A[R[T[Z W] A[H] L M T|EM|P|O|RIA|R|Y|EM|P|LIO|Y E|EMSINIL
TIE|E|IN|A Pli|L|L|O|R]1 DIIEMEQCIAB E|I[E|I|O QlE[I]|!I
IREER NOENEDE FlPDJllTIu[o/o[RIE[A[R[T[H|Q|U[A[K|E
DEEEE RNUENEENE UrlJ VTR0 T|c E[A[T[I[N
L[1|z|A[B|E|T|H|A[N|E[R|AJD[R[E[Y[E|R
viiclEflie/o/nofE[D |[TIT[O[NE
PlI|A[N[O[T|R[1|[OfMT[E[L|E[C[O|M[M[U[T[E
Sudoku Puzzle T[o[T|E[BJO]A[R[DMMEM1 [L[EQMANE|D
"'5?”"""3'”“' sjule[SIlPHo[SEMS[1[TIE[SEAING[R]Y
D110
] Challenger Chess
14 1.Nd3ch! Kf5
|27 2.g4ch! Kg5
81912|9 j28] 3.Rb6!(gainsa
3|7]8|2 27} knight)
6|712|7 |18
713]17]|7J28
26120]19§36§26

ed here: UC Berkeley’s
sale of a 22-foot-long,
carved wood master-
work by him less than
10 years ago for “$164.63,
including tax,” according
to the New York Times.

Romare Bearden’s
“Study for Berkeley —
The City and Its People”
(1973) is the only glimpse
we can currently get of
the artist’s kaleidoscopic
vision of the city at a
fateful moment in its
history. The actual mu-
ral was removed to stor-
age from the Berkeley
Council Chambers in
2003 to protect it, given
the building’s seismic
vulnerability. The ab-
sence of a public work
by an African American
artist in a city that has
seen a precipitous drop
in its black population is
not noted in exhibition
materials.

Works by Jeremy
Anderson, Jay DeFeo,
Oliver Lee Jackson, Jess,
Clay Spohn, Carlos Villa
and Ruth Wall are par-
ticular standouts that
are not often seen.

For a historical sur-
vey, however, the exhibi-
tion skews heavily to-

Sibila Savage

The curatorial
selections suggest
an alternative to
what has become
a tired recital of
too few names and
key moments in
Bay Area modern
art history.

ward the 21st century,
with more than a third
of the works having
been made in the past 17
years. Rinder has been
director at BAMPFA for
roughly half that time,
and worked there for an
earlier stint from 1988 to
1998. He currently holds
the additional title of
chief curator. So, we can
assume that his predi-
lections are in evidence

here.

Choices like the mu-
ral-size “This Is What
We Are for and This Is
What We’ll Get” (2002)
by Xara Thustra and
Zarouhie Abdalian’s
extraordinary 2013
sculpture “As a Demon-
stration” — a ringing
alarm bell encased in a
soundless vacuum
chamber — display an
admirable breadth.
There’s also a clear taste
for dreamlike drawings
— whether a selection of
acid-colored heads by
Daniel Higgs and Kyle
Ranson or a whisper-
subtle graphite rubbing
by Mary Ijichi.

Virtually all the art, in
fact, is strong enough to
be included in a major
museum collection. That
does not mean, I regret
to say, that it can be
relied upon to prop up
an exhibition with no
structure of its own.

Charles Desmarais is The
San Francisco Chronicle’s
art critic. Email:
cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com Tuwitter:
@Aritguy1



