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In 1974,David Irelandwas a good artist.At 44,
hehadonly recently graduatedwith amaster of
fine arts degree from theSanFranciscoArt
Institute, but a prior accumulation of life expe-
rience, frommilitary service to leading safaris

inEastAfrica, hadbeenun-
dammed. Living inNewYork,
hewas seriously pursuing a
studio practice, andhe felt he
was on to something.
Just a year later, however, he

returned to SanFrancisco.He
haddetermined, hewrote later,
that “the search for thenewart
to bewas asmuchan act of folly
as the search forElDorado.”
“There is nothingnewunder
the sun.Matter cannot be creat-
ed or destroyed.”Hedecided

that his rolewouldnot be tomake things but to
see them, to experience theworlddeeply and
creatively.His first responsibilitywasnot to
make art, but to be an artist.His discernment of
that distinction, and anunwaveringdevotion to
living it,wouldmake Ireland a great artist.
Earlier thismonth, I spent eight hours on a

Photos by Takashi Fukuda / 500 Capp Street Foundation

A night view of a window detail in visionary artist David Ireland’s house, which is now open for public view.

Aday in the life
of Ireland’s house

A view from the parlor to the hall in the home at
500 Capp St., which Ireland purchased in 1975.

Reminders of creativity abundant inMission District home
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Experiencing Ire-
land: Two shows ex-
plore artist’s work. E2

Every conductor has to be part danc-
er — it’s in the job description — but
few take to it as arrestingly as Krzysz-
tof Urbanski, the expressive young
Polish conductor who made a superb
San Francisco Symphony debut in
Davies Symphony Hall on Thursday
night, Jan. 14.

As he led the orchestra through
works by Beethoven and Dvorák, Ur-
banski’s lithe frame bent, fluttered and

undulated with the
music. He turned
this way and that in
elegant, sinuous
motions; he did
crisp stutter-steps
and funky pirou-
ettes; there were
fleeting evocations
of Baryshnikov,
Astaire, Michael
Jackson.

It was, quite
simply, among the

most gorgeous podium choreography
I’ve ever seen.

Of course, none of that would matter
if not for the fact that Urbanski, who is
music director of the Indianapolis Sym-
phony, also translates that bodily mo-
tion into sumptuous sound. The dance
moves serve as cues and models for the
orchestra, and the players responded
as though eager to be part of the dance.

And Urbanski’s podium style has
little to do the kind of extravagantly
broad look-at-me gymnastics that is so
often associated with physical conduct-

MUSIC REVIEW

Urbanski
dances to
themusic
By Joshua Kosman

Symphony continues on E4

San Francisco
Symphony: 8
p.m. Saturday,
Jan. 16. $15-$140.
Davies Sympho-
ny Hall, 201 Van
Ness Ave., S.F.
(415) 864-6000.
www.sfsympho
ny.org.

The Rev. Lysol Tony-Romeo of San
Francisco’s First Church of the Sacred
Silversexual (colloquially called the
David Bowie Church) was having a
hard week when I spoke to him Wed-
nesday morning.

“I’m still in shock,” he told me.
Every David Bowie fan, myself in-

cluded, has had a hard week. On Jan.
8, the singer/actor/producer/legend
turned 69 years old and released a
solid four-star album to mark the occa-
sion. Two days later, he was dead —
fallen to a secret 18-month battle with
cancer.

So the entire week has created a big
rip in the vast universe of Bowie fans.
But only Tony-Romeo — who is 31 and
a registered reverend who lives in San
Francisco — had to stand before a
crowd of the faithful and explain what
it meant to lose their icon.

“We, as his followers, have always

CAILLE
MILLNER

Bowie faithful
congregate to
bid starman,
church adieu

Gabrielle Lurie / Special to The Chronicle

Kat Robichaud (left) and the Rev. Ly-
sol Tony-Romeo honor David Bowie.

Millner continues on E8
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dampday in themodest house
in theMissionDistrict that
Irelandbought in 1975. The
house that, over three decades,
became Ireland’smost impor-
tantwork.

The grayVictorian at 500
CappSt.will instantly becomea
major landmarkofAmerican
art as it opens to the public this
week. By takingup residence
for a day, Iwanted to experi-
ence, at least in a smallway and
before the opportunity is gone
forever,what Irelandmight
have seen and felt in living and
working there.

Living andworking.David
Ireland acknowledgednodif-
ference.Again and againhe
repeated someversion ofwhat
he said toCaliforniamagazine
in 1983: “Somuchofwhat I do is
livingmy life, and art simply
occurs in theprocess.”

I am far from the first person
tohave spent time in thehouse,
and it is notmy first visit (that
was some 30years ago,when
Irelandhosted amagical dinner
formywife andme). Indeed,
the social aspect of Ireland’s
work is one of itsmyriad signif-
icant facets. But thiswas to be
the opposite of social: From
morning tonightfall, Iwould
absorb the environment. Call it
ameditation. Call it channeling
the spirit of the artist,whodied
in 2009.

Earnedmemory
I canpicture how it started:

Youbuy a tattered oldhouse
fromamanwhoowned it for
nearly 40years, an accordion
makerwhoused it as home,
boardinghouse andworkshop-
salesroom.Thingshave been
left behind, relics of themodest
lives of former occupants.You
begin to pick themup, shift
themaround, but howcanyou
discard them?They are part of
the soulswho camebefore;
fetishes, no less than the arti-
facts you sought out inAfrica,
and imported and sold in the
1960s.

As you scrape the floors, you
collect the paint chips and saw-
dust in jars.Whenyou strip the
walls, you form thewetwallpa-
per into patties like the dung
chipsused for fuel or fertilizer
in some cultures.

All this, as a result of various
degrees ofmanipulation, be-
comeswhatwemight call
sculpture. Barely altered found
objects. Recombinant new
works. Elements of an allover
environment and experience.

Walls and ceilings of the
house that he stripped and
sandedbarewere coatedwith
multiple layers of glossypoly-
urethane, creating the impres-
sion that they aremade of glass

—orwater.All the spaces in the
house are infusedwith apro-
nounced golden cast. Youhave
to be there, you tell yourself, to
really see such a color—except
that seeing it is entirely differ-
ent against awindow framing
the blue light of day, or the
street-lamp-studdedblack of
night, or in a roomwith shut-
ters closed.

Anyonewhohasworkedon
anoldhouseknows thepain
and thepleasure of that effort.
Topeelwater-soakedwallpa-
per fromaplasterwall, to strip
the finish froma floor, is to
concentrate intense visual
energy and scrapermuscle on
small, sometimesminute, piec-
es of a far largerwhole. Behind
adoor frame, layered splashes
and streaks of paint document
changing color fashions; a band
of panelinghides a carpenter’s
notes.You earn a singular
memory of those details by the
workyou invest in them.You
see a length of decorative trim
differently after you’ve painted
itwith a 2-inchbrush.

Exercises for eyeandmind
Suchwork changes you, even

as it changeswhat you are
working on. Imagine, then, the
transformation experiencedby
thepersonwho imposes that
kind of distilled attention on
every surface— floor,walls and
ceiling—of a 3,552-square-foot
structure, poring inch-by-inch
over the building’s interior skin
with the attention of an examin-
ingdermatologist.

Much canbe communicated

in a goodphotograph, but it is
not yet possible to faithfully
depict space and light. The
slightest of repositionings, the
most subtle of color shifts can
create newperceptions. Ireland
knew this better than almost
anybody, anddecades of close
observation of his ownenviron-
ment gavehiman exclusive
view.

To sharpen focus, he created
vantages inhis environment
and exercises for eye andmind.
Windowswere aparticular
favorite element inhiswork.He
kept glasswindows scrupu-
lously clean, enhancing the
views they allowedbut also
highlighting thewaves and
ripples of 19th centurypanes,
with their edge-softening ef-
fects and comic distortions.
Otherwindowapertureswere
heavily shuttered, filtering and
controlling the light.

Metaphors of sight accumu-
late, layer upon layer. In one
oft-discussed action, he re-
placed the glass in awindow
with copper etchingplates, as if
to photo-magically impress
upon theman image of the
world outside.One effect is to
force attention to the vistas seen
throughwindowsonan ad-
jacentwall.More provocatively,
though, before blocking the
viewhe sound-recorded it,

delivering a rapid-fire, verbal
barrage of description of every
detail he could see beyond the
glass.

Incidental talismans
I open a small loose-leaf

notebookona fireplacemantel
and read its neatly typed first
page: “Dearest: Youwill not be
able to seemyhouse, SO Iwill
tell you about it andhow it is
withme.” I amcertain that I am
not the first to read the little
book, but it hitsme as if itwere
addressed tomealone, sitting
in the glowing, golden roomas
evening falls outside.

“All thingswere perfect so
long as I could ... quell the urge
to introducemyhumanness.”
Thedining room, tightly sealed
fromoutside light, is themost
densely ornamented chamber,
itswalls and tabletopsheavy
with animal horns, skulls, hair
andbodyparts; souvenirs of
Africa andother foreign lands;
relics of friends and family.
Smallish chunks of loosely
molded concrete form lamp
stands, bookends and candle-
sticks.

A loose coil of heavy-gauge
wire protrudes fromanoldnail
hole,winding rightward into an
inverted comma, and ending in
a flourishingbind aroundan
old tomatopaste can. From the

same region of that nail hole,
two shadows echo thedark
wire spiral inmediumand light
tones; a crack in thewall heads
southwest, cutting off and con-
taining thewhorl to the left.A
lighted votive candle in a ruby
glass holder, nestled in the
smallmetal can, quivering at
wire’s end,would add further
dimensions of color and shad-
ow.

Thewhole effect is of a room-
ful of incidental talismans,
sculptureswith effects and
meanings outside their original
function, or amaker’s inten-
tion. Charms soakedwith the
portentoushistory of inconse-
quentialmoments.

As Imove to different rooms,
at different times of day, the
associations tumble forward:
Thewalls recall ancient fres-
coes. Translucent glass or
stone. Iron-oxidicwater. The
AmberRoomof theCatherine
Palace.

Aplace tobury secrets
ConstanceLewallen,whose

excellent “500CappStreet:
David Ireland’sHouse” is the
definitive guidebook, reminds
us of the old story that Leonar-
dohadhis apprentices study
cracks in awall as an exercise in
seeing. CyTwombly’s elegant
scribbles (with their own sourc-
es inRomanwalls) and John
Cage’s gracious acceptance of
chance (based onEastern ideas)
come tomind.Bundles and
wrappings, scattered about the
floors and cabinet shelves,
recallmummifiedEgyptian
animals.

And everywhere, in the
house and running through all
his bodyofwork, Ireland re-
peatedly refers to the primordi-
al through theuse of concrete.
Concrete is a rock in formation,
a kindof frozen entropy. It is a
humblematerial ennobledby
its associationwithhonest
labor. It is a place to bury se-
crets.

Night falls. I amagain in the
shuttereddining room. I pic-
tureDavid Irelandhere in the
throne-like chair at theheadof
the table, alone on anightwhen
hedoesnot have guests. Just the
other side of those darkened
windows, the street echoeswith
the growl of amuscle-car en-
gine, the forced joy of dance
music blaring froma radio.
Family discussions, quickly
resolveddisputes, Spanglish
phone conversations.He is still.
The light and the sounds sur-
roundhim, takehis shape and,
in the end, absorbhim.

CharlesDesmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
E-mail: cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.comTwitter:
@Artguy1
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The double parlor of the David Ireland House at night. A preservationist purchased the home and has established a foundation to oversee Ireland’s archives.

The upstairs office of Ireland’s Capp Street house after dark.

John Blanchard / The Chronicle
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Taking up residence in Ireland’s house

The David Ireland House: 500
Capp St., S.F. Hours vary and
tours (90 minutes) are limited to
eight to 12 people. Advance
booking is required; most tours
are sold out until Feb. 3. $20.
(415) 986-1571. www.500capp
street.org.

Sunday in Style: Preservationist
Carlie Wilmans’ long journey to
500 Capp St.

Desmarais from page E1
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