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“I was born dying,” the Norwegian artist Ed-
vard Munch (1863-1944) is said to have an-
nounced near the end of his reasonably long life.
A rare Munch exhibition opening this week of

44 mournful paintings will convince you of one
thing above all: He hardly needed to tell us that.
But you will also leave astounded that dollops
and smears of paint might contain, suspended
among their component oils and pigments, the
tears and passions of a romantic who built his
existence around sickness, loss, repression and
despair.
The exhibition “Edvard Munch: Between the

Clock and the Bed” opens Saturday, June 24, at

Thielska Galleriet, Stockholm 1892

Edvard Munch’s harrowing “Sick Mood at Sunset: Despair” (1892) is on display for the first time in the U.S.
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Munch’s
mournful
majesty
Anguish abounds in SFMOMA’s
rare exhibition of sensitive soul

By Charles Desmarais
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The newly opened Museum of Cap-
italism is situated in a vacant com-
mercial space in Oakland’s Jack Lon-
don Square. It’s spread across the

second floor of a
grandly planned
building, with
floor-to-ceiling
windows looking
out onto the
waterfront —
grassy plazas,
jogging pedestri-
ans, yacht masts
bobbing gently
on the horizon.

The empty
first floor was

designed to hold an upscale market
hall that didn’t materialize, explained
Timothy Furstnau, one of the muse-
um’s founders and curators. Stray
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Charlotte Alban listens to the audio description of “Undoing Time/S.O.S.”
by Sharon Daniel, at the Museum of Capitalism in Jack London Square.

Museum’s lessonsmust go beyondwalls
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Any doubt that there is an audi-
ence for dance in the Bay Area in
the summer months was eradicated
Thursday, June 22, at ODC Theater,
where SFDanceworks opened its
second season with a sellout crowd,
a rather mixed assortment of dances
and some of the more spirited danc-
ing of the season.

Founding Artistic Director (and
San Francisco Ballet soloist) James
Sofranko is polishing a formula that
he devised last season: new and clas-
sic dances, choreographers familiar
and promising. One might argue with
a few entries on the program, but
one could not quibble over the com-
mitment of the nine dancers, whose
resumes include the San Francisco

DANCE REVIEW

Andrew Weeks

Brett Conway and Laura O’Malley of
SFDanceworks perform “For Pixie.”

A spirited
summer
showcase

Dance continues on E3

By Allan Ulrich

SFDanceworks: 8 p.m. Saturday, June
24. $20-$50, ODC Theater, 3153 17th St.,
San Francisco. (415) 863-9834.
www.odctheater.org

For much of “Brownsville Song
(B-side for Tray),” you might catch
yourself wondering to what extent
Tray (Davied Morales), the young
shooting victim at its center, is a good
kid.

Sure, between his training sessions
in the boxing gym, he toils away at a
scholarship essay, works diligently at a
part-time job and wields charm so
powerful it can disarm his congenital-
ly belligerent grandmother Lena
(Cathleen Riddley) or coax his little
sister Devine (Mimia Ousilas) out of
her shell. But Kimber Lee’s play also
hints that Tray has a shady side hus-
tle, one that might partly explain why
this young black man was killed.
What’s the deal with all the mysteri-
ous phone calls and the slinking in to
their Brooklyn apartment late at
night? Is he hanging out with no-
goodniks again, like Junior (William

THEATER REVIEW

Cheshire Isaacs / Shotgun Players

Davied Morales and Cathleen Riddley
in “Brownsville Song.”

‘Brownsville
Song’ wails
with reproach
By Lily Janiak

“Song” continues on E4
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the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art and runs through
Oct. 9. It surveys a career of
some 60 years, revolving
around a late (1940-43) self-
portrait, the title of which
lends its name to the show.

“Self-Portrait: Between the
Clock and the Bed” is a reason-
ably interesting picture in the
context of the art of its time,
with its indeterminate space
and light, and its stark con-
trasts — of abstract flatness
and illusionistic depth; of com-
plementary colors; of clothed
and naked, male and female
figures. Norway was under
German occupation at this
time (a fact barely mentioned
in exhibition materials), which
lends an odd poignancy to the
artist’s old-soldier stance of
feeble attention.

But I suspect it would not be
the central work in the exhibi-
tion were it not for the strong
relationship to a famous series
of paintings and prints by
Jasper Johns that echoed the
hatch-mark design Munch
used to represent a bedspread.
The exhibition catalog, in par-
ticular, makes a point of
Munch’s place among key
artists of the 20th century,
downplaying his reputation as
a moody Symbolist romantic.

That the artist had a foot in
each of two centuries is cer-
tain, but it is difficult to see
him as a disinterested formal-
ist. After all, this is the man
who envisioned “The Scream,”
surely the world’s most fa-
mous icon of existential angst
and agony.

Neither of the two fragile
versions of that painting were
allowed to leave their home
museums in Norway, but an-
guish abounds here all the
same. Two variants of “The
Sick Child” (1896 and 1907),
along with the identically
themed “At the Deathbed”
(1895), “Death Struggle” (1915),
“Death in the Sick Room”
(1893) and “The Smell of
Death” (1895) all deal directly,
oppressively, with the artist’s
youthful experience of the loss
of his sister.

“Inheritance” (1897-99) de-
picts a red-faced woman,
handkerchief to her mouth. A
green-tinged baby, chest spot-
ted with red, doesn’t so much
rest upon as float above her lap
on a womb-like cloud. An
army of black, insect-like
forms patterns the woman’s
skirt. Munch nicknamed the
work “the syphilitic child,” a
wall text tells us.

In “Ashes” (1925), a tale of
sexual repression and frustra-
tion, a man cringes at the bot-
tom of an image of a long-
haired woman in a forest clear-
ing. Her arms are high behind
her head. Her modest white
dress is open to the waist,
revealing a sanguine slip. She
could almost be a gutted lamb.

Even a work with the joyous
title “The Dance of Life” (1925)
is peopled by somnambulists
and stumbling cadavers.

This is not to say that
Munch is not a master of color
and form. That very virtuosity
gives his art a kind of lurid
authenticity. It convinces us
that the sentiments are honest
and real, the despondency
earned. It is the reason these
pictures don’t work in repro-
duction: The image, all by

itself, is cheap. That’s why
“The Scream” is such an easy
target of satire and commer-
cialism, with “Scream” wide
ties, “Scream” inflatable dolls,
“Scream” bandages, “Scream”
hemorrhoid cushions.

I have seen neither of the
two original paintings. Howev-
er, an earlier, closely related
picture in the show, the har-
rowing “Sick Mood at Sunset:
Despair” (1892) — shown here
for the first time in the U.S. —
gives a likely sense of the bet-
ter-known canvases.

A lone figure looks into not
a void, but a blue-black hard-
ness — a region not exactly
empty, but unnamed. The area
where sky should be is an
inferno of color, but it, too, is a
substance, something beyond
flame, as if laid down by
brushes loaded with magma.

Try getting that out of a glossy
halftone on the printed page.

The point is that Munch’s
significance lies neither in his
oversensitive soul or his paint-
erly inventiveness, but in his
unique ability to combine the
two. He returned again and
again to the same themes, and
often to the same image. One
could argue that makes him a
formal experimenter — testing
and revising art for art’s sake
— or that his romantic heart
could not bear to leave behind
loves and moments that might
die without continual regener-
ation. He did not have to
choose.

It is perhaps telling, though,
that in the late 19th century he
arranged and rearranged key
paintings into a series he called
“The Frieze of Life.” He lived
his final years in a house full

of his own works. And, though
his pictures once had a lively
market, in the end he left to
the city of Oslo the vast major-
ity of his output as an intact
collection.

Of the 44 works in the exhi-
bition, 17 are identified as self-
portraits, and several others
surely represent the artist.
Tracing Munch’s variations on
self-depiction is a study in
changing techniques and
styles, as well as his own per-
sonal and psychological shifts.
The earliest work in the exhi-
bition, a self-portrait from
1886, is nearly a mosaic of tiny
broken plates of burnished
paint.

There are ghostly pictures
like a “Self-Portrait with the
Spanish Flu” (1919), ominously
psychosexual ones like his
hovering presence in “The

Artist and His Model” (1919-
20), and a cartoonish throw-
away that could be a magazine
liquor ad, “Self-Portrait With
Bottles” (circa 1938).

None of them compares to
“Self-Portrait in Hell” (1903),
however, for equipoise of
painterly form and emotional
content. From out of a blazing
scarlet fire, trailing billows of
smoke, a figure emerges, its
color marking the spectrum of
increasing heat — from head of
red, to torso of yellow, to
white-hot pelvis where our eye
is stopped by the picture’s
bottom edge. The self is not
afflicted by the heat: The self is
its source.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
com Twitter: @Artguy1
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Munch Museum, Oslo 1925

Edvard Munch’s “Ashes” (1925), a tale of sexual repression and frustration, is on display at the S.F. Museum of Modern Art.

Munch Museum, Oslo 1903

“Self-Portrait in Hell” (1903) captures Munch’s anguish.

Tate Modern, London 1907

“The Sick Child” (1907) deals with the death of Munch’s sister.

Edvard Munch: Between the Clock and the Bed: 10 a.m.-5 p.m.
Fridays-Tuesdays; 10 a.m.-9 p.m. Thursdays. Saturday, June 24,
through Oct. 9. $19-$25; ages 18 and younger free. San Francisco Muse-
um of Modern Art, 151 Third St., S.F. (415) 357-4000. www.sfmoma.org
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