
Spare a moment of sympathy
for your regular columnists.

This is an incredible job. But
there’s so much opportunity for
frustration and humiliation.

The frustration happens when
you’re staring down the barrel of a
deadline with no topic in mind.
The humiliation happens when,
grasping desperately, you seize on
a topic that you know better than
to write about ... and then, be-
cause of the deadline, you write it
anyway.

I’m happy to report that this
happens to me less often these
days. As I’ve learned more about
this job, I’ve chosen not to follow a
strict list of subjects or interests to
share with you. But what I have
done is develop a set of principles

about what not to write about.
The worst trouble ensues when

columnists fail to do the latter.
Here are some basic principles I

try to follow. I feel that it’s difficult
for any columnist to write about
these subjects in a way that’s use-

ful for the general public.
Do I occasionally fail to take my

own advice?
I do. Deadlines come for us all.
But one of the reasons I’m writ-

ing about these principles is so
that you, readers, can provide me
with accountability. Feel free to
email me if you catch me in the
act.

Columnists should not write
about ...

1. What they ate for lunch to-
day. Or any day.

Two narrow caveats. Readers
care about what a food columnist
ate for lunch. Alternatively, if I’m
writing a column about a chef, a
restaurant, or a specific food
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Let us stipulate a distinction between the
extraordinary influence Tania Bruguera has
had on artists working today and the cur-
rent presentation of her ideas and career at
Yerba Buena Center for the Arts.
The Cuban-born Bruguera has developed

an art that is tailor-made for our times: so-
cially engaged, politically provocative,
tingedwith risk. Paradoxically, “Talking to
Power / Hablándole al Poder,” on view

through Oct. 29, is a
weak exhibition about
a formidable artist.
That is true despite —
and to a large degree
because of —what
seems an enormous
investment of gallery
space and institution-
al resources.
Most of Bruguera’s

work falls into the broad category of perfor-
mance art, a display problem the show
shares with others of the same genre. Per-
formance generally must be experienced
live; a description is merely that, and no text,
photograph or video is a fully adequate sub-
stitute. But the first thing one sees in this
exhibition— related to one of the artist’s
earliest works, “Destierro / Displacement”
(1998-99) — comes close.
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Installation view of the exhibition “Tania Bruguera: Talking to Power / Hablándole al Poder,” on exhibit at YBCA.
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Exhibition doesn’t
do Bruguera justice

Above: Tania
Bruguera’s
“Tatlins
Whisper #6
(Havana
Version)”
(2009) is played
on a camera
view screen.

Left: A
Bruguera work
from her early
“Destierro /
Displacement.”

Performance art has to be restaged for show, with little success
By Charles Desmarais

Tania Bruguera: Talk-
ing to Power / Ha-
blándole al Poder: 11
a.m.-6 p.m. Tuesdays-
Sundays; 11 a.m.-8 p.m.
Thursdays. Through
Oct. 29. $9-$10. Yerba
Buena Center for the
Arts, 701 Mission St.,
S.F. (415) 978-2787.
www.ybca.org

Bruguera continues on E2

I never quite got artist
Liam Everett’s undisciplined
abstract paintings until one
day this week, when I pre-
viewed the 2017 SECA Art
Award exhibition at the San
Francisco Museum of Modern
Art. Everett is one of five
awardees in the 50th anniver-
sary edition of the show
sponsored by the museum’s
Society for the Encourage-
ment of Contemporary Art,
which runs Saturday, July 15,
through Sept. 17.

All five artists were given
discrete galleries this year.
Everett used his particularly
efficiently. In addition to can-
vases hung on the walls, he

has installed a plywood floor,
painted and stained in his
studio as part of the daily
process of art-making. The
floor and a few other items —
a wooden stool to the side, a
drape of color-stained silk
across two leaning standards
— give the entire room the
feel of a place where things
are in the midst of happen-
ing.

A museum label quotes
Everett on the ad hoc sense
his work conveys, and it is
clear that he has chosen his
words carefully. He does not
talk about finished objects; he
says he is “(releasing) work
that is still working.” The
label goes on to say that mod-
ern dancers will “rehearse”
(not perform) in the gallery at
scheduled times.

As a group show of prize

ART REVIEW

Altman Siegel Gallery

Liam Everett, “Untitled
(Lotus-Eaters)” (2017),
acrylic paint, enamel paint,
salt, alcohol on linen.

Unstable
works
in a solid
exhibit
By Charles Desmarais

SECA continues on E3

2017 SECA Art Award Exhibi-
tion: 10 a.m.-5 p.m. Fridays-
Tuesdays; 10 a.m.-9 p.m. Thurs-
days. July 15-Sept. 17. $19-$25;
ages 18 and younger free. San
Francisco Museum of Modern
Art, 151 Third St., S.F. (415) 357-
4000. www.sfmoma.org
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It’s a horrid thing: a vaguely
human-shaped shell that might
be a discarded demon chrysa-
lis, or a diving suit used to
plumb the depths of hell. Can-
kers of black and burnt umber
erupt from a body of earth
(“Cuban earth,” according to a
label) studdedwith nails.

It is to be read as anAfrican
(Kongo) “nkisi nkondi” power
figure. A video background
shows the figure come alive,
stumbling through a crowd.
Thewall text describes the
performance as an entreaty to
themasses to demand satisfac-
tion of the “political promises
of the Cuban Revolution”—
nkisi nkondi is out to exact
retribution.

The display is my favorite in
the entire exhibition. I am sor-
ry to say, it all goes downhill
from there. Not that the later
actions and projects, described
in successive exhibition rooms,
don’t become richer as social
activism— they do— andwere
not more famously influential
— theywere. But the works
referenced in this show— the
actual art — can’t be experi-
enced in this setting, and the
surrogate experiences don’t do
justice to the originals.

In 2009, for instance, Bru-
guera presented “Tatlin’s
Whisper #6 (Havana Version),”
which encouraged ordinary
Cubans at an art event to speak
into an openmicrophone, be-
fore being walked off the podi-
um by actors inmilitary uni-
forms. Shemade news in 2014
when she was arrested for
trying to restage the event, in
defiance of the Cuban govern-
ment, not in an art context but
in themiddle of the capital’s
Plaza de la Revolución.

A full-scale stage, video
cameras and standing room for
audience impressively fill part

of a large gallery, but it is all
filler: The record of the original
event, a video, runs on the tiny
screens of video cameras. Else-
where, texts and videos stand
in for the authentic — all full of
information, but not as helpful

as the artist’s own exhaustively
thoroughwebsite (www.tania
bruguera.com).

There are numerous events
tied to the exhibition that are,
of course, themselves works or
components of works, as the

artist defines them. Our in-
ability (or failure) to attend
them only adds to the sense
that the exhibition itself is
missing something.

Like a padded college essay
typed in oversize font, “Talking

to Power” relies on scale to fill
the blank spaces where the
visual content would otherwise
be. A newspaper of which the
artist published a total of three
editions over three years
(“Memory of the Postwar I, II,
III” 1993/1994/2003) is spread
page by page across walls and a
long table; probably a third of
the largest gallery is occupied
by couches and chalkboards
for use in classes conducted
within the gallery.

Another seating area is set
aside in a different gallery, this
one reserved for “hosting con-
versations between andwith
immigrant rights organizations
across the Bay Area.” The
space is huge but nearly empty:
There are some banners bear-
ing heartfelt slogans (“Every-
one is an immigrant at some
point.” “The world’s know-
ledge lives in immigrants”).
There’s a large podiumwhere
you can address a postcard to
the pope requesting Vatican
citizenship for all. Some dark
wall projections of websites.

But the room is dominated
bywhat must be 20-foot-high
recitations, in English and
Spanish, of the 10 principles of
ImmigrantMovement Interna-
tional, an effort founded by
Bruguera. It’s an unsurprising
end to an exhibition that start-
ed at the reception deskwhen
the visitor was asked (though
not required) to sign a docu-
ment titled A Contract ofMoral
Commitment to Promote Im-
migrants’ Rights in the Public
and Private Sphere on an Every
Day Basis.

I have never been to an exhi-
bition that felt so, well, authori-
tarian.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@sfchronicle.
com Twitter: @Artguy1
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“Tania Bruguera: Talking to Power / Hablándole al Poder,” through Oct. 29 at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, honors the work and life of the formidable artist.

Show doesn’t do justice to Bruguera

Above and left:
Texts and videos
describe the
Cuban-born
Tania Bruguera’s
work and
influence, in a
massive YBCA
display space
that lacks the
impact of
experiencing the
original version
of her art.

Bruguera from page E1
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