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Whatever your first introduction to the Wattis Institute for
Contemporary Arts, you might be forgiven for quickly
throwing up your hands in frustration.

Type www.wattis.org, the published Internet address, into
a browser and all you will see is a shortened version of the
name, a screen full of flickering punctuation marks, and a
few tiny navigation links at lower left.

Walk into the current exhibition, “Mechanisms,” on view
through Feb. 24, and you will be confronted with galvanized
metal duct work that might make you think the gallery is
under construction.

Johnna Arnold

“Menu” by Lutz
Bacher is a babble
of poetry.

ART REVIEW

Deconstructedworks
‘Mechanisms’
challenges
viewers to
contemplate
how objects
relate to the
surroundings

By Charles Desmarais Mechanisms:
Noon-6 p.m. Tues-
day-Saturday.
Through Feb. 24.
Free. CCA Wattis
Institute for Con-
temporary Arts, 360
Kansas St., S.F.
(415) 355-9670.
www.wattis.org

Art continues on E3

It’s a difficult time for news gather-
ing, and an even more difficult time for
local and regional media outlets, so I
walked into the Tenderloin Museum’s
new exhibit on the Tenderloin Times
with trepidation.

From 1977 to 1994, the Tenderloin
Times was a feisty newspaper for an
even feistier neighborhood. I felt un-
settled by the idea that it was in a mu-
seum, instead of being passed around
on the street.

I felt even more unsettled that the
institution being trapped in amber was
the Tenderloin Times. In many ways,
that paper’s work is as relevant to San
Francisco now as it was when it was
being printed.

Consider the reasons it was beloved.

CAILLE MILLNER

Crusading
paper lives
on in spirit

Santiago Mejia / The Chronicle

From 1977 to 1994, the Tenderloin
Times covered the neighborhood’s
issues, for years in four languages.

Millner continues on E8

After nearly two decades, the Bad
Plus is shaking things up, replacing the
band’s co-founder Ethan Iverson with
pianist Orrin Evans.

But first, Bay Area fans of the avant-
garde jazz trio get to bask in their
sound as the original lineup performs a
string of shows at SFJazz Center’s Min-
er Auditorium.

The Bad Plus, which consists of Reid
Anderson (double bass), Dave King
(drums, toy percussion) and Iverson,
kicked off its four-night run at SFJazz
on Thursday, Nov. 2, with a 100-minute
show that explored its impressive his-
tory of well-honed interplay, idiosyn-
cratic original compositions and crowd-
favorite covers.

The 17-year-old group and its mem-
bers have a history of memorable gigs
in the Bay Area — their arrangement of
Stravinsky’s “The Rite of Spring” with
the Mark Morris Dance Group in a Cal

The Bad Plus
in top form as
change looms
By Yoshi Kato

Bad Plus continues on E2

There’s good-demented, and then
there’s bad-demented.

Here’s the good-demented. You’re
inside a dome — incidentally, one
very much like the Epcot Center,
except it’s plated in gold, with spiky
gold stalactites plunging down from
its rafters. From this cave’s floor, mul-
tiple gold towers like the Empire
State Building stretch skyward, be-
decked on every tier with strings of
gold beads and other treasures. Tap
dancers seem to wear a patina of

rhinestones as a second skin. On top
of all this, miniature fireworks ex-
plode.

It might not be the rendition of
Deen van Meer / Disney

As the Genie in “Aladdin,” adapted from the Disney film, Anthony Murphy
amps up the character’s cartoonishness to the detriment of its humanity.

THEATER REVIEW

‘Aladdin’ can’t shake
cartoon’s Orientalism

L
Disney’s “Aladdin”: Book by
Chad Beguelin. Music by Alan
Menken. Lyrics by Tim Rice, How-

ard Ashman and Beguelin. Through Jan.
7. Two hours, 25 minutes. $45-213, sub-
ject to change. Orpheum Theatre, 1192
Market St., S.F. (888) 746-1799. www.
shnsf.com

By Lily Janiak

“Aladdin” continues on E4



Johnna Arnold

Charlotte Posenenske’s “Series D Square Tubes” greets visitors to the exhibition “Mechanisms” at the
Wattis Institute, which asks them to consider the psychoactive workings of physically static objects.

Without a hint from
the handout checklist,
you might miss the sec-
ond work in the show, a
website address in vinyl
lettering on a window to
the street. Or the third,
an electrical outlet pulled
from the wall and hang-
ing by its wires.

That handout itself is a
challenge: Every occur-
rence of the letter “e” is
missing its bottom half.

I have been critical of
the sometimes deliber-
ately obtuse, oftentimes
stingyWattis style of
presentation and explica-
tion of works of art. In
this exhibition, though,
the method serves a
purpose.

“Mechanisms” is not
about things mechanical,
and there are no works
of the sort we once called
“kinetic art.” Instead, it
asks the viewer to con-
sider the psychoactive
workings of physically
static objects.

The metal ducts
in your way as you
entered, as you will
have guessed, is a
sculpture. Titled, in
English, “Series D
Square Tubes,” the
work was made by
the late Charlotte
Posenenske in 1967.
Off-the-shelf elements
(or so they appear to me),
originally manufactured
to handle heating, venti-
lation and air condition-
ing, now conduct meta-
phorical ideas: about
value and labor, about
what we see and what is
hidden from us. The
gutted electrical outlet, a
2014 piece called “Con-
stituent” by Cameron
Rowland, works in much
the same way.

The address lettered
on the window, “https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Marta_Russell,” a work
by Park McArthur, takes
us to a biographical entry
on an activist for disabili-
ty rights. McArthur di-
rects us there in an im-
plicit challenge to our

notion of the mechanics
of work, and of what it
means to be able.

Even the altered type-
face of the exhibition
brochure, as exasperat-
ing as it may be to read,
is a conceptual work
called “The Letter ‘E’ ”
by Garry Neill Kennedy
that prompts us to con-
sider the workings of
language, word by word.

Deeper into this large
show, which includes
from one to many works
by 20 artists, the notion
of “mechanism” expands,
stretching the bound-
aries laid out at the start.
Lutz Bacher’s “Cyclops
(27 March 2017)” is a
glitzy array of 27 of those
mirrored domes that
hide surveillance cam-
eras in discount-store
ceilings and other public
places. As we move
across the long wall
where they incongruous-
ly hang in sparkling
constellation, we are
conscious of our multiple

reflections, which mask
the intended one-way
function of these objects.
They are not for us to
see; their purpose is to
look at us.

Jean-Luc Moulene’s
“Blown Knot 6 32” (the
full title is far longer) is a
sculpture that ingenious-
ly interlinks glass forms.
Clear in substance,
densely complex in con-
struction, the work’s
mechanics are both easi-
ly read and impossible to
unravel.

Louise Lawler is well
known for her photo-
graphs of works of art in
one setting, that are said
to effectively be trans-
formed by their place-
ment in a new context.
As if that mind-bender

were not enough, new
work like “Formica (ad-
justed to fit, distorted for
the time, slippery slope
1),” included here, is
printed to conform to the
size and shape of the wall
where it is hung. The
image, unmoored from
its connection to a cer-
tain place in the per-
ceived world, becomes
more a part of its new
environment than of its

origin.
The final piece in

the exhibition is a
12-screen, 2¼-hour
video installation
by Harun Farocki,
ensconced in its
own room. “Deep
Play” (2007) ana-
lyzes, in minute
detail, various

aspects of a soccer game
(the 2006World Cup
Final between France
and Italy). There are
screens to show the
movements of players on
the field, and graphics
that indicate the direc-
tion of the ball, and mea-
surements of speed, time
and statistics most of us
will not understand.
Even the game plan of
TV producers and the
wanderings of security
personnel are charted
onscreen.

In the end, of course,
there is not a single char-
acter in all the work’s
complexity who compre-
hends the mechanism
even of an isolated deci-
sion, action or error.
“Deep Play,” full of in-

formation considered
vital in some quarters, is,
after all, about the ulti-
mate futility of mapping
meaning.

On that level, it is a
wryly funny exercise in
hubris, and a key to the
entire exhibition. For
“Mechanisms” is an-
chored by a humor that
is so inextricable, so
solidly amalgamated —
so serious — that we
might, at first, not trust
our response to it.

Those Posenenske
sculptures at the show’s
beginning are a screwed-
together potshot, surely,
at the macho and self-
serious art of the era —
the black welded-steel
forms of Tony Smith, in
particular. A second
work by Bacher, “Menu”
(2002), is a Spanglish
babble of concrete, vul-
gar, probably found poet-
ry that is a joy to read
aloud.

A roomful of rusted
animal traps (“Twenty-
two Traps,” 2012), select-
ed and presented by
Danh Vo, is a visual pun
with numerous associa-
tions: A mind like a
(weathered) steel trap.
The perilous course we
navigate through life.
The trap we fall into
when we think we know
the meaning of art.

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

Exhibition
collection
challenges
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9th Street Designer Clearance is unlike any furniture store
you will ever visit. Located in San Francisco’s famous
designer district, the Soma. We facilitate the sale
of cancelled retailers and designers factory special

orders at close to or below cost. The result is high end
contemporary furniture for a fraction of the price
you might pay at other retailers. Take a peek at
the 9th Street Designer Clearance furniture.

SAME DAY DELIVERY

540 9th Street, San Francisco, CA 94103
415.870.6916

www.9thStreetDesignerClearance.com

SAN FRANCISCO’S BEST KEPT SECRET

BEyONd ORdINARy.
ExPECT ThE uNExPECTEd.

PUBLIC NOTICE

FACTORY AUTHORIZED
REDUCTIONS

Regardless of
Profit or Loss

First Time In Our
History

PREMIuM FACTORy OuTLET

365 Shire Oaks Court. Lafayette, CA

For Sale | Open House
Sunday 12-4pm

Owned by a Builder, rooms added,
walls removed, new kitchen and so much more!

Over 3026 Sq.
4 Beds/ 4 full Baths

3 EnSuites!
2 Family Rooms

Office
Private Gym
Formal Dining

Brand New Designer Kitchen
Butler's Pantry w/ 2nd Frig.

Wet bar
Decks w/ views

Hot Tub
Walking Distance to Trails, St. Mary's College

and Community Center.
Best School District in Lamorinda!Best School District in Lamorinda!

Mark Rowson
925•482•7081
Call For Details
CalBRE# 01774284

Dream It.
We’ll Build It.

HC KitCHen
Cabinet

ViSit OUR SHOWROOM tODaY!

3101 Third Street
San Francisco, CA 94124

415-212-8091
www.HCKitchenCabinet.com

www.pedrosmovingnstorage.com

San FranciSco’S
Most trusted
Moving service since 2007

Bay area Moving & Storage. We also offer
same day moves from San Francisco to
Los angeles.

Ask About our video Quotes

(415) 906-3752

• FULLY INSURED - $5 MILLION UMBRELLA
coverAge

• EMPLOYEES COVERED BY WORKERS
COMPENSATION

LAST MINUTE MOVES WELCOMED

rESiDEnTiaL | coMMErciaL | oFFicE |
LonG-DiSTancE MoVES

ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT
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The final piece in the
exhibition is a 12-screen,
2¼-hour video installation
by Harun Farocki en-
sconced in its own room.
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