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The Crocker Art Museum’s “Richard Diebenkorn: Beginnings,
1942-1955,” opening Saturday, Oct. 8, is not for the Diebenkorn
beginner. It covers only the first quarter of an active career that
spanned more than 50 years, and it consists largely of works on
paper by one of the past century’s great American painters.
For the Diebenkorn enthusiast, however — and particularly for

the Modern art scholar — the show is informative and deeply
satisfying. The exhibition catalog, a lushly illustrated biography
by the Sacramento museum’s chief curator, Scott A. Shields, is a
document that should find an immediate place on the shelves of
art history libraries everywhere.

© Richard Diebenkorn Foundation photos

Richard Diebenkorn’s “Urbana #2 (The Archer)” (1953), oil on canvas, was based upon a prehistoric cave painting in Spain.

ART REVIEW

Diebenkorn’s early works
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Richard Diebenkorn’s Untitled (c. 1945),
demonstrates his facility with watercolor.

By Charles Desmarais

Diebenkorn continues on E2

Collection reveals nascent promise and direction of painter’s career

Early in “This Bitter Earth,”
the sound of a glass bottle
shattering interrupts a silly,
drunken, late-night walk
home. It’s not that ominous at
first, but as lovers Jesse (H.
Adam Harris) and Neil (Mi-
chael Hanna) periodically
repeat the scene over the
course of Harrison David
Rivers’ play, it becomes clear
that that sound — that out-of-
nowhere but decisive sound —
will restructure everything,
into the time before the glass
bottle and the time after it.

With that realization comes
dread, which registers all the
more sharply because Jesse
and Neil’s charm, as individu-
als, as a couple, practically
oozes off the stage of New
Conservatory Theatre Center

THEATER REVIEW

Lois Tema / New Conservatory Theatre
Center

H. Adam Harris plays Jesse in
“This Bitter Earth.”

Sweetness
eases edge
in ‘Bitter
Earth’

M
This Bitter Earth: Writ-
ten by Harrison David
Rivers. Directed by Ed

Decker. Through Oct. 22. Two
hours. $25-$50. New Conserva-
tory Theatre Center, 25 Van Ness
Ave., Lower Lobby, S.F. (415)
861-8972. www.nctcsf.org

v To see a trailer: www.
youtube.com/watch?v=9g18
hx_2-cE

By Lily Janiak

“Bitter” continues on E4

Enjoy music under the sun for
the second day of Hardly Strictly
Bluegrass, the free festival that
brings more than 90 acts to San
Francisco’s Golden Gate Park.
Today’s lineup features Ozomat-
li, Robyn Hitchcock, Patty Griffin
and festival vets Steve Earle &
The Dukes, among others. Keep
up with The Chronicle team at
www.sfchronicle.com/hardly-
strictly-bluegrass during the
three-day outdoor event, which
concludes Sunday, Oct. 8.

Mostly music

Michael Short / Special to The Chronicle

It’s beena longand lonely
year for theBerkeleySympho-
ny, asMusicDirector Joana
Carneiro absentedherself for
thearduousandglorious task
of givingbirth to triplets.But
shewasbackon the stageof
ZellerbachHall onThursday
night toopen theorchestra’s
newseason, and the exuberant

results servedasa reminderof
justhowbadly she’dbeen
missed.

The concert featureda char-
acteristically cannybit of pro-
gramming, combining standard
andstandard-ish repertoire
(Beethoven, someout-of-the-
wayShostakovich)with recent
worksbycomposersbothwell
knownandnot.And for a con-
ductor andorchestrawhodon’t

get to spendnearly enough time
together—Carneiro swoops in
toprepare eachconcertpro-
gramwithmaximal efficiency
—this is anartistic relationship
that seems togrowdeeper and
more responsive seasonafter
season.

That’snot todeny the evi-
dence that ayear aparthas
taken its toll— theopening Dave Weiland

Joana Carneiro conducts the orchestra with infectious energy.

MUSIC REVIEW

Carneiro’s exuberant return
Berkeley Symphonymusic director back after a year
By JoshuaKosman

Berkeley continues on E2
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renditionofBeethoven’s
FirstSymphony, inpartic-
ular,was full of interest-
ing interpretive ideas that
didn’t alwayscomeoff
withcompleteprecision.
But thebobblesandocca-
sionalmomentsofun-
certaintywerenothing
compared to the infec-

tiousenergy thatCarnei-
robrought to theproceed-
ings, or the sense that the
orchestrahadonceagain
gotten its grooveback.

Those impressions
came throughmost stark-
lyanddelightfully in the
closing renditionof John
Adams’motoricorches-
tral showpiece “Fearful
Symmetries.”Listeners
withasufficiently long
memorycanrecall a time
when this 1988workwas
astapleof the composer’s
catalog, before themore
diverseandambitious
worksof theensuing
decadeselbowed it aside.

But to encounter it
again inCarneiro’s sleek,
jazzyaccountwas tomar-
vel anewat itswit and
vitality, andalsoat the
virtuositywithwhich
Adamsbothpursuedand
undercut themonomania
of thisproject.

Like somekindofMini-
malist “Boléro,” “Fearful
Symmetries” is awork in
whichnothingreally
happens, except that it
happens incountless
waysand inseemingly
infinite gradations.The

basic chuggingrhythms
that are established in the
openingpages run
through thework’s entire
30-minuteduration—
alwaysconstant, always
shifting inemphasis and
color.

Carneiro, conducting
asmuchwithherhipsas
withherbaton, caught the
music’s loose-limbed
allureperfectly.There
wasenoughmetric crisp-
ness in theperformance
to impart the relevant
mechanistic gleam,but
alsoenough freedomto
keep things frombecom-
ingoppressive. Itwas
splendid.

Adams’ fingerprints
werealsopresent, though
ata certain remove, in the
worldpremiereofWil-
liamGardiner’sCello
Concerto, commissioned
by thePacificHarmony
Foundation (theproject
thatAdamsoverseeswith
hiswife, photographer
DeborahO’Grady).Writ-
ten for thedynamicyoung
Berkeley-borncellist
TessaSeymour, this is a
16-minuteworkwhose
twomovements covera
fairbit of groundwhile
maintaininga tight ex-

pressive focus.
In the first andmore

effectivemovement, “A
Drop,”Gardiner createsa
subtle soundworldoutof
a few initial scattered
gestures—theominous
ticktockof awoodblock,
somepizzicatogestures
fromthesoloist, a few
buzzingmelodic flurries.

Then,with thewood
blockkeepinganoff-beat
pulse throughout, the
landscapecomesmore
plainly intoview, likea
Polaroidpicture (askyour
granddad).Aminor-key
tonality emerges from
latency, and the tautme-
lodic snippets expand
into full-voiced, almost

rhapsodic lines.The in-
fluenceofGardiner’s
fellowAustralian, the late
PeterSculthorpe, is evi-
dent in themusic’sdry-
eyedbut fearless senti-
mentality.

Asecondmovement,
titled “Ritornello,”was
less certain in itsdirec-
tion, andendedabruptly
withanorchestral out-
burst that sounded like
everyonegetting runover
byabus fornoreason.
Still, Seymourgave the
piecea forceful, expert
performance, and fol-
lowed itupwithanencore
(unidentified, alas) of
“Lamentatio”byGiovanni
Sollima.

Asadelectablepalette-
cleanserat themidpoint,
Carneiro ledaperfor-
manceofShostakovich’s
tart little JazzSuiteNo. 1,
giving it aknowing, lan-
guoroussensuality.This
is thekindof thingshe
doesexpertly; it’s good to
haveherback in thesad-
dle.

JoshuaKosman isTheSan
FranciscoChronicle’smusic
critic.Email:
jkosman@sfchronicle.com
Twitter:@JoshuaKosman

Courtesy Tessa Seymour

Cellist Tessa Seymour
performed a piece
written by John Adams.

Carneiromakeswelcome return asmusic director
Berkeley from page E1 Carneiro, conducting asmuchwith her

hips aswith her baton, caught the
music’s loose-limbed allure perfectly.

The show and book are the
product of a partnership with
the Richard Diebenkorn
Foundation, which controls
rights to the artist’s images
and archives. “Beginnings”
likely could not have hap-
pened without the foundation,
which in fact claims author-
ship “in conjunction with” the
Sacramento museum. RDF
holds (and sells, using pro-
ceeds to fund scholarship on
the artist and other charitable
purposes) thousands of
works. Of the precisely 100
objects in the exhibition, 99
come from that single source.

All of which is to say that
this was a labor of love and
convenience as much as schol-
arship — not a bad thing, but
worth keeping in mind when
considering the absence of key
paintings, nicely illustrated in
the book but absent from the
exhibition. To include high-
value works from multiple
lenders would have exponen-
tially increased the cost and
effort of the show.

Notwithstanding that limi-
tation, there is much to learn
from the exhibition. Dieben-
korn’s technical facility as a
painter in oils on canvas was
at least matched by his skill
with watercolor and ink, and
his celebrated handling of
broad areas of color did not
limit his sheer wizardry as a
charmer of the serpentine
line.

All the works here were
made before the artist turned
33, yet even in his early years
the promise and the shape of
Diebenkorn’s future career
seems apparent.

An untitled collage dated
1946 already contains some of
the elements we will see in
much later works — the soft
colors, hints of erasures and
the division into what can be
read as distinct pictorial pre-
cincts.

A number of inky drawings
are included, each a startling
departure from the next, yet
many of them identifiably by
the hand that fans know well
from his extensive production
of prints over his lifetime.
Some of the drawings might
almost be crude maps, made
looking down from the hills of
Berkeley or Sausalito, two of
the places he called home
during the time covered here.
Others are lusciously tumes-
cent, if not downright sexual
in an archly abstract way.

One of the most useful
lessons we learned about the
artist from the recent San
Francisco Museum of Modern
Art exhibition “Matisse/Die-
benkorn” was his deeply felt
connection to certain artists of
the past, and his enthusiasm

for art history. Here, we at
first see him working out
artistic responses to the work
of, for example, John Marin
and Paul Cézanne in the
mid-1940s.

The exhibition is meant to

bracket the first abstract peri-
od in Diebenkorn’s career
(there would be a second one)
between this earliest work
and his return to figuration
some 10 years later. These
were the years during which

he came under, then rejected,
the influence of Abstract Ex-
pressionism and its West
Coast founders and followers
at the California School of
Fine Arts (now the San Fran-
cisco Art Institute).

The conceit works well
enough as a loosely fitted
exhibition theme: We can
clearly see his art enduring a
tempering that will strengthen
his mature figurative style. It
is how he earned the author-
ity, and the confidence, to
become original. One chapter
of the book, in fact, is called
“Becoming Diebenkorn.”

But “Beginnings” also re-
veals that throughout this
formative period, the artist
never quite let go of depiction
for very long. As a didactic
label points out, a bright unti-
tled watercolor painted in 1945
includes clear references to a
boat propeller and an Amer-
ican flag amid its complex
formal web.

A large oil painting from
1950-51, “Untitled (Albuquer-
que),” vibrates in the viewer’s
mind between nonobjective
painted canvas and quintes-
sential Southwest image of a
stuccoed wall.

One key painting in the
exhibition gives the game
away. “Ubana #2 (The Ar-
cher),” painted in 1953, has
many of the maplike features
of drawings made around the
same time. Yet it also undeni-
ably describes a kneeling
archer, as Diebenkorn ac-
knowledged when he told an
interviewer the work was
based upon a particular pre-
historic cave painting in
Spain.

It’s a simple step from there
to understanding other pieces
as both designs of startling
invention and as calligraphic
transcriptions, or aerial views
of real or imagined places.
The 1954 “Untitled (Horse and
Rider)” is presented here as
Diebenkorn’s announcement
of his return to figuration.

I am most taken, though,
by curator Shields’ concluding
wall, with its pair of dark
drawings from 1955 of scarred
and swollen duelists, sur-
rounded by ominous and
violent marks. They are a
fitting coda to the story that
has come before of artistic
transition and struggle. One
has no title. The final work is
called “Untitled (Abstract
Expressionist Painter).”

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com Twitter: @Art
guy1

Diebenkorn’s works show growth
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Richard Diebenkorn, “Untitled (Albuquerque)” (1952), oil on canvas.

Diebenkorn from page E1

Untitled (1955), charcoal,
gouache, and ink on paper,
above, and Untitled (1950),
ink on paper, left.

Richard Diebenkorn: Begin-
nings, 1942-1955: 10 a.m.-5
p.m. Tuesdays-Sundays; until 9
p.m. Thursdays. Oct. 8-Jan. 7.
$5-$10. Crocker Art Museum, 216
O St., Sacramento. (916) 808-
7000. www.crockerartmuseum.
org.
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