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Kicking off all the hoopla of
Fog Week, with its dueling art
fairs and spate of opening parties
for gallery exhibitions, San Fran-
cisco’s Museum of the African
Diaspora struck a serious note
with its celebration of a colleague
museum.

“Black Refractions: Highlights
From the Studio Museum in Har-
lem,” on view through April 14, is
a remarkable show, with many
examples of works by top artists
from across the U.S. and beyond.
It is also a record of artistic suc-
cess in an environment that might
not, at first, have seemed auspi-
cious.

Unlike MoAD, which was born
as the flashy byproduct of a polit-
ical and real estate deal, the Stu-
dio Museum has its roots in a
second-floor space next door to a
garment workers’ sweatshop. Last
year, as it observed its 50th anni-
versary, it broke ground on a new

building, its $175 million capital
campaign substantially complete.

That financial maturity came
along with a blossoming of the
museum’s efforts to support art-
ists of African heritage and their
audiences. Over those years, the
Studio Museum has shown and
collected the work of promising
artists, often quite early in their
careers. The happy result is that
such major figures as Mark Brad-
ford, Kerry James Marshall, Mick-
alene Thomas, Kehinde Wiley and
the up-and-comer Lynette Yia-
dom-Boakye, are represented by
key works — works of art, that
is, that round out the story of
their development and that today
could not be easily afforded by
even a large museum.

Bradford is represented by a
large, pale abstraction incorporat-
ing myriad delicate leaves — the
hair perm end papers he used in
his job as a stylist before his me-
teoric rise as an artist.

Marc Bernier

Highlights fromHarlem

Ken Allen Studios / Jack Shainman Gallery, N.Y.

Top: Kehinde Wiley’s untitled
work is in the S.F. show. Above:
Also featured is “Lawdy Mama”
by Barkley L. Hendricks.

Hefty exhibit draws future path for African Diasporamuseum
By Charles Desmarais

Museum continues on E2

No one loves animals as
much as Isabella Rossellini
does.

“But wait!” you might
think. “I, too, yearn to com-
mune with my pet or put on
the ‘world’s smallest circus’
with it or pursue graduate
work in animal behavior and
conservation or just flat-out
morph into an animal” — all
of which the actor, model and
filmmaker incorporates into
her “Link Link Circus,”

whose
five-night
run
opened
Thursday,
Jan. 17, at
the Cha-
pel.

But you
probably
haven’t
made a
short film
with elab-
orate two-
dimension-
al cutouts

about spelunking through the
labyrinth of a duck’s vagina
(one of many segments of
Rossellini’s “Green Porno”
series for the Sundance Chan-
nel that she incorporates into
the live show) or slowed down
an audio recording of crickets
to hear the aria in each chirp.
You probably haven’t stripped
to your skivvies to show an
audience just how penetrating
a dog’s sense of smell is or
sculpted the perfect facial
expression to convey the all-
consuming befuddlement and

Rossellini
sees links
missing
in ‘Circus’
By Lily Janiak

Jody Shapiro

Isabella Rossellini is the ring-
master of “Link Link Circus.”

M
“Link
Link
Circus”:

Created by Isa-
bella Rossellini.
Directed by Guido
Torlonia. Through
Monday, Jan. 21.
75 minutes. $45
standing; $60
seated. The Cha-
pel, 777 Valencia
St., S.F. www.the
chapelsf.com

Circus continues on E4

The water-based video in-
stallation “They Come to Us
Without a Word” seems site-
specific to San Francisco’s Fort
Mason Center for Arts & Cul-
ture until you walk into Gal-
lery 308 to find that its fantas-
tic bay view has been covered
in black.

The artist, Joan Jonas, asks
that visitors leave their con-
ceptions of the waterfront and
everything else behind as they
enter a dark maze of rooms
with art coming at you from all
sides and in all media. It takes

half an hour just to begin to
figure it out.

During a preview this week,
just one viewer hurries
through — that person turns
out to be Jonas, 82, who has
been in the Bay Area from
New York for 10 days setting it
up.

The Chronicle caught up
with her for a quick quiz about
the show, which opened
Thursday, Jan. 17, and is free to
the public. Fort Mason scored
the American premiere for
“They Come to Us Without a
Word,” which premiered at the Lea Suzuki / The Chronicle

Joan Jonas, in the fish room, created “They Come to Us Without a Word” with five rooms.

Jonas creates video
exhibit full of nature
FortMason hosts U.S. premiere
that also incorporates ghost stories

By Sam Whiting

Jonas continues on E3

Online extra
The Chronicle’s classical
music critic, Joshua Kos-
man, will be at the West

Edge Opera Snapshot sampler
program this weekend. Read his
review of the performances at
datebook.sfchronicle.com.
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PUZZLE ANSWERS
New York Times CrosswordCrossword Puzzle

Sudoku Puzzle

Challenger Chess
1. ... e5ch!
2. Kxe5
Qxg3ch. If
instead 2. dxe5
Qd2 mate!
[Matokhin-
Kuzmin ’70]

Poetry is at the heart of flamenco, and the lyrics of its
cantes — or songs — are inseparable from its dancing, rhyth-
mic guitar and stamping feet, clapping and castanets.

On Sunday, Jan. 20, the San Francisco Flamenco Dance
Company is putting poetry at center stage in “Volver,”
which sets the words of Federico Garcia Lorca, Leonard
Cohen, Violeta Parra and other writers to music.

Artistic Director Kerensa DeMars, who will dance along-
side Melissa Cruz, Manuel Gutierrez and Bianca Rodriguez,
created “Volver” in collaboration with a group of interna-
tional musicians: Syrian percussionist Fiasal Zedan,
French-born Gypsy flamenco singer José Cortés, oudist-
guitarist Amir-John Haddad and vocalist Ali Paris, who will
play live. Their score merges modern poetry with traditional
flamenco cantes, generations-old lamentations that reflect
themes of exclusion, fear and sorrow that have urgent rele-
vance today.

— Claudia Bauer
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Christine Fu

San Francisco Flamenco’s artistic director,
Kerensa DeMars, will perform in “Volver.”

“Volver”: 7 p.m. Sunday, Jan. 20. $28. Brava Theater,
2781 24th St., S.F. www.sanfranciscoflamenco.com

S.F. Flamenco’s latest is
poetic heartbeat onstage

Marshall’s 1986 painting
“Silence Is Golden” is an
early example of his signa-
ture depiction of extremely
deep skin tones, which im-
part to his African American
figures a magical combination
of obsidian-solid presence
and near-invisibility. Like-
wise, Thomas, Wiley, Yia-
dom-Boakye and many others
were brought into the collec-
tion — often at the same
time they were artists in
residence at the museum —
when their work had just
surpassed the cusp of maturi-
ty and they were fully on
their way to positions of
influence and a secure place
in the history of art.

The size of MoAD’s galler-
ies required a fair amount of
trimming from a larger selec-
tion touring the U.S., but
with 63 works by 51 artists,
the show is a substantial
survey of the New York mu-
seum’s collection. In addition
to the art by mid-career
stars, there are superb ex-
amples of sculpture and
painting by long-established
artists like Chakaia Booker,
Beauford Delaney, Barkley L.
Hendricks, Stanley Whitney,
Jack Whitten and many oth-
ers.

MoAD has made much of
this presentation, with a pub-
lic relations push and series
of previews and tours for
visiting curators and collec-

tors. That is appropriate, as
the show is a major effort
with a solid catalog, and the
museum is the first of six
venues nationally to host this
collection.

One might hope that it also
signals the San Francisco
museum’s aspirations, at a
crucial moment in its own
history. While “Black Refrac-
tions” is hardly MoAD’s first
weighty artistic exercise —
there have been many fine
exhibitions in recent years —
the museum has contented
itself to be primarily a shell,
a hall for presenting the
work of other institutions.
With a staff of just 12, that is
understandable (comparisons
are difficult, as there are
different models of manage-
ment, but the Studio Muse-
um apparently has five times
that number).

It’s not only a question of
scale, however, but of pro-
gram. Regardless of their
relative size, the Studio Mu-
seum is the kind of institu-
tion MoAD must one day
eventually become if it is to
take a leadership role in the
Bay Area and beyond.

That means setting a
unique agenda, not just fol-
lowing someone else’s outline.
It means original research
and bold curatorial choices. It

means establishing the deep
ties to artists and community
that the Studio Museum cre-
ated by programs like its

artist-in-residence program.
It means defining the kind
of long-term vision that is
symbolized and made con-
crete by, say, commitment to
a permanent collection.

The present moment is a
challenging one for MoAD,
as it seeks a new director to
extend the success of the
energetic Linda Harrison,
who has moved on to the
much larger Newark Muse-
um. It is also, though, a

time of exciting opportunity.
The field of African Amer-
ican curators and administra-
tors with strong art creden-
tials and leadership talents
has never been so robust,
and the mission of culture-
specific museums never so
widely respected.

The world doesn’t need
another Studio Museum, and
couldn’t replicate that solidly
grounded institution in any
case. But the Bay Area can

very much benefit from a
vigorous and engaged Muse-
um of the African Diaspora,
and this exhibition and its
accompanying catalog can
help to show the way.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com Free weekly
newsletter: http://bit.ly/
ArtguyReviews

‘Black Refractions’ collection in S.F.
Museum from page E1

Marc Bernier

Kerry James Marshall’s “Silence Is Golden” is among the Studio Museum pieces showing at Museum of the African Diaspora.

Zalika Azim

The exhibit includes Beauford Delaney’s “Portrait of a Young Musician”
(1970), left, and “Panthera” (2002) by Mickalene Thomas, above.

Marc Bernier

“Black Refractions: Highlights
From the Studio Museum in
Harlem”: 11 a.m.-6 p.m. Wednes-
day-Saturday; 12-5 p.m. Sunday.
Through April 14. Museum of the
African Diaspora, 685 Mission
St., S.F. 415-358-7200.
www.moadsf.org

The present moment
is a challenging one
for the Museum of the
African Diaspora, as it
seeks a new director.
It is also, though, a
time of exciting
opportunity.
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