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San Francisco, CA – Nearly 10,000 people visited the Philips Collection here at the California Palace of the Legion of Honor on a recent weekend.  The special attraction was a collection of Impressionism paintings which are on display for the next few months.  At $3.50 per head to enter, such patronage signals a substantial interest in the arts by Bay Area residents.
I personally found the exhibit to be disappointing.  Although there was no shortage of paintings displayed, the collection was generally lightweight and unimpressive.  There were exceptions, but the only true “star” of the show was the magnificent Renoir, Luncheon of the Boating Party.  Although Picasso, Klee and the American, Jackson Pollack, were represented, their works seemed distant cousins of the stated theme and appeared to have been included more as dessert than main course.  Perhaps I have been irrevocably spoiled by visits to the Louvre in Paris, the British National Gallery in London, and our own National Gallery of Art in Washington where each has the grandeur of the Impressionists on exhibit en masse.  Although my lament may be labeled snobbism (after all, how many of my fellow citizens have been fortunate enough to have visited a series of world capitals?) only a charlatan would attempt to market the Philips Collection as an exhibit of “Impressionism” at $3.50 a pop.
Another shortcoming of the Legion of Honor exhibit was the lack of limit on the number of attendees allowed in the building at one time.  Although art is indeed a spectator sport, most, I believe, would prefer that the atmosphere not approximate Yankee Stadium during the World Series.   When the oohs and aahs of others become noticeable, there are simply too many people in the room.  Even the King Tut exhibit here was regulated in accordance with a dignified queuing theory, so certainly this showing should also encompass the basic elements of civility and style.

So, if you are in San Francisco in the next few months, skip this Philips show.

I thought you might like to know.
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