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SFMOMA FEATURES FANCIFUL DESIGNS IN 

FANTASY AND FUNCTION: THE FURNITURE OF JOHN DICKINSON

Renowned for his imaginative fusion of austerity and fantasy, elegance and humor, John Dickinson (1920-1982) crafted many of the most innovative American interior and furniture designs of the 20th century. Fantasy and Function: The Furniture of John Dickinson—comprising a dozen furniture pieces and more than 30 framed drawings—will be on view at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) from September 26, 2003, through March 7, 2004.  
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Organized by Darrin Alfred, SFMOMA curatorial associate of architecture and design, the exhibition is drawn from the Museum’s impressive collection of 250 works by the San Francisco–based designer. “Dickinson’s designs demonstrate his ability to both startle and amuse the viewer in a constant pursuit of originality,” explains Alfred. “His designs and use of industrial materials, though widely copied, still look unique and fresh even after 20 years.” The exhibition features a suite of furniture and drawings commissioned by Macy’s and designs for Dickinson’s own residence, a Victorian firehouse in San Francisco’s Pacific Heights. Among the items on view: the designs for carved Victorian structures that served as his closet doors, an elegant white leather and lacquered wood chair with animal legs, and a painted wood table lamp, the base of which is in the form of human leg bones.

Dickinson preferred to make dramatic contrasts with the scale, shape and patina of furniture and accessories rather than through the use of color and pattern. With a spare, classically derived idiom, he drew inspiration from selective historical references, heightened in scale and assembled in a sophisticated yet casual manner. Dickinson’s highly original and detailed furniture—tin-skirted tables, animal-leg chairs, and African inspired stools and tables—exemplifies his flair for mixing unusual materials such as galvanized metal, white plaster and faux bamboo with a figurative playfulness.
A Berkeley native, Dickinson studied at the Parsons School of Design before taking a job in display at Lord & Taylor. He left New York for San Francisco where he became well-known for his idiosyncratic approach. With clients ranging from the Sonoma Mission Inn to art patrons to department stores, Dickinson’s fantasies and individual character made him one of America’s most astonishing decorators from the 1960s until his death in 1982 at the pinnacle of his career. His sought-after pieces continue to fetch high prices at auction houses and galleries whenever they come up for sale.
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Hours: Open daily (except Wednesdays) 11 a.m. to 6 p.m.; open late Thursdays until 9 p.m.; summer hours (Memorial Day to Labor Day) 

10 a.m. to 6 p.m.; closed Wednesdays and the following public holidays: Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. 

Admission prices: Adults $10; seniors $7; students with ID $6. SFMOMA members and children 12 and under are admitted free. Thursday evenings, 6 to 9 p.m., admission is half price. The first Tuesday of each month admission is free.

SFMOMA is easily accessible by MUNI, BART, Golden Gate Transit, SamTrans and Caltrain. Hourly, daily and monthly parking is available at the SFMOMA Garage at 147 Minna Street. For parking information, call 415/348-0971.

Web site at www.sfmoma.org or call 415/357-4000 for more information.

The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art is a private, not-for-profit institution supported by its members, individual contributors to Donor Circle, corporate and foundation support, federal and state government grants, and admission revenues.  Annual programming is sustained through the generosity of Grants for the Arts/San Francisco Hotel Tax Fund, The James Irvine Foundation, and the Koret Foundation.  Thursday evening half-priced admission is sponsored by Banana Republic. Online sponsor: BayArea.Citysearch.com. Reduced admission for seniors is sponsored by Pacific Bell. KidstART free admission for children 12 and under is made possible by The Charles Schwab Corporation Foundation. Additional support has been provided by the Carole and Robert McNeil Docent Award in honor of Benjamin McKendall Jr., 1999 award.
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John Dickinson, Etruscan Chair, ca. 1979; white leather and lacquered wood; Gift of Phyllis Wattis
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