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The theme of this canference, Centre and Periphery, cauld
almoat have been chosen with R.B, Kitaj in mind. The
American-borm Lendon-based artiet hae made intellectual arxd
epiritual wandering the subject of hie work, while a sense of
alienation fram both the geographical and conceptual
"centres' of modemism has fuelled his polamices. In thie
thimb-nail sketch of Kitaj'es position T will try to give some
impressioan of how his eupport for the British drawing
tradition, his concem with Jewish themes, his critique of
late-moderniam, and his senbe of the artist as "Diasporist"
all meld together.

Ronald Brocks was bom in 1932 in (leveland, Chio. When his
mother ramrried a Viamese refugee, Dr. Walter Kitaj, in
1941, he gained a family link with the dislocated Jewish
intelligensia whooe broken lives would cawe to hawnt his
pictures. In the 19508 he travelled the world as a merchant
scenBn and servicaman. He studied art in Vierma, and in
France, before enrolling at the Ruskin School, Oxfoxd, an a
GI Rill. Without suggesting that he was an artistic exile,
it was typical in view of his future stance that he should
leave Muerica at precisely the time of Mew York's rieing
artistic hegemony. Eventually Kitaj and his apologiste would
relate his pereaal history of wandering to the Jewigh
cantent which has since cane to daninate hie art.

At the Royal ollege of Axrt in Landm he became the leader of
a remarkable grap of studente that included David Hockney,
Allen Jones, Patrick Caulfield, and other important figures
in British "Pop Art". Tam Fhillips has written of hig firset
show with the Marlborcugh Gallery in 1963 that “R.B.Kitaj,
single-handed and with ane exhibiticn, brought the intellect
hack into the forum of British art." The names of Eliot and
Pamd were cited, for cnce again an expatriate American wao
mabilising the Lendon avantgarde.

arLipE ! Kitaj's work in the 1960s aleo mllg Pomd arnd
Elict in its eclecticiem and playful cbcurantiem. He sought

1 Kitaj The. Murder of Rosu Luxemburg 1960,
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to absorb a vast epread of literature and art history in
works which Hilten Kramer once deocribed as "littered with
ideas". By insisting that art should engage with wider
cultural and political issues, Kitaj conaciously battled with
prevailing fommaliot dogmas. The camectian of Kitaj with
Pop has been misleading, for although he adopted the strategy
of the found dbject, his range of sawces were decidedly
'high' rather than 'pep'. SLIDEZ His ceries of fifty
screenprints, In Our Time, conpists of reproductiane of
original book covexrs. These vexy "literal" collages include
left wing tracte, antisemitic pamphlets, popular novels,
critical essays. A bizzare crooo-section of Kitaj's reading,
they are impossible to interpret in a cogent fashim, and the
battered covers can cnly allude to the mystique of reading,
or of reliving the past. “"For me, books are what treco ave
for the larndscape painter," he has said.

In 1969 Kitaj was devastated by the suicide of his wife and
artistic production ceme to an abrypt halt. He could not
start painting again for several years, lut his recuperatim
ca:rneabcui:thrmghintmdxaNimfmthehmnﬁgure.
Thie marked a "returm" not only to tedmiques abandoned since
his R.C.A. days, but to a whole tyadition of Weotem
painting. Just as in the 19608 his stance was ogpposed to the
prevailing formaliam, so in the 1970s, this intellectual
among painters pitted himself against the daninant
nocnceptualiem® of the pericd. He exparimented with styles
yooted in Inpressicniem, Synboliem and the old masters, arx
withtkﬂma\gmﬂfmrﬂmﬁdm‘, who later became his
wife, he turned particularly to pactels. 8LIDE 3

At the very time he began to questicn his allegiance to
artistic medemiam, returming to forms and techniques of the
old-masters, he also started asserting hie identity as a Jew.
In the catalogue of his last cne-mem exhibition, held at the
Maxrlborough Gallery in 1985, Ritaj quoted the Viennese
camposer Armold Schoeanberg: "I have lag since resolved to be
a Jew...I vegard that as move important than my art."
Grouped together under the title "A Passion", the works in

2 Kitaj Lo our lime 196970, The Jewish Questiom, In Defence of Terrorisin, Trafhc in
youny girls,
3 Kitaj Degas 1980
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this exhibition used a specifically and newly devieed Jewich
i?c:tngmﬁlytodsal with the subject which had cane to dooens
Kitaj, "that gpochal murder", the Holocaust. In vetroepect,
however, earlier works of a political and intellectual nature
invariably had Jewish camotations too suipe4 .

The coincidence of Kitaj's epiritual, intellectual ard
artistic re-discoveries came together in 1989 in his
extvacrdinary bock, First Diasporist Manifesto. (suipe S5 A
line from hie friend Philip Roth's novel, The Camterlife,
served as the epigraph for thie manifesto: "The Poor bastard
had Jew en the brain®) Fer Kitaj, Judaiem and Jewish
experience ave persuasive metaphors of the strugyle between
tradition and modermiem.

Just as his Jewieh identification tock the public form of a
manifesto, so his rediscovery of drawing did not ramin
private, either. shaking off amy suggestian that his
veversion was “postmodem" ar consexvabtive in implicatian,
Kitaj sought to convince fellow artiste of the radicality and
pertinence of what he was doing. In 1976 he curated an
exhibition of drawings for the Arts Council which proved to
be the saninal art event of the 19708 and initiated a "retum
to order" in avantgarde British art. "The Humen Clay" ohowed
figurative work by artiste better known for their
abstraction, (for example Henry Moore), or their Pop imagery,
(Rhucardo Paclozzi, Richard Hamilton), ard introduced eeveral
important figurative artiste hitherto ignored, (for instance
Lecrard McCoanb.) 2n artist whooe work I follow, Maurice
Cockrill, saw the exhibition when it came to Liverpool, and
it provided the necessary shock for a revitalization of his
art. He has described Kitaj's essay as "a voice in the
wildermess". Kitaj argued in his catalogue that the selected
artiote, united by their occmmen commitment to drawing fram
life, constitute a "School of Landa.

In belligerent tene, Kitaj declared that "If scane of the
ptrange and fascinating perscralities you may encamter here
were given a fraction of the intermaticnalist attention and
encouraganent reserved in this barren time for provincial and
4 Kitaj lsaac Babel nding with Budyonny 1962
5 Kitaj Philip Roth 1985
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orthodex vanguardiam, a School of Landon might becane even
more real that the one T have construed in my head." "School
of Lendn" hae bean taken up by dealers and curators to refer
to varicus graupinge of artists, which almost always include
Bacan, Moerbach, and Freud., (Significantly, these last two
were child refugees from Nazi Germary.) More campelling than
the camercial ar critical uses of the texm "School of
Lenden”, however, ie the network of artietic kinships, and
the imaginary space of the city, cmoted in the mind of
RiBimtajl

The title "humen clay', incidentally, canes fram W.H.Auden,
as if to show that Kitaj's case for drawing did not entail a
campraniee of literary content. Ae an example of the
canflatim in Kitaj of artistic retum to order and persanal
vetiom to Judaian one can cbeerve that in 1976 he clearly
used the words "human clay" to mean human form, but the same
phrase in his 1985 catalogue easay is used to mesn ethmic

Kita)'s affinmation of his Jewidmess was strictly in the
secular, intellectual, style of agnostic Jews such as Franz
Kafka and Walter Benjamin. (Benjamin he identifies in Firset
Diasporist Manifesto as 'the exenplary and perhaps ultimate
Diasporiet'). At fivet he adopted such men ac anget -ridden
intellectuals rather than as Jews, but he grew to realipe the
potency of Jewiehneos as a metaphor for their camm
alienation and malaise. Benjamin became his alter ego.

Apart fram a fascination with his brilliant and radical
ideams, Kita) identified perscnally with the malancholy,
dilletante nature of Banjamin. There is almost a cace of
mprojective identification” with Benjamin ac Kitaj
eymbolically carries cn his mentcx's life after the lattexr's
desperate suicide in 1940. SLIDE 6 The rutum of Central
parie (After Walter Berfjamin), 1972-74, plays off oets of
narrative which have lost their intelligibility; the layere
of Meitatios" - the jigeaw puzzle proletarian, the animated
talkers, the café as "open air interior" - all relate to
agpects of Benjamin's thecries and hie "agitatimal usage" of
pources and references.

6 Kiaj wwmw:M 1972-74
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of Benjamin and other ecians of the doomed Germam-Jewish
civilization, Kitaj has written: 'Their dispersed lives have
broken mediccre patterns and searched cut coamopolitan
treaere'. Elsewhere in First Diasporiet Manifesto he
capares his own painting to 'a refugee's sultcase, a
portable ark of the covenant'; he wants to be 'a tribal
mnanl?ran:ser, wrestling with my diasporic angel.' One
sanstimes eenses in Kitaj a perverse regret that he arrived
in BEngland an a GI bill rather tham on a refugee beat.

SLIDE 7 Cecil Court Londen WC2 (The Refugees) is packed with
perscnal and literary references, not all of which have been
explained. Kitaj has portrayed himoelf reclining in Le
Cortusier's famous chair, (eynbolic of Modermiem). In a
statement, Kitaj has identified one of the figures as a Mr.
Seligmarn, a refugee fram whom he purchased marny art bocks in
this legendary Londan book etyest. Mearmhile, the distended
and "meahigoe” (Yiddish for mad) figurea in this picture
"have boan cast from the beautiful craziness of Yiddieh
theatre", which Kitaj only knows secand hand, fram
descriptions by hie grandmother, and fram the diaries of
Kafka.

In his campulsive quotation and hie parcdies and salf-
paradies, Kitaj's paintbrush sametimes seams to stutter
almest like the antisemitic character Beckmesser in Wegner's
opera, Die Meistersinger. C(n another level, Kitaj's
intensely bockish retum to Jewielmess hao brought. him into
cantact with religicus comentaries like the Midrash and the
cabralistic text, the Zdhar, which comprise exegetical
fragments and stories and which censequently shadow hie own
practise as an artist and thinker. He even profesces some
affinity with 'the Diasporiste of the Ecole de Yale', a
rather wordy reference to the Deconstructionist literaxy
eritice, presumably on account of his advocacy of 'creative
misveadings', although hie paintingo and hie Manifecto, he
admits, are 'underwritten by me, the Midrashist you can
tyust.! Kitaj has written of this painting: wEnother day
111 tellﬁmtheatlﬁrpacplemtlmpahmmgmmxgpoﬁed
to be, whether aeethetes find such Midrashic gloss and
emerdation revolting or mot. For now I must cnfess that I

7 Kitaj Cecil Court London WC2 (The Refugees) 1983-84
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wich I could contimae to paint the shepeions in the spirit of
a distinction made by my favarite antisemite, Pamd, who
paid that eymbole quickly exhaust their references, while
pigne renew theirs.”

SLIDE 8 It ie hard to vecancile thie last idea with the
major develcpment vwhich tock place in Kitaj's paintings in
the "Passion" series: the contrived introductian of a symbol
to dencte the Holocaust. Noting how Christianity tock four
centuries to incorporate the crose as the synbol of Christ's
Paseicn, he demanded "why wait four hundred years after our
(Jewieh) Passion?" The synbol he has taken to using is the
chimey, "my own very primitive attenmpt at an equivalent
sybol, like the croes, both, after all, having contained the
human renaing in death." The chimey emsrges in mary
dioguises: SLIDB ° in The Jewish Rider, for instance, as the
1ag red carpet alang lhe carridor of a train, carying axt
historian and Jewieh intellectual Michael Podro through the
idyllic contryside to RBuschwitz. (Kitaj is profoundly moved
by the fact that "Bucharwald was constructed an the very hill
where Goethe often walked with Eckemmarm®, a paradigm for his
immer canflicts as a Jewish artist.) SLIDE 10 The chimey
reoure in the church tower in Self -Pertrait ae a Wamem,
1984, in which Kitaj painte himself as a Gentile wamen
paraded in the streste of Nazi Germerty with the placard "I
have slept with a Jew"; and in SLIDE 1l Gemmamia (The
Tumel), 1985, as the corridor leading through archeo
borrowed from Van Gogh's San Remy paintings which double as
the passage-way to the gas chambers.

Kitaj never clearly defines his idicsyncratic neologiem,
'‘Diasporiet'. It cextainly doen't mean, as its name might
imply, an altermative to Zioniem. On the cantyary, Kitaj
feels a close affinity with those thinkers who sought a
nereative negation to exile". We are told instead that
'‘Diasporiam is my mode. It is the way I do my pictures'; and
we are told, 'You dm't have to be a Jew to be a Diagporist';

8 Kitaj The Painter Cross and Chimney 1984/85
9 Kitaj The Jewish Rider 1984/85

10 Kitaj Self Potmil.as a Woman 1985

11 Kitaj Germania (The Tunnel), 1985
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we learm that 'The Diasporist (Jew, Black, Arab, Homoseximl,
Gypsy, Asian, emigré fram deepotiem, bad luck, etc) is widely
deapised, disliked, mistrusted, scmetimee tolevated, even
taken up here ard there and shown a nice life'...but these
are exanples not definitions. By extending Diasporiam to
colour and sestial preference, Kitaj has effectively famd
another temm for 'Othemess'. Revealingly, in this context,
Kitaj added a postecript to the letter he wrote to me when he
heard that I was going to give this paper to the ATCA
cangress. "Since you'yve going to Viama... T think you know
I was a etudent of Paris ven Giterslch who was a student of
Maurice Denis who waa an acolyte of Gauguin., The other day I
describad Jewislmess Lo acmeone as my Tahiti."



