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Foreword 

Having grown up in Israel, facing a complicated everyday life reality, I developed a need 

to consume art in any form I could. As a young girl, I used art in the form of social 

criticism, protesting against reality. My turning point to start searching for the elements 

of beauty in my youth came after reading Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps 

perdu, that revealed to me for the first time the depth of perception regarding one’s own 

life, embracing reality, exploring it and redefining what was already defined. This new 

revolution provoked in me a new need, a need that was, and still is, the search for 

“beauty” in life as in the arts, or, in other words, the search for grace in nature as a way 

to embrace and understand the complexity of reality. Making me aware of how often I 

had to narrow my senses to suit a narrow work of art, instead of having the work open 

my vision and touch me humanly, making me feel humble and wiser. This need is the 

reason why, for as long as I can remember, I turned to art not only as a consumer, but 

also, more importantly as a creator. 

My own personal experiences brought me to ask myself what it is that I’m searching for 

in art, and if I can put it under the definition of “beauty”. This reflection automatically 

brings into discussion the age-old question: What is beauty? How is it defined in 

different periods of history and in different cultures, and what are their common 

elements? Is the feeling of the perception and appreciation of beauty part of a mystical 

or even religious experience? And how should I define it from the perspective of my own 

time? 

These questions are certainly too complex to deal with in great detail in the context of 

this paper, but I will examine them by focusing on the practice of working (painting and 

drawing) from observation, as well as realism in its wider form, from the point of view of 

the individual (the private) and the collective (the social). I believe that the particular 

aspect of beauty that I’m seeking lies in the relation between nature and the way it is 

perceived and understood by the artist, by the individual. 

I will not explore the process of documenting reality (as in a journalistic sense), but 

rather translating, mimesis, reality and nature through the subjectivity of the artist, 

believing that the more personal the description is, the wider and more open it will be for 

the viewer. In other words, I will explore biographical working methods. I will discuss the 

spiritual understanding of reality and how creating a feeling of beauty in a work of art is 

used as a tool of communicating subject matter to the viewer. To visualize and support 

this idea, I will look at the history and theory of art, using such examples only briefly 
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where aspects are found that I find to be crucial for how we understand, read and 

evaluate painting, and will also try to explain the structuring act of perception. I have 

chosen to focus on two 20th-century Jewish painters, Avigdor Arikha (1929–2010) and 

R.B. Kitaj (1937–2007) as the key references for my research. 

Both Kitaj and Arikha worked in the domain of figurative representative painting, with 

fluctuation to abstract and conceptual working methods. From a general impression of 

the two painters one will tend to believe that they have nothing in common. However, by 

examining the feelings that their works provoke in the viewer, I feel that there is 

something that connects them together — this feeling I named before as “beauty” and it 

is the centre of this research. I will try to analyse this feeling, not by its pragmatic but 

rather by its spiritual aspects. I decided to focus on two modern painters, living in a time 

of individualism, following different æsthetical values, and not a predefined pragmatic 

one, as we know from different times in art history. However, they are both engaged in 

reflections on similar perceptual and pictorial questions, investigating reality and 

presenting a similar perspective on spirituality in relation to their paintings. 

Kitaj and Arikha, throughout their lives as well as in their painterly development, had 

lived the “paradoxes” of modern painting, moving between the social and private 

depiction of reality (subject matter) as well as from the pictorial and painterly decisions 

(methods of executing the works) in their biography. However, neither Kitaj nor Arikha 

ever ceased to draw from real life or to share a deep engagement with art history. 

Primarily focusing on Antiquity and Renaissance art, with the intent of developing an 

individual rich pictorial language, each of them had his own deep, private and intimate 

understanding of perception that later became the pillars of their pictorial language. 

The Feeling of Beauty, a General and Particular 
Experience: Subjectivity, Imagery, Ideals and 
Nature 

From Ancient times through to today, the visual arts were centred on the search to 

define and create Beauty. Beauty was seen as the transporter “of life in its diverse 

form,” or, as Arikha called it, a “constant fluctuation renewed from life to life” (Arikha 

1995, 15) — from faith to ugliness and ideals. He explains it by pointing out that one of 

the crucial values of art is its illusiveness, but he considers that “this illusion is 

indispensable for the transmission of feeling from one individual to the other, and 

through death, to other lives” (Ibid., p.14). Beauty in art has never been absolute 

through time, but has taken on different aspects and manners of appearance regarding 
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its historical era and geographical location under the codes and definition of the local 

æsthetic. However there is a feeling that beauty evokes in us when we are facing a 

work of art that we consider to be beautiful. It is a feeling, and not a thought; it refers to 

our primary experience as human beings, in contrast to the intellect that is part of and 

linked to our cultural evolution. 

Apollonian and Dionysian 
In order to better portray the way I refer to the feeling of beauty, it is important to make 

the distinction between the definition of æsthetics in Western art and the need to 

capture the feeling of beauty, as the former follows the rules of fashion, ideals and time 

while the latter responds to human needs and emotional experience. For a better 

understanding of this division, it is important to briefly recall the æsthetical Classical 

ideas and values, which continue to define and modulate the taste and the methods of 

analysing æsthetics and beauty in Western society. 

The common division in regards to the manifestation of beauty is positioned between 

the Platonic (in the visual arts) and Aristotelian (in poetry and tragedy) theories, as the 

former represents the ideal “the most beautiful is the most just”1 and the latter the chaos 

and “the unbridled breach of all rules” (Eco 2004, 55). These two antithetical divinities 

express the possibility “of an eruption of chaos into the beauty of harmony” (Ibid., 55). 

This marks the expression of certain important antitheses as being more complex and 

problematic than the simplification of the Classical tradition would suggest. Briefly, 

Plato’s theory claims for the primacy of an idea and the inferiority of mimesis. What we 

consider today as idealism in art — which later developed into the academic style of the 

European establishment — holds æsthetic value that attempts to define beauty 

according to rules that serve certain ideas rather than being about the understanding of 

the emotional human search for the sense of Beauty (Pappas 2008/12). 

In the late 19th century, the Classical discussion was re-actualized in Nietzsche’s The 

Birth of Tragedy through a contrast of Apollonian and Dionysian beauty. Dionysian 

Beauty was portrayed as a vessel that contains the presence of something troubling, a 

beauty that is “antithetical to reason and often depicted as possession and madness” 

(Eco 2004, 58). This disturbing beauty has become the main manifestation in the 

modern age, emerging as the secret and vital source of contemporary expression of 

beauty. 

                                                
1 One of four mottoes found the walls of the temple at Delphi (Eco 2004, 53). 
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The Typical and the Particular 

While the intellect is concerned with truth and the moral sense with Duty, Taste 
teaches us about beauty; Taste is an autonomous faculty provided with its own 
laws. 
—Umberto Eco, on Edgar Allan Poe’s Poetic Principles (Eco 2004, 340) 

Although the feeling of beauty cannot be defined by an era, the manner of expressing it 

does. In Prehistoric times, art was about the typical — it was about a man or a woman 

and never about this man or that woman. As society evolved and individualism took a 

central place (as in the Humanistic movement in Florence), the typical art changed to a 

“sacerdotal and imperial art” (Arikha 1995, 15): art pursued Beauty under an absolute 

autocracy where no personal style was allowed to exist. Imposing a collective style was 

a way of demonstrating power, no matter if in a tribal, religious or imperial society. One 

of the late examples that we know from this way of expressing art in the modern 

Western world is the Social Realism developed under the Soviet Union. Acknowledging 

the fact that autocracy does not tolerate freedom of expression, we recognize that the 

transition from the collective style to the individual one as we know it today would not 

have been possible without the evolution and change of societies. In other words, the 

transition from the generalized way of creating art to the particular / individualism is an 

outcome of the growth of individual freedom and civilization. This adds another aspect 

to the equation of manners to pursue and experience beauty as a general and particular 

experience. 

In The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, Charles Baudelaire speaks of two 

kinds of Beauty: there is, on the one hand, “general beauty, as it is expressed by 

classical poets and artists” and on the other hand, “particular beauty, the beauty of 

circumstances and the sketch of manners” (Baudelaire 1964, 1). In other words, the 

beauty of idealism as it refers to a society at a time and a place in contrast to the beauty 

of manners that is private and can be presented by the individual experience of the artist 

itself. 

What is then this feeling of beauty that is evoked in us when we are exposed to work of 

art? And how is it manifested in painting? What is the painter’s task and quest? We 

enter into the area of subjectivity and taste. Many artists from different disciplines have 

tried to understand what it is that we find beautiful — not by definition of æsthetic rules 

in a variable analytical equation, but rather in psychological terms. In a way, the attempt 

to understand why a work of art can make us feel beauty is as hard and complex to 
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understand as why we fall in love with a specific person, more than that, to define the 

feeling of love for itself. 

Avigdor Arikha refers to beauty as a state of mind: 

Beauty is an experience by which the senses and the mind are satisfied& it is a 
disquieting unnameable experience. Since the beginning of historical time, it was clear that 
the visual arts were mute but that this deficiency was an advantage: it communicated the 
unspeakable, the unnameable. (Arikha 1995, 14) 

Arikha pointed out that the visual arts are immediate, in that they communicate 

sensation, feelings and emotions, as opposed to information (Arikha 1995, 14), as is the 

case with, for example, the written word. The subject and content is transformed 

through visual elements such as form and colour and the content is transmitted not 

through the meaning of the content itself, but rather “by way of its frequency and 

intensity.” Imagery by its very nature demands a different kind of attention; it refers to 

what we know and activates a feeling within a context and according to the established 

codes of a society, taking the experience, very often, from the domain of a particular 

feeling to the general experience. As Arikha saw it “The image is a reminder, a signifier 

to be decoded” (Arikha 1995, 14). 

In Arikha’s painting Sam’s Spoon (1990), we experience this thin line between a 

representational imagery and its visual tension, between the general and the particular. 

The painting has a simple, melancholic narrative content: a silver spoon lain on a white 

linen that still bears the traces of folds (Figure 2). On the handle of the spoon the name 

“Sam” is engraved. Thomson describes the tonal character of the work in particularly 

elegant terms: 

The painting has a little positive colour and few tonal contrasts, simply warm tone coppery 
with an engraved name and a limited darkness within the further edge of the concavity of 
the spoon. In this, and in its geometry, it preserves its autonomy. (Thomson 1994, 212) 

The painting’s visual qualities give us a deep feeling of Arikha’s intimate involvement 

with the subject. This is not just a painting of a spoon; the spoon is not only a spoon but 

transmits a certain, and very private, feeling of a moment evoked by the non-

iconographic method in which the spoon is represented in this painting. It is indeed an 

image of a spoon, but the painting is about something else. Arikha’s private sensations, 

feelings and emotions are on display: he offers the viewer the chance to also feel these, 

he transmits his own memory and private sphere, in a sophisticated way to disrobe the 
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visual from its content, offering it to the viewer as a vulnerable and open image that 

each person can adapt to his own private sphere of experience and memory. 

The spoon was, however, not just any spoon. The painting was made a day before the 

first anniversary of the death of Samuel Beckett, one of Arikha’s closest friends. Sam’s 

Spoon is in fact Beckett’s own christening spoon, a gift he had given to Arikha’s oldest 

child, Alba, at her birth. Thomson explains more of the very personal and intimate 

meanings woven into the painting: 

It thus seems concerned with what Beckett termed “continuance”, the struggle to go on, 
and its whiteness is perhaps a reference both to the literal meaning of the name Alba 
[which comes from the Greek word for “white”] and to the piece of prose Beckett had 
dedicated to Arikha in 1981, a commentary on the quality of white and the pain of “dim 
dread”. (Thomson 1994, 212) 

Figure 2. Avigdor Arikha, Sam’s Spoon. 21 September 1990. 
Oil on Canvas. 38 x 46 cm. Doron Sabag Collection, Tel Aviv. 
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Between Iconography and Objectified Experience of 
Personal Research 
The common approach to discussing painting, as for example in research about 

Christian art (especially that of the Medieval and Renaissance eras), is a method of 

coding imagery upon investigating the aspects of the painting spirituality, “aura” and 

tension; all aspects that are related to the specificity of the painting. 

Aby Warburg, who was an important influence on Kitaj, through his research and 

analyses of the Florentine Quattrocento painters offers a good example for decoding the 

iconographical imagery in painting. Warburg went beyond the iconographical aspects 

and focused on re-examining the visual qualities of paintings. His diagnosis was not an 

attempt to catalogue a lexicon of Classical iconographic characters preserved in the 

visual and literary, but rather to understand how they express their originality by 

borrowing various form of identification with the past and life. Warburg posited that the 

phenomena of transmission, assimilation and transportation that make up the historicity 

of artistic forms are the objectified expression of personal research, possessing in the 

analysis an introspective meaning: 

[T]o imitate& is to become aware of one’s own originality in the relationship that links it to 
the other, to find in oneself the means of creation with an example before one’s eyes, to 
assume its intimate nature through a sort of looking into oneself. (Michaud 2004, 68) 

In other words, in regards to the artist’s originality, Warburg proposes that even though 

he is borrowing imagery from art history, the process of depicting this imagery and its 

transformation is what counts. This is another important point of manifesting particularity 

in art; not only by focusing on the direct meaning of working from life, but also through 

observation in art history and the transformation of an image from generation to 

generation, from one individual to another. 

Looking into Kitaj’s works, we see a different approach of executing and developing 

perception than we find in the work of Arikha. Kitaj was preoccupied with the literary part 

of art, as an intimately connected counterpoint to the visual, using imagery and 

iconographical figures that he picked from art history parallel to figuration of life drawing 

of himself, his family and friends, all mixed and fused together into a creation of a very 

personal composition. However, both artists in fact focus on the private and intimate, on 

the particular: 
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I was always a particularist and more so now than ever I like to think that universal values 
will prosper and reside in the most particular, subjective origins& that is to say that those 
origins are precious to me and I don’t want to neglect them. This is the most emphatic 
“lesson” I ever have to give a young painter — first, to try and register what you think you 
can see in that person posing there and, in one’s more conceptual practice, to be true to 
what you are, to try to find out what you are, as opposed, for instance to what much 
modern practice dictates. That’s really harder to achieve than it sounds. Many many artists 
spent their lives the other way round — universalist, internationalist ambition drives away 
what may have been very special in the person. (Kitaj cited in Livingstone 2010, 34) 

Kitaj’s pictures, in addition to being a biographical representation, have a long gestation 

period, formulated by a mixture of impulses that reinforce one another while controlling 

excesses in any particular direction. The structuring of a picture was as likely to arise 

from free association — from the subconscious, a legacy of Kitaj’s grounding in 

Surrealism — as from a deliberate urge to integrate found images, direct observation 

from life, personal circumstances and subjects drawn from sources in art, literature and 

history. In his figurative working methods, Kitaj was aware of and constantly referring to 

all of those different encounters, knowing that the painting “need not be reduced to the 

simple transposition of literary and visual elements but should open itself up to the idea 

of transformation of bodies into images and images into bodies” (Michaud 2004, 148), 

and this in order to close and open again the visual experience to the viewer, to allow 

the viewer to have a private and particular emotional exchange with a particular 

painting. 

The painting Unpacking my Library (1990–91) is a excellent example of how Kitaj 

combined in his working methods both the private and autobiographical aspects — 

drawing from life, self-portraiture and biographical events, with a direct quotation from 

literature: Walter Benjamin’s essay “Ich packe meine Bibliothek aus” [“Unpacking My 

Library”]. In the background of the painting (Figure 3) we see Sandra, Kitaj’s wife, 

standing in the doorway and watching Kitaj “hunched over as an eccentric bibliophile 

neurotically attending to his cartons of books, as yet unpacked” (Livingstone 2010, 47). 

I’m a bibliomaniac (not a scholar) as peculiar as any that the book disease has infected, 
mainly because my books feed into the pictures I make with an untutored passion. Vast 
libraries have crowded around my painting easel all my life and the spectres in books have 
haunted me, some would say ruined me, and now and again they even breathe life into 
some of my dubious art. (Kitaj cited in Kugelmann, Gillen and Gaßer 2013, 172) 
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Kitaj combined a found title and subject, in this particular painting from the essay by 

Walter Benjamin, with explicitly autobiographical features. However, in contrast to 

Arikha’s works, it does not represent a particular moment, when time stood still in his 

life. Although one might assume that this painting relates to his move back to Los 

Angeles, Kitaj in fact chose a particular moment in order to describe a lifelong habit: “I’m 

always unpacking my library like that. Always packing part of it up and unpacking 

sometimes years later, thrilled with forgotten treasure and surprises” (Kitaj cited in 

Livingstone 2010, 47). By doing so, he is making general action with a particular set of 

feelings and habits into a particular moment that comes to life in the form of a painting 

offered to the viewer. 

Figure 3. R.B. Kitaj, Unpacking my Library. 1990–91. Oil on 
canvas. 122 x 122. Private collection, Los Angeles CA (USA). 
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!" #$%!$ !" #$%!.  | Turn it, and turn it, for all is within it. 
Just from this brief look into the works of those two 20th-century painters, we realize 

how very different they are in their pictorial language. However, both offer to the viewer 

some insight to experience, in my understanding, this enigmatic feeling of grace, of 

beauty. They painted a modern path of transmitting experience that had grown from the 

representation of the ideal to the representation of the real in its subjective form. This is, 

to my eyes and understanding, the link that connects them, as neither Kitaj nor Arikha 

claims to follow an idea of a figuration or æsthetically pre-determined representation, 

but rather, to speak in an authentic voice about a singular experience. To re-examine 

form and content, imagery and abstraction from all sides of the representational 

methods — visually as literary. Kitaj used to relate his working methods to the saying 

from the Mishna text, Pirkei Avot (Chapters of the Fathers), “  !"#$" $% !"#$!" ”2, calling 

upon the artist to investigate that which was already established, that which is already 

fixed. Everything must be re-examined from one generation to another, to reform itself 

again and again, each time offering a renewed focus on the elements through particular 

qualities given by each individual, reflecting the perspective of his or her own time. This 

particularity that was present in art since the dawn of humanity fluctuates in its form but 

remains consistent in its primary goal, as if it were a “constant fluctuation renewed from 

life to life” (Arikha 1995, 15). 

Painting from Life: Disarming Imagery and 
Redefining It 

The act of painting and drawing is a way of investigating visual information using 

pictorial means: the process of painting builds upon the breaking down of nameable 

elements — such as a figure, a face or a bottle — into pictorial components, marks and 

structure. This is a process of depiction by which visual sensations are transformed into 

pictorial means but in such a manner that they retain an echo of what was seen and felt. 

If the artist can never, in presence of ever-changing Nature, choose and use more than 
one single moment, and the painter in particular can use this single moment only from one 
point of vision& it is certain that the single moment, and the single view point of that 
moment, can never be chosen too significantly. & The more we see, the more we must be 
able to add by thinking. The more we add thereto by thinking, so much the more we can 
believe ourselves to see. (Lessing 2003, 37) 

                                                
2 “Turn it, and turn it, for all is within it.” [“Hafokh ba vehafokh ba dekula ba.”] Pirkei Avot, from 

the Mishnaic Period. 
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The memory and skills that enable us to draw a figure or a bottle are in fact disturbing 

factors. They lead away from the particular to the general, from truth to fiction. This is an 

important point to bear in mind when discussing figurative representation in painting, 

which has within it, inevitably, an iconographical side. However, the process of taking 

the visual elements of the painted object apart, as explained above, is but one aspect of 

working from life; the other concerns dealing with capturing the tension and the feeling 

of the moment as the relations of the painter to the object, the subjectivity of how we 

can experience such a banal thing as a bottle, allowing the painter to base his work on 

the information he collects around him in order to achieve a pictorial language that will 

serve a mimetic value of the feeling of the situation. This is in contrast to the practice of 

painting only from one’s imagination, which forces the painter to have an idea of a 

feeling, to intellectualize and symbolize the reaction of a spirit, and typically leads to the 

development of an iconographic language. This language serves to represent an idea, 

and is therefore a general idea, in opposition to a particular experience. For example, 

when painting a face from life, one uncovers “signs of the physical presence of subjects” 

through the changes in their features, through “signs of aging — at times almost 

invisible — irrefutably inscribed on the models over time and contradicting the idealizing 

function of the images” (Michaud 2004, 116) that will appear when amplified through the 

process of painting a face from imagination. 

Painting and the Philosophy of Working from Life 
The process of working from reality allows the painter to aim for a complex pictorial 

structure that exists latent in each visual experience, relates to the emotional aspect of a 

very specific moment, and bares the knowledge of the artist and his relation to art 

history; the resulting combination of these aspects reflects a general quality of 

iconography but also holds the feeling of a specific moment. However, there is more 

than that hiding under the definitions of working from life, and many other ways of 

painterly execution. All these methods are integral parts of the search to develop a 

personalized philosophy and method of perception. 

Looking into the practice of working from life, we essentially have to consider the 

historical development and questions of academicism vs. abstract thinking. During the 

16th century, artists avoided strictly following visible reality in their working methods. 

They aimed for an ideal generalization, moving away from the practice of transforming a 

visual experience into a pictorial component and exchanging truth for fiction, following 

Neoplatonic values. 
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Examining figurative painting in the second half of the twentieth century, we find that the 

common methods of painting from life are not employed as a “study” of nature, but as a 

tool to develop a pictorial language that bears within it the complexity of the visual 

experience. Arikha, after a long period of experimenting with painting in the spirit of the 

American Abstract Expressionists, decided to dedicate his adult life as an artist to 

painting from observation, distinguishing himself from the common tendencies in 

painting found in his generation. He often accused the pictorial understanding of his 

time of being a “narrow understanding of reality”, and its proponents of using the mask 

of the avant-garde when in fact they were following pre-determined ideas, along the 

lines of French academic doctrine: 

There is, indeed, an interesting relation between classical theory and modernism, in so far 
as in both there is a strong appeal to doctrine. & [T]he blooming of doctrinal diversity in 
our century is reversed in proportion to the narrowing credibility of one, single, normative 
doctrine. These numerous doctrines have all been short-lived, ending up by being to the 
artist what a cage is to a bird. (Arikha 1995, 179) 

Portraiture as Form of Particularity 
Throughout art history one can see the changing relation of the artist to nature; these 

relationships have been made manifest in different disciplines and methods. If we take 

the practice of portraiture in the time of antiquity as an example, a philosophical 

approach to mimesis was part of the social, cultural and religious values of everyday 

life. The methods of execution in the visual arts as we know them today were general, 

following the established stylistic, societal norms of the day, although the subject matter, 

with an emphasis on the spiritual aspects of the work, reflected a focus on the particular. 

This “particular” could be, for example, a specific person, as we find in the portraiture 

traditions from Fayum, which were quite distinct from the more generalized 

representations of people and objects in Egypt at the time. With the rise of Christianity in 

Europe and the collapse of the Roman Empire during the Middle Ages, the practice of 

portraiture disappeared and came back in Europe only in the beginning of the 

Renaissance, in parallel to the growth of Renaissance humanism. For the first time, the 

portrait of an individual reappears, in opposition to the iconographic representation of a 

pre-established symbol of a face. In the early Renaissance (Trecento) the uomo 

singolare appeared, a new type of painted figure. According to Philippe-Alain Michaud, 

Film Curator at Pompidou, it was a search for transfiguration “through his progressive 

intrusion into the field of representation” (Michaud 2004, 106). An excellent example of 

this is Ghirlandaio’s fresco in the Sassetti Chapel at Santa Terintia. Warburg relates to it 
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as “portraits of individuals” continue “the contemporary background emerges as a 

participant force with great immediacy and in entirely personal terms” (Warburg cited in 

Michaud 2004, 106). Elsewhere, he writes: “The portraits on the wall of his chapel 

reflect his own [the painted figure], indomitable will to live [Daseinswillen], which the 

painter’s hand obeys by manifesting to the eye the miracle of an ephemeral human 

face, captured and held fast for its own sake” (Warburg 1999, 191). Warburg refers to 

the work found in this chapel as an example of the growing tendency to incorporate 

portraits into the chapel paintings commissioned by the church during the Quattrocento. 

The growth of this practice — the re-emergence of specific figurative representation in 

portraiture in the European church — can be understood as a reflection of the increased 

tolerance and changing values of the church. 

However, looking briefly at art history we understand that the philosophy of mimesis was 

embraced as well by the modernist painters of the end of the 19th century and the 

beginning of the 20th century, with a wide spectrum of individual visual tendencies. This 

began most notably with Cézanne, who wasn’t a virtuoso as a draftsmen or a painter; 

this enabled him, however, to break from the academic practice of his time and push 

himself to develop a deeper understanding of pictorial representation. In the end, this in 

fact helped him to become the father of modernism, though his re-establishing of the 

method of working from life as a norm within painting practice. Modernist painters, 

whose work is an outgrowth of the Impressionist movement, pursued their own visual 

manifestation under the act of observation from nature. Starting with Degas and 

Cézanne, moving to artists such as Alberto Giacometti, Henri Matisse, Balthus and 

Giorgio Morandi, and finally to Kitaj and Arikha, these artists have regarded this 

movement as their own inherited tradition: 

Bacon and Balthus are my favourite living painters. Neither are great artist of the first order 
like Picasso, Matisse, Cézanne, Degas. But they are the best since the death of Picasso 
and Giacometti in my universe. (Kitaj in Ríos 1994, 50) 

So what does is it means to paint from life? And how does it relate to the manifestation 

of beauty? Frank Auerbach, a close friend of Kitaj and Arikha and a part of the London 

school (a movement that primarily dealt with the practice of working from life and its 

perceptual questions), describes the act of working from life in an interview given to The 

Telegraph in September 2013: 

The closer one is to something, the more likely it is to be beautiful. & The whole business 
of painting is very much to do with forgetting oneself and being able to act instinctively. I 
find myself simply more engaged when I know the people. They get older and change; 
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there is something touching about that, about recording something that’s getting on. & 
Likeness is a very complicated business indeed. & If something looks like a painting it 
does not look like an experience; if something looks like a portrait it doesn’t really look like 
a person. (Auerbach cited in Rothschild 2013) 

Auerbach explained his working process of using direct observation as one that 

emphasizes the intimacy and intensity of the artistic response while creating a portrait of 

a person who the artist is close to. It is a mixture of the psychological nature of such 

contexts and the visual abstraction process: taking a form — for example, the form of a 

face — and fracturing, fragmenting and deconstructing it in order to rebuild it in a 

painting. He is examining the existence of the person. It is a practice of taking one thing 

and learning it, examining it and taking an entire sphere of emotion out of one moment. 

This practice was not unknown to Kitaj and Arikha; they applied the same methods in 

their own working processes. Duncan Thomson describes Arikha’s working process: 

Arikha was unwilling to attempt an imaginative reconstruction of the “event” or of the 
protagonist; he was, as he described his now firmly held imperative, “désarmé devant le 
visible” (“disarmed before the visible”), so he chose motifs that allowed him to grasp what 
was concrete in the shifting, disconcerting quality of the strange drama& (Thomson 1994, 
64) 

In the Silverpoint drawing of Anne Tired (1969) we see how Arikha responds with 

complete honesty to what he is observing: the lines of the drawing are modest, and he 

does not seem to be concerned with style, the intentional roughness perhaps an attempt 

to find an expressive equivalent for life (Figure 5). Regarding etchings such as T. Carmi 

(1971) and Alba (1972), which have similar characteristics as Anne Tired, Thomson 

speaks of “autonomic lines with their own inner logic which ‘fever’ towards the essence 

of the individual, towards what might have been, as well as towards what it is” 

(Thomson 1994, 72). Although Arikha was speaking about his total devotion to the pure 

act of seeing, he also was a scholar, and his considerable familiarity with art history is 

evident in his work. Thomson has suggested that the position of the subject’s head in 

Anne Tired could be compared to the etching of Rembrandt’s Jupiter and Antiope 

(Figure 6), for example. He ponders the resemblance, asking whether it could possibly 

just be “simple coincidence that artists who work from life should arrive at forms and 

expressions that sometime converge?” (Ibid., 47). Perhaps in Arikha’s case, this 

correspondence is not only an indication of his knowledge of art history, but could also 

be understood as a continuity and extension of Arikha’s need for life representation in 

art. 
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It must be noted that these drawings are 

not a re-interpretation of the past, but a 

modern attempt to capture the figurative 

approach by establishing various forms 

of identification with the past. Warburg 

explains that “the phenomena of 

transmission, assimilation, and 

transposition that makes up the 

historicity of artistic forms are the 

objectified expression of personal 

research, possessing, in the analysis, an 

introspective meaning” (Michaud 2004, 

67). 

Returning to Florence in the early 

Renaissance, through Warburg’s essays 

about Botticelli’s drawing Sketch for 

Minerva we find not only the 

examination of the spiritual presence of 

a figure, but also the creation of the feeling of movement as a tool to transmit emotions. 

Warburg believed that these qualities appear in this Botticelli drawing, and that they are 

an outcome of two major aspects in the creation process: an intense involvement of the 

Figure 4. Avigdor Arikha, Samuel Beckett, 
Double Profile. 1971. Goldpoint on bluish 
coated paper. 26 x 21 cm. Artist’s private 
collection. 

Figure 6. Rembrandt Van Rijn, Jupiter and Antiope. 1659. 
Etching with burin and drypoint. 12.7 x 20.3 cm. Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston TX (USA). 

Figure 5. Avigdor Arikha, 
Anne Tired. 1969. Silverpoint 
on coated paper. 30 x 23 cm. 
Private collection. 
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artist with Classical art (Rome, Greek) and studies of their approach to the figurative 

representational of mimetic qualities, combined with the practice of working from life and 

perception. Warburg thought that Botticelli made his studies of movement look like 

mythological scenes, because: 

[I]n Antiquity he found a repertory with which to represent active energy. The artist sought 
to represent first and foremost not the narrative contents or legendary tales but the 
immediately visible form in which the existence of individual appeared to him, and this 
required empirical observation. (Michaud 2004, 80) 

Warburg claimed that the preparatory drawings for the painting bring out “the enigmatic 

function of the representation of motion” (Michaud 2004, 77–80), saying that motion can 

be captured only from working from life: “the manifestation of a body irreducible to 

meaning” (Ibid., 80). The drawings were also important to the development other works 

by Botticelli’s, for example, The Birth of Venus (1480s), and, in particular, Primavera 

(ca. 1482). Once free from textual reference, Chloris’ metamorphosis into Flora in 

Primavera (the two lower right foreground figures) and the feeling of the presence of 

Grace appears to us a displacement of this figure, brought from Antiquity into the 

contemporary work. Although he is referring to Hans Memling’s portrait of Maria 

Portinari (1471[?]) in Turin, Warburg’s perspective is relevant to a wide range of works 

of figurative representation of the early Renaissance: 

& the painting is qualified not simply by its site but also as a site in which the figure comes 
forth in its transformation into a painted being. And this being in turn is no longer entirely a 
fabricated image related to its model merely by bonds of likeness; it is a being of flesh 
changed into representation that conjures up the fate of the body in portraying the simple 
fact of its existence. (Michaud 2004, 125–126) 

Poussin also offers a good example of using Antiquity in order to understand the way 

one can represent human emotion in figurative historical painting. He had in his studio 

casts of Roman and Greek sculptures that were used as part of his regular drawing, 

investigating the representational power of the human figure. 

Just as the twenty-four letters of the alphabet are used to our words and express our 
thoughts, so the form of human body are used to express the various passions of the soul 
and to make visible what is in the mind. (Poussin via Félibien cited in Arikha 1995, 64) 



 19 

In the painting The Neo-

Cubist, Kitaj reworked a 

more straightforwardly 

presented portrait of his 

most intimate artist 

friend, David Hockney, 

which he had begun in 

1976. The portrait is 

charged with the 

directness of his life 

drawing (Figure 9), in 

stark contrast to his 

earlier painting, Warburg 

as Maenad (Figure 8) in 

which Kitaj’s relation to 

painting from life was still 

not developed into a 

central aspect, as it 

would be in the 1970s. Before, Kitaj was involved in the question of representing a 

figure that carries the gestures and feeling of a human being. In this painting we see a 

particular identification of the figure and its relation to its background and environment. 

At the time he painted this portrait, Kitaj insisted on the importance of life drawing of the 

human figure, as well on representing its inherent biographical aspects, namely the 

intimacy he felt towards his subject manner — his old friend, Hockney. 

One of the particularly striking aspects of this painting is the reshaping of the figure, 

retaining the echo of its earlier appearance rather than simply redrawing the figure as 

the basis for a new work. This awkward double figure creates an Aura of what Warburg 

speaks of in regards to Botticelli’s drawing, Sketch for Minerva, that is, the feeling of the 

physical gesture of the body in motion captured in the drawing itself. Rather than 

erasing the earlier head position, Botticelli instead decided to draw another head 

position on top of the existing one, another moment, another facial gesture, leaving it as 

a counterpoint to the echo of the past moment. Kitaj agreed that by doing so he found it 

necessary to the meaning of the painting to bring together the two spheres to which he 

and Hockney alike were most devoted: that of direct observation and that of the 

imagination. More than that, a double representation of two moments in one is like 

zooming out from the single perspective, showing the object in its numerous options of 

Figure 7. R.B. Kitaj, Warburg 
as Maenad. 1961–62. Oil and 
collage on canvas. 193 x 92 
cm. Private collection. 

Figure 8. Sandro Botticelli, 
Nymph of Achelous. 15th 
century. Drawing. British 
Museum, London. 
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representation and investigating as Cézanne was doing with relation to his still lifes. 

Kitaj also found a literary perspective on this approach, notably in the Kabbalah practice 

of turning one thing over and over to study it from all possible angles, because it is 

believed that the whole sphere of knowledge can be found in a single object: 

Infinite interpretability, infinite lights shine in every word, says Scholem on Kabbalah. Fitful 
commentary waits patiently by some of my pictures as it does in thousands of years of 
Jewish commentary. (Kitaj cited in Myers 2013, 115) 

Everything that a painter depicts in his painting must conspire to represent a single 

instant. Anything he might introduce concerning previous or subsequent moments would 

no longer belongs to the true composition and would break the laws of temporal unity: a 

perception that Warburg, in his study on Botticelli, has twisted to investigate the 

movement of a body in motion. For Kitaj, this provides a new way to represent a single 

figure from several points in time, to try and translate its complexity — taking the image 

to the point where movement yields the formula of its decomposition. In The Neo-

Cubist, Kitaj tries to do what Warburg set himself as a task: to reconstruct the unfolding 

of the figure in its continuity. Within the representation was a reconstitution he tried to 

accomplish by exploring, in stages, the passages leading from the world of things to that 

of images. 
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Figure 9. R.B. Kitaj, The Neo-Cubist. 1976–86. 
Oil on canvas. 177 x 132 cm. Private 
collection. 

Figure 10. Sandro Botticelli, Sketch 
for Minerva. 15th century. Uffizi 
Gallery, Firenze (Italy). 

Figure 11. R.B. Kitaj, Marynka Smoking. 
1980. Pastel and charcoal on paper. 90 x 56 
cm. Private collection. 
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Kitaj: Working from Life 
It is clear that Kitaj and Arikha are two very different painters with very different pictorial 

perceptions of how one might consume and translate reality. However, they had shared 

many artistic passions and principles, in particular a passion for observation, for drawing 

from life, and working with live models. 

Kitaj’s convictions about drawing from a model had repercussions that went beyond life 

drawing. He pointed out, that for him the process of painting the portrait of his poet 

friend Josè Vicente Roma, Communist and Socialist (1979), was an example of the way 

how painting a portrait of a person that sat for him could act as a bridge in his work that 

could carry his views about contemporary events. 

The spirit of the turn-of-the-century painting and literature was for Kitaj a prime model 

that was linked to his experience of Modernism and to direct study from life, is 

particularly evident in the pastel drawings which he began to produce in 1974. Kitaj’s 

Femme du Peuple 1 (1974) “heralds a series of females nudes drawn from life and sets 

the tone for these with its frank eroticism and in its liberties with the human form both for 

the sake of expressive distortion (Livingstone 2010, 33). 

Although Kitaj saw himself as a modernist and tried to align himself with a painterly 

practice that was considered to be anachronistic to his time, he was considered by art 

critiques as a post-modernist, a definition he was not fond of, for he found that the 

common practice in painting in the time after Picasso to be far away from what he held 

dear to the visual experience as a painter, the practicing of engaging with life 

observations. 

The term [post-modernism] means very little to me. But& it would depend on complex 
issues and definitions. For instance, if Cézanne in 1906, Degas in 1917, Kafka, Joyce, 
Eliot in 1925, Matisse in 1953, Picasso in 1971, Auerbach in 1991 etc., etc. are modernists 
then so am I. If not, not. If post-modernism that the stranglehold of Greenberg/Duchamp/ 
Warhol/Beuys et al on post-war art and theory is now balanced other bloodlines, well, 
maybe there’s an interesting case for the term post-modernism. If, as I suspect, a 
modernist impetus has become institutionalized, if the interesting legacies of the great 
formalist and dadaist years have created a new Pompier art then I would hope and pray to 
be post-that. (Livingstone 2010, 48) 

In drawings such as Maryanka Smoking (1980), one senses a modernist character of 

attention in the way Kitaj worked with and translated the model figure, a style that is a 

mixture of Degas’ linear pastel drawing and the deformation and exaggeration of the 
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figure as encountered in Picasso’s works. As Marco Livingstone has pointed out, the act 

of drawing can be seen as a “symbolic recognition” of the nature of his relationships with 

his family members and friends: “Many of the most touching and psychologically 

penetrating drawings are of the artist’s own children, of poet and artist friends, of people 

well-known to him” (Livingstone 2010, 33). Kitaj, through this practice, began to 

embrace what Eckhart Gillen suggested was “a high-risk philosophy of life and art” that, 

through the presence of these diverse characters so dear to him, could reflect a broad 

range of emotions in an æsthetic approach that held in itself “an imaginatively diverging, 

occasionally tragic, Apollonian and Dionysian dualism” (Gillen 2013a, 98). 

After a decade of mainly working from 

life figures, in the late 1980s, Kitaj 

started to use his immediate 

environment as well as a fitting subject 

for his paintings. In doing so, he 

associated himself with the long tradition 

of this kind of painting, not only in art 

history in general, but also in the 

particular history of painting in London, 

notably the work of Walter Sickert and 

the Camden Town painters.3 The 

process of involving his direct 

environment in his painting started after 

his heart attack when he was advised by 

his doctor to take a daily walk for the 

sake of his health. Every morning at 

6 a.m., he went for his daily walk, 

observing still and deserted streets. The routine introduced him to a new range of 

subjects drawn from the Chelsea and South Kensington district of London. The 

paintings he produced, inspired from his surroundings, together with his life drawings of 

the human figure, are among his most refreshingly direct images, a fitting counterpoint 

in both mood and method to his characteristic strategies of synthesis of found images 

and his imagination. Unlike his friend Arikha, who had desired always to empty his 

consciousness of all knowledge in front of the motive, Kitaj continued to allude to the 

                                                
3 A group of turn-of-the-century Post-Impressionist painters centred around Sickert in the 

Camden Town district of London that would have a profound influence on subsequent 
modernist painting in Britain. 

Figure 12. R.B. Kitaj, The Oak Tree. 1991. Oil 
on canvas. 152 x 152. Private collection. 
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intertwined origin of his pictures, not only in direct observation but also in the simulation 

offered by other art on the most immediate level. 

In addition to the Camden Town painters’ practices of painting local urban scenes and 

“ordinary” people, Mondrian’s work had some influence Kitaj’s paintings of this period, 

as Livingstone has revealed: 

The Oak Tree (1991) is simply an image of his own garden, yet there is a Japanese quality 
to this picture in its flat arabesques traced against the sky. It is suggestive, moreover, of 
some of the pictures of trees painted by Mondrian shortly before the First World War. Kitaj 
readily admits to the possibility of their influence, at least on a subliminal level: “I love 
those tree Mondrians and his pink-blue abstraction. He was surely on my mind.” 
(Livingstone 2010, 47) 

Abstraction: Between Ornament and Imitation 

Pure abstraction enriched our [modern] perception, but under the influence of 
ornament it soon became ornate and self-referential. 
—Avigdor Arikha (1995, 204) 

As Arikha has pointed out in his essay “On Abstraction in Painting”, abstraction has 

existed as long as art itself; it can even be found in prehistoric sculpture and cave 

painting, “where complex subjects were turned into simplified shapes used as 

representational conventions” (Arikha 1995, 195). We are more familiar with a discourse 

around abstraction much later in art history, for example, “as in the late works of Titian, 

Rembrandt or Cézanne” (Ibid.) and this is the kind of abstraction that stood in the centre 

of the pictorial search of both Kitaj and Arikha. Another form of abstraction that 

accompanies the evolution on human culture is the ornament. 

According to Arikha, the purpose of painting, drawing and sculpture is “the preservation 

of the traces of life.” They are vessels for feeling and fact separated from time. 

Ornament, however, is a décor, it is a transformational process that arises out of 

stylization. It is that which has been used to transform “a bone or a flint-stone into an 

artefact. A pottery vessel into a collective ceremonial object. A pattern into a sign” 

Arikha further stated that “style is prior to truth” in ornament, and that “ornament is 

segregated from naturalism, i.e. sublimating the mimetic need” (Arikha 1995, 195). 

Ornament therefore naturally leads to conformity with a ritual, a fashion or a collective 

style. 
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Abstraction appears in our century as a “system and collective style, and ideology,” 

suggests Arikha, linking it more to the evolution of ornaments than to the abstraction of 

the late Titian painting or the achievements of modernist painters like Cézanne and 

cubism. 

Looking at the common abstract painting today with relation to the classical ideals, we 

are facing again a “totalitarian æsthetic” that is ignorant to the dialogue with nature and 

perception. Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy (1755–1849) thought that 

ideal art could be attained only without imitation. The “ideal style” is for him a “system of 

abstraction”. In order to achieve this æsthetic, Quatremère stated that “the main 

procedure for the mode idéal is that one by which the artist generalizes” (Quatremère 

cited in Arikha 1995, 155). By “generalized”, he not only means to “have recourse to 

collective abstract in ‘abstract and general form’” (Ibid., 192) but he also gives his 

definition of generalization: “To generalize a subject, is, in this theory, to restore as 

much as possible, the object to be imitated or the model, to the simplicity of its principle” 

(Ibid., 194). He proposes to decompose reality, to “de-compose the elements of a 

subject, in order to recompose it into a system of abstraction” (Ibid., 155) — this is in 

fact an excellent description of many of the practices that would be found later in 

Cubism. 

Quatremère saw the new “ideal art” as addressing itself as much to the mind as to the 

eyes (Ibid., 258). To the mind, seeing was to be sublimated into a sort of reading, or 

rather decoding, constituted by signs, based on the principle of dissimilarity: “Just as the 

sign is part of an image in hieroglyphic writing when it designates objects& so the 

image can retain some of the sign’s properties” (Ibid., 99). 

Figure 13. Piet Mondrian, The Red Tree. 
1910. Oil on canvas. 70 x 99 cm. Haags 
Gemeentemuseum. 

Figure 14. Piet Mondrian, The Grey Tree. 
1911. Oil on canvas. 80 x 110 cm. Haags 
Gemeentemuseum. 
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Idealist theory is weighted with a definition of pictorial practice: simplicity, regularity and 

mathematical proportion. Idealist painting had to be attained without observing the 

model and nature, as “though the model is in nature, nature is not in the model” (Ibid., 

45). 

The idea of abstraction, of painting as a sign, will appear a century later with modernist 

abstractionists who were unfamiliar with Quatremère’s theories. The idea that painting 

from life is wrong, that the sublime picture is necessarily an abstraction, that it speaks to 

the mind rather than to feeling, that its aim is to improve mankind morally, derives from 

Classical idealism. However, according to Arikha, European modernist abstraction drew 

more from the theory of ornament, from the design. The growing power of design in the 

end of the nineteenth century was influencing and inviting into the domain of painting in 

its methods and æsthetic roles and tendencies. Art Nouveau and Jugendstil, for 

example, were turning nature into symbols and the symbols were reduced to decor and 

ornament, establishing a new visual language with its own roles but with a still clear 

relation to the original form that they where seeking to abstract. 

The search of form and colour replaces the search for the sense of it. The interest in 

that the visible, nature or figure, replaced by the fascination with what Denmann Ross 

referred to as “pure painting”, following “pure design”4; namely order, harmony balance 

and rhythm in lines and spots of paint, in tones measures and shapes. “Pure design 

appeals to the eye just as absolute music appeals to the ear. The purpose of pure 

design is to achieve order in lines and spots of paint” (Ross cited in Arikha 1995, 203). 

Arikha: Returning to Work from Observation, Seeking 
Recognition in the Form 
After a long period of working only in an abstract manner, Arikha came to the conclusion 

that the European abstract painting of his time had been “breaking and disrupting the 

relay-cycle between art and nature. It disconnected painting from painting, expression 

from depiction, and the imaginary from the real. It followed ornament and design” 

(Arikha 1995, 204–205). Reinforcing his statement, he refers to a lecture given by 

William Dyce in 18495: “Ornamental design is, in fact, a kind of practical science which, 

like other kinds, investigates the phenomena of nature for the purpose of applying 

natural principles and results to some new end” (Dyce cited in Arikha 1995, 205). For 
                                                
4 Denmann W. Ross, A Theory of Pure Design: Harmony, Balance, Rhythm (Boston MA and 

New York NY: Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1907). 
5 William Dyce, “Lecture on Ornament delivered to the Student of the London School of Design,” 

Journal of Design, London, 1849. 
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Arikha, this “new end” was to be understood as what would later become “painting with 

painting as its end” (Arikha 1995, 205), creating a close working circle, self-oriented 

images, insulated pictorial reference. Therefore, the manner of the common practice of 

abstraction was, under Arikha’s understanding, rooted more in “idealist theory and the 

evolution of ornament” than in the pictorial understanding of late Titian painting and the 

modernist painters of the 20th century. 

However, he turned back to the practice of abstraction in the form mentioned earlier, 

namely “depiction”. On March 10, 1965, Arikha shifted at once from painting in abstract 

manner and started to draw from life, believing that abstraction had failed him and the 

next step was to take up the simplest of the visual artist’s tools and attempt to grasp the 

visible and the question of likeness in the representation. 

Arikha was seeking to rediscover the direct link to nature, taking what he learned from 

his abstract period with him, trying to avoid the collective symbol and to focus on the 

particular, focusing on imitation and the question of likeness, subjects that Arikha saw 

as integral to the human experience. He considered imitation to be an inherent part of 

human nature: 

Seeing is recognizing. Painting or drawing from life is a part of it. All communication 
beams back and forth through recognition. Form recognized as form in itself, as 
abstraction, contributed immensely to broaden art perception even within drawing from 
Nature, thus liberating the qualitative dimension of a work from its signifying attributes” 
(Arikha 1995, 204) 

Mondrian, in his work, was relating to the fine line between depiction, imitation and 

design in abstract painting, suggesting that the work should be able to “free itself from 

the domination of the subjective.” He was, however, aware of the difficulties of achieving 

this idea in reality: “every form, even every line, represents a figure; no form is 

absolutely natural” (Mondrian cited in Arikha 1995, 204). 

A different perspective on the subject of imitation is as well that of the private, individual 

and particular experience. It is another step into subjectivity and intimacy as a tool to 

achieve communication. “[T]o imitate& is to become aware of one’s own originality& to 

assume its intimate nature through a sort of looking into oneself” (Michaud 2004, 68). 
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Arikha: Drawing from Life 
You shouldn’t be abstract. It’s not for you; you can draw; why don’t you? 
—Alberto Giacometti to Arikha in 1965 (cited in Thomson 1994, 31) 

Alberto, no more abstraction. I’ve started drawing from life and you were right. 

You were right, and I owe you that. 

—Avigdor Arikha to Giacometti in the summer of 1965 (cited in Thomson 1994, 38) 

Arikha had returned to paint from life and for the next eight years worked only in black 

and white, turning totally on the visible, setting aside the preconception about what it is 

that we see when we are looking at something. In other words, “how much can the eye 

see, how much should it see?” (Thomson 1994, 27). It was to be an art of the perceived, 

realized within the limit of the means available, rejecting the use of memory and 

imagination. Yet what was seen was out of necessity imagined, or registered (rather 

than recollected). It was a process of relearning, after he had practiced various forms of 

drawing from life before. 

I discovered the joy of submitting to everything. I had to unlearn what I had learned; I had 
to learn how not to generalize, not to interpret, not to “make art”, but to hold, by the line, or 
brush stroke, what I see, through feeling. (Arikha cited in Thomson 1994, 45) 

He was investigating different mediums in the 

domain of drawing such as ink, pencil and 

silverpoint, reducing the working vocabulary to 

lines, tones, forms and composition. All tools to 

depict the feeling of the real. 

In the portrait of Arikha’s wife in Anne in a Ruffled 

Blouse (1969) painted in sumi ink — which does 

not allow for a bright use of grey tones — we see 

Anne with strenuously focused eyes, drawn in 

thick precise dark lines, as are the meeting points 

of her lips, in contrast to the dark spots of her hair 

and dress that define the space and the 

compositional rhythm in a more diffuse manner. 

The brush strokes open space for the white paper 

to glow through and inform us about the light 

situation and defining the volume of the figure in 

Figure 15. Avigdor Arikha, Anne in 
a Ruffled Blouse. 1969. Brush and 
Sumi ink on paper. 32 x 24 cm. 
John Kluge Collection, New 
York NY (USA). 
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relation to her white background. It is a reductive portrait, leaving us with only the 

essential pictorial information that we need in order to feel the figure in its abstract form, 

but enough so that we can nevertheless relate to it in a concrete manner. 

Arikha: Painting from Life, Process of Revelation 
[T]he need for colour remained unsatisfied, and its urges plagued me again 

and again. But I was not ready to paint from life. 
—Avigdor Arikha (cited in Thomson 1994, 74) 

After eight years of print making and drawing, working only in black and white changes 

in September 1973, Arikha made yet another abrupt change in direction in his painting: 

I woke up one morning with an irresistible urge to paint, grabbing Anne’s brown coat, 
hanging it on a white board, and painting it; I didn’t comprehend how it happened. It came 
all by itself. It was only much later that it occurred to me how in drawing with brush and ink 
in black and white, suggesting colour without using it, I had crossed the bridge from 
abstraction to tonal painting.” (Arikha cited in Thomson 1994, 74) 

This sudden shift in process reflected a philosophy of painting he believed he shared 

with Velázquez, that is, to paint spontaneously: 

[W]hen you paint spontaneously the 
first condition it that you have to 
keep control of all the proportions, 
the measurements of what you see, 
from within. When you start 
something from the outside it will go 
wrong. Since my element is the 
brush strokes, I have to feel the 
distance between your nose and 
ear — through my brush strokes&. 
When I paint an apple it has to be 
this apple and when I paint a face it 
has to be this face, not a general 
face, not a general apple but this 
particular one. Therefore I start with 
one point with out knowing how it 
will end& the process of painting is 
a process of revelation, because It 
reveal something to you, and if it 
does not throw it away!” (Thomson 
1994, 85) 

Figure 16. Avigdor Arikha, Anne’s Brown Coat. 
1973. Oil on canvas. 116 x 89 cm. Artist’s 
collection. 
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In contrast to realistic painters, Arikha was convinced that in this age the larger 

concerns of history were beyond art, and that the truth was more likely to be reached by 

expressing the qualities of ordinary, even unnoticed things. It was a view in keeping with 

the lowly looking, profound simplicity that had no truck with anything recognizable as 

history. If the vision was intense, and the means were fitting, something could be 

preserved from the inevitable chaos of time, something that becomes so pure in its 

essence that its meaning will continue undimmed. 

Nevertheless, the thought cannot entirely be gainsaid that this dedication to the simplest 
things, often the traditional good things of domestic life, might be a pillar shored against 
the ruins of his childhood&. Just as in that struggle for survival nothing could be taken for 
granted, so the appearance of nothing could be taken for granted; it had to be observed 
before it could be seen and, in the seeing, given the possibility of permanence. (Thomson 
1994, 76) 

 

Figure 17. Avigdor Arikha, Three Shirts. 1986. Oil on canvas. 46 x 65 cm. Collection of 
Bud Garfield, Malibu CA (USA). 
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Kitaj: Confessions 

My pictures and I know little of harmony. When harmony happened it’s just a stroke 
of luck. 
—R.B. Kitaj (Rudolf and Wiggins, 30) 

Kitaj, unlike Arikha, never went through the horrors of War, in fact, his life was relatively 

untouched, directly, by the traumatic events of the 21st century. We could say that he 

had the “privilege” to be so strongly, even provocatively involved in his search of 

“Harmony” in its “disharmonious” form. Such disharmonies as found in his work include 

the beauty of ugliness, prostitution, deformed bodies, civil war, all of this coalescing in 

his big obsession: his Jewish identity, focusing on the holocaust and anti-Semitism from 

the eye of an individual, that is, his own personal issues with this identity. In contrary to 

Arikha, who tried to avoid all that has to do with “history painting”. Kitaj was seeking to 

communicate not the beauty of the everyday life, not the harmony and order of nature, 

but rather, the human experience from its entire spectrum using the understanding of 

the human need for beauty as a communication tool. In an interview with Julián Ríos, 

Arikha spoke about some of the different “human experiences” that he and Kitaj had: 

I know something about a few things. He knows everything about everything, almost. I try 
to pry open my failing intellect to make pictures. He, the superb scholar, paints nudes and 
vegetables in one sitting. He, who suffered the German hell, wouldn’t touch it in art. I, who 
was warm and safe in America, can’t keep away from some oblique engagement with 
what happened all those years ago. (Kitaj cited in Ríos 1994, 55) 

Kitaj took the human psyche and exaggerated it into the visual, transforming it to the 

physical, mixing symbols and words. In his work he created a disharmonic 

representation in a pictorial language that holds and embraces the collective and private 

sociological structure of what Kitaj saw as the “human experience”, offering his own life 

as a vessel for us to dwell in, a mirror for us to reflect to: 

[W]hile my most exalting sense of a modern art is, I think, an art of Renewal in which one’s 
own changeful poetic, mind-sets, nerve systems, fired by the ups and downs and dreadful 
secrets of one’s modern lives, seize up and become pictures. (Ríos 1994, 131) 

Like Arikha, Kitaj attempted to transform the private into the collective, to engage 

himself with his surroundings in the context of a spiritual search into a pictorial moment: 

“I believe that the best art is an apotheosis of what inspires it, from both outside itself 

and inside its maker” (Ríos 1994, 52). 
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Kitaj had a vast knowledge of art history, film, poetry, philosophy and Jewish 

philosophy, all of which are evident in his painting. Hockney, one of Kitaj’s closest 

lifetime friends, confirmed this in an interview about his friendship with Kitaj: “We had 

two things in common: we liked to draw and we liked to read. Literature and drawing. I 

remember we talked about books, especially Kafka” (Gillen 2013b). Kitaj translated the 

literary into his life and his life into the pictorial, mixing iconography with pure depiction, 

trying to build his work from fragments of information, all measured by his distance to 

reality. 

Painting your own life was for Kitaj the attempt to understand the spirituality of the 

human life, the human experience of the individual, as well as that of the general. 

Spirituality is part of the artwork; it is an integral aspect of its communication abilities. In 

his research, Kitaj relates to Walter Benjamin’s concept of Aura, in particular the 

“erosion of aura in human experience” (Gillen 2013a, 85). The way to communicate with 

the general term of human experience is hidden in the spiritual, in the symbolic form that 

is rooted deeply in human culture, from paganism and antiquity religions through to 

today. Or as Fritz Saxl, in his lecture on “Warburg’s Visit to New Mexico”, said: 

“Symbolic forms are coined in the depths of human experience” (Saxl cited in 

Kugelmann, Gillen and Gaßner 2013, 97). He had as well a deep identification with 

Kafka’s use of fragmentation in his work as a way to challenge reality; not like a 

surrealist, but like a Kaballist, challenging reality from within. He felt a particular 

attraction to the mix of alienation and yearning that Kafka expresses in his work. Kitaj 

came to understand that the search for a “Jewish holism” would in fact be “constant and 

yet unattainable, just as the Kaballists believed that perfect comprehension of the Torah 

was a necessary, if ultimately unrealizable, aim. Accordingly, one had to accept living in 

a fragmentary world, while also seeing — again like the Kaballists — the potential for 

redemption inhering in the fragment itself” (Myers 2013, 117). 

It is important to note that Kitaj’s involvement in such a wide range of subjects was not 

the research of a scholar processing information in a clean and systematic manner, but 

rather that of an intellectual, approaching everything from a deep subjectivity, or, as he 

called it, in a “confessional” way: namely, investigating your own experience by playing 

with the verbal-illustrative aspect and abstraction of the ones perspective: 

So many good painters are scared of ‘illustration’. I don’t know why confessional poetry is 
tolerated but confessional painting is either rare or not read as such in modern art 
discourse. (Ríos 1994, 127) 
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In 1984 Kitaj painted The Sensualist, a self-portrait. In a commentary on this painting he 

explained that he painted a woman “the other way round. You can still see her pink 

head upside down at the bottom.” The female head was painted in 1973 and was 

defined by the style that Kitaj worked at the time — “painted drawing” of fine layers of 

wash-like paint. These wash-like oil painting and pastels were influenced by his study of 

Degas’ work, and his life drawing combined the schematic, abstract modules and 

quotes of his collage work in the 1960s with new authentic portraits and observation 

from nature. 

One can see clearly Kitaj’s adaptation of Titian’s The Punishment of Marsyas, in which, 

according to Edgar Wind proposed that “the competition between Apollo and Marsyas is 

that of Dionysian darkness versus Apollonian clarity” 

(Gillen 2013a, 92) and that the scene concludes with 

Marsyas’ being flayed for the reason that “this act 

itself was a Dionysian rite, a tragic and tortuous 

purgation that strips all ugliness from the outer man 

to expose the beauty of the inner self” (Wind cited in 

Gillen 2013a, 92). 

In The Sensualist, Kitaj is trying to evoke the myth of 

ancient man’s dual nature. Kitaj portrays the 

sensualist as a “restless nocturnal creature, driven 

by sensuality, out hunting for women” (Gillen 2013a, 

92). But at the same time, he is seeking for an 

“intellectual clarity and æsthetic beauty” as can be 

found in the writings of Warburg, Wind and 

Panovsky. The meaning of the painting for Kitaj was 

“driven by a life of the senses.” Referring to Edvard 

Munch’s debaucherous years, Kitaj further clarified: 

In Munch’s wandering years it meant Sex, Drink and 
Bohemia driven by and to his fantastic psychological, 
even psychotic, art leading to breakdown and renewal. 
Recalcitrant means recalcitrant: kicking against 
establishment, philistine, correct behavior. Look it up! 
In Munch it also meant incorrect art, hated by critics. 
(Gillen 2013a, 92) 

Figure 18. R.B. Kitaj, The Sensualist. 
1973–84. Oil on canvas. 246 x 77 cm. 
Nasjonalgalleriet, Oslo (Norway). 
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Another strong influence that is evident in this painting is Cézanne’s Le Grand Baigneur 

that, according to Kitaj, was integrated into it, not only by its form but through the 

manner of its execution, growing from painting based on drawing and wash to impasto 

expressive painting: “Cézanne madness crept upon me& I began to graduate from 

Degas, my favourite drawing master, to Cézanne, my favourite painter” (Gillen 2013a, 

92). It is well known that the French painter’s Bathers had great influence on Kitaj, who 

appreciated in particular their “representations of borderline figures who reflect their 

creator’s disturbed self-image, not in harmony with nature but as a foreign body instead 

into it” (Ibid., 92). This is a portrait in which Kitaj construes himself as the unredeemed 

earthly Marsyas, who seeks a higher spiritual sensuality. He speaks of “those clemped, 

hurt, awkward stilted bathers, with webbed feet, no ankles, moronic heads, slipping 

features” (Kitaj cited in Gillen 2013a, 92). 

“Why don’t you make paintings about your own 
life?”6 

The 19th and the 20th centuries had a tremendous influence on the way art was and still 

is modelled, in the private as well as in the general manner. We look at artists and their 

works through the illumination of history and time, through changes in social values, 

through their cultural and religious associations, through the death of God, through the 

rise of the working class, through women rights, through two World Wars etc.& 

In all that is, all that is no longer is evoked: testimony, echo, a mirror’s shadow, what a life 
was. It will end without a surveyor’s view of it. Only traces inadvertently left. For this time-
delayed riddle, someone else will have a key. (Arikha 1995, 220) 

Arikha and Kitaj worked and lived in the shade and outcome of those revolutionary 

times, mainly of the post-war period. Painting could finally be “free” from the terminology 

of beauty. The preoccupation in the debate of how a painter defined or creates Beauty 

has lost it central point. Furthermore, there is no longer a social requirement demanding 

that the painter integrate aspects of Harmony or Beauty in their work, or even to take it 

under consideration in the painter’s creative process. Oddly, most of the art academies 

teach the younger generation of painters to tend more toward social and political 

discussion rather then to deal with questions regarding æsthetic values and pictorial 

methods; a subject that has almost exclusively moved into the domain of design and 

fashion. Very often today, a figurative or representative painting is executed using a 

                                                
6 Kitaj to David Hockney in the early days of ther friendship (Gillen 2013b). 
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photographic discipline, instead of a painterly one. Kitaj and Arikha were among those 

painters that did not abandon the search for and questioning of Beauty in art. They had 

each developed in their own private manners a way to manifest and integrate an 

individual vision into the question of Beauty in post-modern times, replying to the need 

to communicate and express their manifestation of living. At the centre of their working 

methods is the idea of mimesis — as a pictorial depiction and a biographical description, 

where the psychological and the visual are found together. 

Arikha: Biography and Painting 
Why should anyone want to know about me? It’s not important. 
—Avigdor Arikha (Thompson 1994, 9) 

In 1988, Arikha wrote a biography on Giacometti’s, despite the fact that that he believed 

“’artists’ biographies may be superfluous for the perception of an artist’s work” 

(Thomson 1994, 9). 

In writing an artist’s biography, the psychoanalytically based writer can hinder the impact 
of the artist’s work and may even mislead the reader, since the true artist reduces the 
particulars of life to ashes& (Arikha 1995, 217) 

Given Arikha’s own view on biographies, why is it then important for us to discuss his 

own biography? I believe that in order to reinforce my claim about the need in general, 

and Arikha’s in particular, to represent Beauty, to understand Arikha’s pictorial decisions 

and his way of searching for the manifestation of life in painting, one needs to look 

through the lines of his biography that explain the relation to one of the central themes 

of his art, “the struggle to grasp momentarily that which seems real but is in fact fleeting” 

(Thomson 1994, 26), and to hold within it a mysterious fusion of the “seeing” and the 

making of marks on paper or canvas. 

Arikha’s painting method has been given various titles. It has been called Classical, 

Realist, Existentialist and Modernist. His paintings and drawings evolved from working 

in an illustrative manner during his childhood (for example, his drawings of forced labour 

while interned in a concentration camp) to abstraction as a young man (influenced by 

his education in the Bezalal Art Academy in Jerusalem), finally ending his pictorial 

journey in a sincere dialogue with nature, working purely from observation in his adult 

life, when he realized that for him the act of painting should not be of imagination or 

abstraction, but of observation. Arikha was involved in art history as academicals praxis. 

He had written on a range of artists who were of special interest for him as well on the 
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theoretical aspects of art that has concern him the most, the history of abstraction and 

drawing from life, understanding the act of painting, as in the act of meditation — the 

accent is on the practitioner. It is important to underline that Arikha did not try to revive 

the old skills, but to regain and re-establish a certain belief in the representation of the 

visual. 

Heroic epochs don’t necessarily favor heroic art, because they are already an 

expression. 
—Avigdor Arikha (1995, 232) 

Born to German-speaking Jewish parents in R'd'u(i, Avigdor Arikha’s early years were 

spent in Chernivtsi, (Romania, today part of Ukraine). In 1941 his family was deported to 

the Transnistrian concentration camp in Romania. While marching during the 

deportation from his hometown to the concentration camp, Arikha was witness to the 

severe beating of his father by two Romanian soldiers. His father died eight days later 

from his wounds, and so already at the age of 13 he had the responsibility of taking care 

of his mother and sister. Because he was fit to work, he was able to keep the remainder 

of his family alive (Thomson 1994, 14). 

A Romanian soldier, who must have understood the youth’s drawing talents, gave him a 

child’s sketchbook. On the pages of this book, Arikha made a series of drawing showing 

scenes from the camp (Figure 19). An Arbeitskommando (a Jewish work overseer) had 

noticed Arikha’s sketchpad and, upon seeing what it contained, warned him: “Kind, 

spielst mit Feuer!” Ostensibly for the child’s safety, the drawings showing the most 

brutal scenes were torn from the sketchpad and destroyed. Only 17 of the drawings 

remained, and these had “a single-minded, even severe, commitment to the reality with 

which they are concerned” (Ibid., 14–16). 

Figure 19. Avigdor Arikha, Boyhood Drawings made in Deportation. 1942. Pencil on 
Paper. 19 x 22 cm. Private collection. 
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The images Arikha made in the camp reflected a manner of understanding the world 

that is premonitory of Arikha’s later approach to the visible world, however, they contain 

a sharp and absolutely essential narrative element (Ibid., 16) which will disappear in his 

adult life. The drawings would be his salvation, as they were shown to a visiting 

international Red Cross commission in an attempt to show that the camp was 

maintaining “decent” conditions; though censored, they still made a great impact on the 

delegation (Ibid., 17). Later he was able to leave the camp with his sister, who was 

included in the list of children who had lost both parents and were to be evacuated 

under The Relief Committee for Transnistrian deportees, as the identity of another child, 

who had died before being evacuated, was secretly given to him (Ibid.).7 

Arikha and his sister Lya emigrated to Palestine in 1944 to live in Kibbuz Ma’ale 

HaHamish just west of Jerusalem. As early as a few months after his arrival in 

Palestine, Arikha began training in the Haganah and also started to attend the Bezalel 

School of Art in Jerusalem, which “was in some aspects puritanical” in its teaching (Ibid., 

22). The first year of study was entirely dedicated to drawing. Arikha’s teacher, ex-

Bauhaus student Mordechai Ardon, was said to have “instilled& a firm sense of 

draughtsmanship, respect for material and serious regards to their crafts” to his students 

and to those who wished rather to work with paint, he was known to have responded: 

“What, you want to spend already, that which you don’t yet possess?” (Ibid.). The 

attention to and respect for the material shown by his teacher remained with Arikha 

through all of his life and is clearly evident in his works. 

In 1947 the tension between the Arabs and the Jews in Palestina had increased. During 

an attack on Arikha’s convoy by a local Arab army, he was severely wounded by two 

bullets, one of which hit his left lung and another that passed between two vertebrae. 

After a basic operation, he was considered to be mortally wounded and was moved to 

the hospital’s mortuary. Only by chance, a nurse later discovered that he was still just 

alive and he was rushed back to surgery and survived. He spent three months 

recovering in a sanatorium (Ibid., 23), before returning to Bezalel. Upon his return he 

was introduced to Ardon, who exposed Arikha to abstract painting; it is this style that 

would define Arikha’s paintings in his early Paris years, from 1958 to 1965. 

On May 15, 1948, with the declaration of the State of Israel, the First Arab–Israeli 

War — The War of Independence in Hebrew — had began. Again, Arikha found himself 

in battlefield; he left the Kibbutz in October to join the Israeli military, which had been 

                                                
7 It is unclear, but it seems that the children had been separated from their mother at some point 

during their internment. 
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formed out of the Haganah as the official military of the nascent state. During the war, 

Avigdor returned to drawing from life, producing a series of drawing of still-lifes and 

portrait. These drawings were for the most part “war still-lifes” (Ibid., 24) showing the 

machinery of war, or portraits of his fellow combatants. Following the termination of the 

war in 1949, Arikha won a scholarship to study at the École des Beaux Arts in Paris, the 

city that would become his final home. After five years of living in various European 

cities, in 1954 Arikha settled in Paris. In 1961, he married the American poet and writer 

Anne Atik, with whom he had two daughters and remained for the rest of his life. 

Living in Europe offered Arikha direct access to a wide collection of art from Antiquity to 

Modernity, something he could not have been able to have access to had he remained 

in the young country of Israel. During his first visit to Italy in 1950, he discovered the 

work of Florentine painter Giotto di Bondone (1266–1337) and Quattrocento artists 

Masaccio (1401–1428) and Pierro della Francesca (1415–1492), whose work would 

prove to be of great influence to Arikha from that time on. But as much he saw more art, 

visited more museums, travelled around Europe, met more people and made good 

friends, as for example with the Berlin publisher of Schoken, Moshe Spizer, a number of 

Israeli authors, as S.J. Agnon, S. Yzhar and Paris-based artists like Giacometti and 

Samuel Beckett, who was to become his 

closest friend. Having experienced so 

much in his life already, and changing 

his homeland for the third time while still 

travelling back and forth between the 

two very different realties of Israel and 

Paris, Arikha understood that his 

experiences in life must become part of 

the representation at the heart of his 

artistic process: “[H]ow much can the 

eye see, how much should it see?” 

(Ibid., 27). Arikha died in Paris in 2010 

at the age of 81, from complications of 

cancer. 

In relation to the renewal of the Hebrew 

state Arikha wrote: “Heroic epochs don’t 

necessarily favor heroic art, because 

they are already an expression” (Arikha 

Figure 20. Avigdor Arikha, War Still Life. 
1948. Sepia chalk on grayish laid paper. 
65 x 48 cm. Private collection. 
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1995, 232). He commented that the “epic expression” of the events could be found in 

literary forms but not in the pictorial form. Arikha’s life journey, as well as his pictorial 

journey, can be more clearly understood from this perspective. He explained the 

differences between film and the painting and drawing mediums by pointing out: 

The equation between the subject and the means of expressing it has to be true. Wars 
and the reclaiming of the desert, combats, the comrades killed, the scream of the 
wounded, the smell of blood and powder — all that is to vast to be expressed by the 
pictorial idiom, because of its shrinking credibility. (Arikha 1995, 232) 

Such subjects are much better expressed in the medium of film, as Arikha indicates that 

“film has replaced and somehow superseded history painting” (Arikha 1995, 232). 

Further to this point: 

The heroic ordeal is an epic, in itself an experience, inexpressible by art in its still burning 
immediacy. Its expression comes later, as In the Iliad or Odyssey. Holland’s war of 
liberation against Spain, which lasted eighty years, didn’t mark Dutch painting with a seal 
of heroic, but, on the contrary, with peaceful and prosaic genre scenes. The expressible 
dwindles in relation to the amplitude of the subject. Painting amplifies the infinitesimal: the 
truth of a fold or that of a small shadow, and its totality hangs by hair. The heroic 
experience makes it faint and disappear. Painting a tomato in the face of heroism seems 
derisory, and not painting it would be no longer to make art. (Arikha 1995, 232) 

When Arikha was thirteen his draughtsmanship had saved his life. His drawings on 

scraps of paper drew the attention of the concentration camp authorities. However, they 

didn’t talk much about the art for life’s sake of those terrible years; Arikha tried in his 

adult life to move away as much as he could from the literary description of an image, 

tending first towards pure abstraction in a search for the spiritual with the absence of an 

image, and later, continuing the same wordless depiction of life with the realization that 

everything we need to know is in the simple trivial representation of the daily life, without 

big titles and subjects. He was not dealing consciously with his past, but with the 

present, and his pictorial decisions of his subject matters are holding in them the echo of 

his biography. 

This manner of reworking one’s past into a painting can be seen in as well in the work of 

Frank Auerbach, who, like Arikha bore within him the horrors of the war. Auerbach was 

sent to Britain in 1939 under the Kindertransport programme. For a time he received 

letters from them through the Red Cross but he found out in 1943 that they had been 

killed in Auschwitz. He spoke in an interview with Hannah Rothschild about the impact 

these events had on him and whether he dwells on them or on his childhood in his work: 

“I don’t remember a specific trauma or upset at being told they had died. & I never look 
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back. I block out everything and just carry on” (Auerbach cited in Rothschild 2013). 

However, these things must be part of his work, just as any other life event might: 

Absolutely bloody everything feeds into my work. Someone can annoy you; the man at the 
shop corner does not say good morning. It all feeds in. (Auerbach cited in Rothschild 
2013) 

One might suggest that both Arikha and Auerbach’s approach to painting is about 

survival, going on, saying again, seeing again, as if seeing for first time. The quest 

continues in the shifting world by daily responses to being, or, as Beckett had written in 

a letter to Arikha in the early days of their friendship, in trying “once again to explain a 

little of what it is to have been there” (Thomson 1994, 245). Arikha treats painting as he 

treats life: as a moment that is there until is gone. As a young student in Paris, Arikha 

familiarised himself with the Hindu text, the Bhagavad-Gita, immersing himself in its first 

stage, Brahmanism. Among the Hindu gods, Brahma is the god “who brings into being a 

cosmos which is both real and an illusion: reality is an illusion because it does not last” 

(Ibid., 26). We can compare this to later preoccupations of the artist, notably “the 

struggle to grasp momentary that which seems real but is in fact fleeting” (Ibid., 26). Or 

in Arikha’s own words: “Art is nothing. It is a breath, it passes through the breath and 

stays in the breath” (Arikha 1995, 221). 

Kitaj: Biography and Commentary 
In the beginning was the Word, and, consequently, interpretation. 
—R.B. Kitaj (Cited in Ríos 2004, 23) 

Ronald Brooks Kitaj was born on October 29, 1932 just outside Cleveland, Ohio (USA) 

to Jeanne Brooks, born in American to Russian-Jewish immigrants, and Sigmund 

Benway, a Hungarian immigrant. Shortly after he was born, his father left his mother, 

and the couple divorced in 1934. In 1941, his mother married Viennese Jewish refugee 

Walter Kitaj. As a small child, Roland took art classes at the Cleveland Museum of Art 

were amongst his fondest memories (Livingstone 2010, 11). Although this house was 

non-practicing, the experience and traditions of the central European immigrant Jew 

was nevertheless alive in the household. In 1942, the family moved to Troy, New York, 

where the young Kitaj attended high school. At the age of 17, Ronald joined a 

Norwegian merchant ship returning to Europe from New York City, and for four years he 

spent his time between Europe, studying at the Akademie der bildenden Künste in 

Vienna, and New York, where he trained at the Cooper Union college (Ibid., 12–13). 
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Following two years of service in the US Army in France and Germany, in 1958–59 he 

studied in Oxford at the Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine Art, where he discovered 

the National Gallery of London and Cézanne, both of which were to become a major 

area of research and influence for the artist. Kitaj says that Percy Horton, his former 

teacher in the Ruskin school was the one “who really turned me on to Cézanne as well 

as insisting on regular life drawing (Gillen 2013a, 99) from his early times in England, he 

was drawn to the early Italians, in particular to Tuscan painters Duccio and Sasseta, but 

clearly engaged with particular intensity with Degas and Cézanne. 

After Ruskin, he studied at the Royal College of Art in London from 1959–61, and 

among his classmates were David Hockney, with whom he would remain friends for the 

rest of his life. In the 1970s, after experimenting with a large variety of mediums and 

working methods, Kitaj returned to drawing from life in a constant manner, compounding 

the schematic, abstract modules and quotes of his collage work in the 1960s with new, 

authentic portraits and observation from nature. Kitaj married his first wife, Elsi 

Roessler, in 1953 and had a son with her. The couple also adopted a daughter. Elsi 

committed suicide in 1969. In late 1983, Kitaj married Sandra Fisher, with whom he had 

one son. In 1994, shortly after his second retrospective, held by the Tate Gallery, 

Sandra died of a brain aneurysm. Reviews of the exhibition, in the midst of what has 

been referred to as the “Tate Wars” by Kitaj and his colleagues, had been particularly 

savage and devastated Kitaj. The situation was obviously extremely difficult for his wife 

as well, and Kitaj accused the art critics of having killed his wife, declaring that “they 

were aiming for me, but they got her instead.” Hockney agreed with Kitaj on Sandra’s 

cause of death (Wikipedia). 

In 1997, Kitaj moved back to the US to settle in Los Angeles, closer to his first son. 

Explaining the changes he experienced following Sandra’s death, Kitaj told Edward 

Chaney: “London died for me and I returned home to California to live among sons and 

grandsons.” He felt this was the right thing to do and seemed to be looking forward to 

starting his “3rd and (last?) ACT!”, confirmed three years later when he again wrote 

Chaney: "I grow older every day and rather like my hermit life" (Wikipedia). His 

experiences in London with controversies surrounding the Tate exhibition and the death 

of Sandra can be seen as playing a central role in his later works. For example, Kitaj 

often depicted his deceased wife as the feminine angel Shekhinah: 
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I have been slowly withdrawing from the social world for many years anyway. Sandra is, 
therefore, not only made in the image of God, but, as Shekhinah, she’s the aspect of what 
is called God, to which I cleave (DEVEKUT)8 in painting her. (Myers 2013, 115) 

In addition to the Tate exhibition and Sandra’s death, another influence would mark his 

later years: a growing preoccupation with the meaning and implication of his 

Jewishness. These three themes are addressed in his work, and explored in a pictorial 

language which draws heavily on early art, some of it paradoxically profound and 

especially Christian. But now the artist of the past who speaks most powerfully is not 

Duccio or Degas, but Cézanne. Speaking about his painting Los Angeles No. 6 he 

mentioned Titian’s influence (Figure 21): “I wanted an oblique shape, from corner to 

corner. So I deployed Titian’s great Pietà&. I made Sandra into the form of Titan’s dead 

Christ, and my own Angel figure is flying from above to merge or love with her” (Rudolf 

and Wiggins 2001, 34). 

Some of my pictures can be deathly clean, as most of these new Los Angeles pictures 
are. Lots of bare white canvas, mainly because I don’t know what to put in the blank 
spaces, the question of unfinish again. Maybe nothingness (death) belongs there. I plead 
guilty to crimes against painterly painting. I leave it to my betters in the now closed school 
of London. These undecided pictures are about death- in-life, and the blank negative 
space can be read as Emily Dickinson’s “White Exploit”, her term for death. (Rudolf and 
Wiggins 2001, 26) 

In 1982 Arikha and Kitaj met for the 

first time, while Kitaj was staying in 

Paris, and the two artists became very 

close friends. They maintained their 

friendship afterwards, talking on the 

phone every few days and met quite 

often in London and Paris. Kitaj died in 

Los Angeles in October 2007, shortly 

before his 75th birthday. The cause of 

death was stated by the Los Angeles 

County coroner to be suicide by 

suffocation due to a plastic bag the 

artist had placed over his head 

(Wikipedia). 

                                                
8 Dvekuth (!"#$%), from the Hebrew word for “glue”, is the concept of devotion in Jewish 

philosophy, of “attaching oneself” to God. 

Figure 21. R.B. Kitaj, Los Angeles No. 6. 
Unfinished 2001. Oil on canvas. 121.9 x 121.9 
cm. The Artist, courtesy of Marlborough Fine 
Art, London. 
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Diasporism in Painting; Being Both International 
and Particular 

In my time, half the painters of the great Schools of Paris, New York and London were not 
born in their host countries. If there is nothing which people in dispersion share in 
common, then my Diasporist tendency rests in my mind only and maybe in my pictures& 
(Kitaj 1989, 35) 

The London School, in which Kitaj was actively part of, and Arikha was seeing him shelf 

as linked to its practice, was a school of “Diasporist and tradition”: The British School of 

the 21st century distinguishes itself visually from practices in painting practice 

elsewhere through a more involved and profound understanding of the pictorial 

language and through a conscious “discussion” with the painters of the past. The Art 

academies were still teaching tools and methods within the inevitable change of taste 

between a generation to the next. In contrary, most places in Europe had replaced the 

professional competence and drawing that had long been the foundations of art with the 

individual desires of the proponents of the Avant-garde movement. Despite his 

disappointment with such developments, Arikha nevertheless found there to be “true 

authenticity” in the work of many painters working in Britain at the time, notably Lucien 

Freud and Kitaj. In contrast to what had happened elsewhere in Europe, he found that 

the new practices in Britain “seem to have emerged naturally and without loss of the 

pictorial tradition” (Arikha 1995, 222). He commented that “their modernity is rooted in 

the pictorial legacy,” and that Kitaj in particular had succeeded in resurrecting “history-

painting in a modernist idiom by transmuting literary ideas into enticing images” (Ibid., 

222). 

The intimate and profound understanding of this painterly tradition was by no means the 

only aspect with which some painters of the London school identified. Another strong 

aspect they shared was the Diasporism: David Kossoff (1919–2005) was the son of a 

Russian immigrant, Lucian Freud (1922–2011) and Frank Auerbach (b. 1931) left 

Germany in the 1930s (Freud fled with his family in 1933; Auerbach was sent by his 

parents under the Kindertransport programme in 1939), British-born David Hockney 

(b. 1937) spent some 30 years of his life in California, Kitaj (1932–2007) was the son of 

immigrants in the States and himself became an immigrant when he moved to London, 

and Arikha (1929–2010) changed his home several times due to the circumstances of 

war before finally finding a home in Paris, France. 
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Being a “member” of the Diaspora is a status that Kitaj and Arikha had shared. in it, they 

concerned themselves with foreign cultures, and thought of themselves through past 

ages: to understand experience in the present by comparing them through the lens of 

the past. “Life in a foreign culture is one of the basic experiences of the Diasporist” said 

Kitaj, and from this, he was driven to his method of a diasporist art: “A diasporist lives 

and paints in more societies at once” (Kitaj 1989, 19). 

Such Diasporist art, he warns, “is contradictory at its heart, being both internationalist 

and particularistic. It can be inconsistent, which is a major blasphemy against the logic 

of much art education, because life in Diaspora is often inconsistent and tense; 

schismatic contradiction animates each day” (Kitaj 1989, 38). Kitaj is not seeking to 

create a Jewish art but rather a Diasporist art, which has, as we see in the work of a 

wide range of modern painters, become an integral part of modernism. People are 

changing their homeland for professional and social reasons and not because they are 

forced to migrate: 

utterly American, longingly Jewish, School of London, I spend my years away from both 
my heartlands& I suppose a case could be made of a Jewish heartland of the mind& 
rather then Jerusalem or even New York& in the diaspora I discovered that one is free to 
dare anything; in many other places this is not possible. (Kitaj 1989, 39) 

Kitaj’s artistic method does not focus on identity. His friend Leon Wieseltier felt that 

identity “is a euphemism for conformity” and that this conformity must be avoided at all 

costs, because: “It announces a desire to be subsumed, an eagerness to be known 

primarily by a common characteristic” (Gillen 2013a). Instead, his method is to generate 

and experiment with ever-new models of possible identities in order to try to visualize 

the complexity of insight and statement (Ibid.). 

Back in Los Angeles around the age of 70, Kitaj turned to writing his memories, in an 

attempt to understand his own “life story” and to comprehend how and to what extent it 

impacted his painting, as well as how it affected his own engagement with his Jewish 

identity. Unlike Arikha, Kitaj somehow felt compelled to explain this path to the reader: 

In part, his Confessions read like an ideal biography in the tone of the story of a 
conversion and salvation, in which the hero has to survive all the adventure and 
adversities life can throw at him. (Gillen 2013a, 86) 

Despite all the difficulties and situations he experienced in life — the challenges of life of 

a sailor, his time spent in brothels in Latin America ports, group sex with his students 

while at Berkeley (Gillen 2013a, 86) — he remained true to himself in his wish to go 
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back to his people, to a home that he saw not in a place but in the ethnical and cultural 

group of Jerusalem: 

I’ve always been a diasporist Jew, but as a young man I was not sure what a Jew was& 
Jews were believers, I thought, and I assumed you were whatever you believed in, that if 
you become a Catholic or an atheist or a Socialist, that’s what you were. Art itself was a 
church, a universalist edifice, an amazing sanctuary from the claims and decrepitude of 
modern life, where you could abandon self and marry painting. This was, I learned later, a 
classical assimilationist pose. (Kitaj cited in Gillen 2013a, 86) 

Kitaj’s confessions in his old age offered a way to bind the fragments of his life into one 

work of art, into one painting. Wieseltier described it well: 

We call ourselves what we are, but also what we wish to be. This is inspiring and this is 
corrupting. For the ambiguity allowed us to see the one in the other, to mistaken what we 
wish to be for what we are. (Wieseltier cited in Gillen 2013a, 86) 

While Kitaj was looking into his identity, he became a “deeply religious nonbeliever” who 

used Jewish religious sources of inspiration. 

Kitaj was seeking to invent a new “diasporist art”, while Arikha just wanted to paint his 

current state, the state of a diasporist, imposing his lifetime perspective into it. He found 

his home in the arts and not in a land, in his knowledge of history and art history. Like 

Kitaj, his home was oriented around his personal library: 

Books became a growing passion, shifting sand of knowledge and ideas that over the 
years formed the cliffs and strata of the library that appears so frequently in his later 
works, or a bastion, perhaps, against the bitter cold of annihilation that had once seemed 
his fate; they represented the best of humanity arranged against the worst that could be 
conceived. (Thomson 1994, 21) 

Kitaj, However adopted the Diaspora label as his home, making it the theme of his life, 

as he believed that in this lonely situation lies the identity of the modern man, who is 

inevitably lured “into these districts of minor crime where one is allowed but does not 

belong (like some Diaspora), where danger, in its very excitement, has been known to 

feed the art of the quiet studio” (Ríos 1994, 131). Kitaj desired to integrate his reflection 

on theology and art, literature and pictures into an artistic concept by means of an 

understanding of diaspora as a temporary sojourn in foreign cultures. 

Arikha, like Kitaj, wanted to make art that was not to be a provincial, confessional, or 

regional art, but rather a synthesis, a summary of modern painting. An exemplary work 
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of diasporism according to Kitaj is Picasso’s Guernica, as he feels that the work is borne 

of the impression of “not belonging” (Gillen 2013a, 86). 

Figure 22. Avigdor Arikha, The Library. 1975. Watercolour on paper. 34 x 28 
cm. Private collection. 
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Summary 

From Ancient times through to today, the visual arts have been centred on the search to 

define and create Beauty. Beauty was seen as the transporter of ideas, thoughts and 

emotion; it was a search after an emerging sense of the æsthetic act of empathy. 

Renaissance artists used drawing from Antiquity as a means to analyse the mechanism 

of representation and the way in which figures resurface, in a mixture of persistence and 

self-effacement through which the secret work of visibility unfolds. Aby Warburg 

articulated two themes in reference to the “unexpected (re)appearance” of nymph-like 

figures in Florentine art: on the one hand, “the postures and gestures [taken] from the 

repertoire of antiquity” that artists in later centuries would exploit to “represent specific 

states of action and psychological arousal” and, on the other hand the “irruption of ‘alien 

figures’ from remote antiquity into the everyday world of the Renaissance.” The first of 

the two phenomena Warburg referred to as the “Pathosformel”, while the second he 

explained as “a true enigma of human perception and of the expressive analogies 

between historically far remote periods and cultures (Warburg 1999, 15). 

No system of art history can be founded on subjectivity alone. Burkhard Meißner, an art 

critic who has explored the way we experience the theological aspect in art history, has 

stated that today “we no longer seek in the work of art an idea that would be its lexical 

key but instead realized that the work is extremely complex in its nature and in its origin” 

(Meißner cited in Warburg 1999, 10).9 This complexity means, that the interpretation of 

a work of art demands constantly new perspectives, it is not fixed. The works pose 

contextual problems that require that we look outside the scope of their simple origin 

and need to also consider “the suffering, aspiring, and active human being” (Ibid., 11). In 

other words, no schematic historical construct and no self-sufficient theory could ever 

reveal the full meaning and the feeling of Beauty in a work of art. However, there is a 

repetition of forms and models of interpretation throughout art history, from Antiquity to 

Renaissance, from the Renaissance to today. The Renaissance was marked as the 

rebirth of the art and idea of antiquity. Kurt Forster, in his introduction to Warburg’s 

essay on Antiquity, said: 

The tension between the modern observer and the Renaissance — and the resulting 
inevitability distorted image — found an analogy in the tensions that had affected 
Renaissance people themselves in their relationship to antiquity. The understanding of 

                                                
9 “Wir suchen nicht mehr eine Idee in Kunstwerk, die dessen aussprechbar Achlüssel ware, 

sondern wissen, dass das kuntwerk überaus complexer Natur und Ursprunges ist.” 
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history made, as it were, a double perspective leap: modernity is to Renaissance as 
Renaissance is to antiquity” (Forster cited in Warburg 1999, 4) 

This tension was fully evident in Arikha and Kitaj’s pictorial practice; they painted in their 

own time, always with an eye on what has been done before, re-experiencing art of 

Antiquity in their contemporary life: 

Well, I’m not young. I’m an old man and it’s now 2001, not 1906, so many people will say 
Kitaj is deranged, as usual. You can’t do that. A real artist has to be of his own time and so 
on. But I am in my own time, one hundred years later, and I like the tension of those 
hundred years. And the tension of Giotto-Duchamp for that matter. I like tempting the 
demi-gods of arts. (Rudolf and Wiggins 2001, 35) 

Arikha, unlike Kitaj, went one step towards the abstraction of the experience by 

attempting to imitate not the symbolic visual weight of an apprehensible painting, but to 

represent the spiritual state of the mind, or, as Beckett had written in a letter to Arikha in 

the early days of their friendship: “To say again, somehow, what it was to have been 

there” (Thomson 1994, 245). 

I would like to believe that what counted is the link between artwork and human beings, 

wondering if a work of art should be appraised less within philosophical categories of 

æsthetic and more as part of psychology. 

Epilogue: Spirituality and the Practice of Art 

Visual mediation is essential in Taoism and Zen Buddhism, whereas Jewish mysticism 

mainly practised an inward form of mediation, with the eyes close: 

The secret of the closed eye and the open eye is that the closed eye see the luminous 
mirror and the open eye sees the mirror that is not luminous, from which it follows that the 
open vision of the non-luminous mirror is seeing, and that of the luminous mirror with the 
eyes closed is knowing. (The Zohar cited in Arikha 1995, 229) 

According to that, seeing by itself is not considered as a source of knowledge. With 

closed eyes, one can imagine colour, but not see it: 

There are visible tones, and invisible tones, and these and the others are faith’s supreme 
secret, and men don’t know it and don’t see it& these invisible tones which no one 
merited until they were recognized by our ancestors. (Ibid.) 
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These “invisible tones” suggest a chromatic sensation that stems from simultaneous 

contrast, although the tones evoked here are not those of the palette, but of mystic 

speculation that refer to the principal of revelation, or in Hebrew, Hitgaluth. Certain 

precepts of the Sepher Yezira (!"#$# "%&, ca. 2nd century), the earliest written document 

of Jewish esoterism, such as the distinction between the acts of doing, producing and 

creating, could have been suitable for a theory of artistic creation. All of those principles, 

like that of revelation (Hitgalut !"#$!%&), contraction (Tsimsum !"#$%# ), contemplation 

(Hitbonenut !"##"$!%), intent (Kavanah   !"##$ ) and fervour (Dvekut   !"#$% ) — are virtually 

convertible into precepts of artistic creation, merging with the principle of Aristotle Cicero 

and Vitruvius that governed Classical art. As the principles of Hitbonenuth, Kavanah and 

Dvekuth can be seen as constituting a sort of pendant to Tullius Marcus Cicero’s 

rhetoric of the soul, gesture and expression (Cicero, 3). Arikha explains it in his essay 

“From Prayer to Painting: On being given the award of the FJF”10: 

Ciceronian principles concern the orator as actor, with the view of influencing the public, 
whereas the Jewish mystics aimed only at the intensification of prayer. Does the ease with 
which the passage is made from prayer to painting for newcomers to art such as Soutine 
or Modigliani, Mark Rothko or Barnett Newman stem from there? In passing from prayer 
with closed eyes to painting or sculpture they where as if led by the same fervour, the 
same dvekuth. Drawing, sculpting or painting with dvekuth — isn’t it that a form of prayer? 
For it’s the quality of prayer that distinguishes painting that is moving from painting that 
decorates. (Arikha 1995, 231) 

Arikha and Kitaj’s perspective on the act of painting and drawing from life reflects their 

belief in the necessity of Dvekuth, “this fervour of adherence to the subject which 

remains beyond, out of the imaginary range” (Arikha 1995, 231). Looking again at a 

simple painting of an apple or a face, we understand that it cannot move us, we cannot 

experience beauty, without it having been true, and in order to be true, it would have to 

be made from life, from observation, with a “total uniqueness”; while working, the painter 

must be in the stage of not consciously knowing, but feeling. He compares the 

experience to a “revelational act, whence its kinship with the mystic act, but also with 

scientific observation” (Ibid., 231). 

Going back to my first assumptions for this research, I had spoken of the “necessity” of 

the feeling of Beauty in painting, this need for form and colour that is evoked from life& 

What is it then? “Is it the echo of being, of molecular imitation? The desire to retain this 

living but vanishing instant?”, asks Arikha. He answers himself, quoting the Zohar: “It is 
                                                
10 Arikha was awarded Le Prix des Arts, des Lettres et des Sciences by the Fondation du 

Judaïsme Français in Paris on May 25, 1989. 
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from the secret of the first point that totally ensued, in an impenetrable state.”(The Zohar 

cited in Arikha 1995, 231) Or, in his own words: “The result is a deepening of the world 

by æsthetic emotion. But this emotion, with 30,000 years behind it, that is art, always 

hides its cause” (Arikha 1995, 231). Arikha evokes “æsthetic emotion” and declares that 

it can only be brought into being “through æsthetic vision” (Ibid.). A painting demands to 

be looked at it in a particular way — as opposed to the image, which needs to be read 

or decoded — using developed senses by the viewer who knows to distinguish between 

the act of reading and the act of seeing: “”Many have learned the word ‘see’ without 

making use of it” (Ludwig Wittgenstein cited in Arikha 1995, 232).11 Taking this sentence 

and looking at the works of Kitaj and Arikha, we learned that the faculty of seeing is 

universal, but not faculty of artistic perception. 

                                                
11 “Viele haben das Wort ‘sehen’ gelernt, und nie einen derartigen Gebrauch von ihm gemacht.” 
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