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[twould be hard to think of an artist more out
of syne with the current political or artistic
moment than Leon Golub, this country's pre-
eminent painter of torturers, mercenaries,
goons, and death squads at work. His paint-
ings are big, blunt, raw, fragmentary, and, in
his own words; “in your face, up yours.”
More interested in history and politics than
in anything especially formal, Golub, 79, isa
passionate activist in a time that is far from im-
passioned ahoit politics. In or out of fashion
—and he has been both several times—
Galub has been painting our predilection for
destruction and folly for more than 50 years.

Although I've never been a devotee of
Golubs blowtorch realism, I have been
shaken by his menacing figures—thugs whe
send chills down your spine by doing little
more than hanging out or giving you a shady
glance. Golub excels at puﬂ.mymg what he
calls “ferocious, indirect power.” In Horsing
Around I (1983), a powerful black man
sporting a pistal and an army jacket sits on a
crate. Next to him, a standing black woman
ina bandanna smokes, while a dazed-looking
white woman wearing jeans and a tawny bra
sits on his knee. He puts one hand on her
thigh and the other down the front of her
pants. The colors are sickly De Kooning-esque
turquoise and yellow, the surface abraded.
But what makes this painting so disturbing—
and the thing Golub does better than any
painter | can think of—is the way it strips
away your invisibility. The figures pause fora
tense, pivatal moment; they know you're
here, and give you a look that produces a
shiver of fear, trapping you in your otherness,
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like you've bled onto thing more
than you can handle. Regardless of your ori-
gins or politics, Golub's work gives you a
queasy sense of just how sheltered and vul-
nerable you really are.

This painting, and most of his other
works from the 1980s (especially the “Mer-
cenaries,” “Riot,” "White Squad,” and “In-
terrogation” serles), confirm that Golub is a
polemicist, and a good one. From 1973;
when he executed Vietnam [—the 40-foot-
long breakthrough that saw him move from
mythic figures to all-too-real ones—tn 1991,
with the startling Try Burning This One . . .,
an image of two guys daring you to mess
with them and their flag, Golub was almost
never off-message. What's more, this mes-
sage comes through forcefully, without sen-
timentality or the device of language. The
fact that he rarely stretched these canvases
may have contributed to Golub's somewhat
marginalized status, kept him from being
compared to other painters. Instead, Golub
presents you with these great, slack, rough-
edged things—blood relatives to theatrical
backdrops, banners, and ancient uapestrles,
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vestigations into aging. Golub’s chief influ-
ences seem to have been expressionism:
primitive, outsider, and classical

such a weird pu'htua] climate. Taking u‘p lit-
tle more than four conitiguous galleries, this
retrospective of 27 medium-to-huge works
and a cluster of small portraits (of politicos
like Richard Nixon, Frandisce Franco, and

GOLUB PRESENTS YOU WITH THESE
GREAT, SLACK, ROUGH-EDGED
THINGS —BLOOD RELATIVES TO
THEATRICAL BACKDROPS, BANNERS,
AND ANCIENT TAPESTRIES. THE
RAGGED, ALMOST PRIMITIVE LOOK
OF HIS PAINTINGS COMES OFF
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Fidel Castro) feels truncated. When 1 got to
the last room | had to ask if the show con-
tinued elsewhere. Nevertheless, Golub's de-
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art; and abstract expressionism’s (espe-
cially Pollock’s) scale and tactility. But his
main touchstones were apparently José
Orozco's images of social chaos and atrocity
and Picasso’s Guernica, which Golub saw in
Chlmgowhan hewas 15 a.nrl hterdesu'ibed
as “a supery stri-
dently eloquent.” As for hls peers, Golub's
pared-down political realism acts as the
third leg of an intriguing, against-the-grain,
genarational tripod formed by Alex Katz's re-

a big slob you are,” and accompanied by a kit-
tle drawing of a man pissing on himself); a
five-year relocation in Paris; a 19-year dry
spell, beginning in 1963, during which he
went without an exhibition in a New York
ial gallery: his d of nearly
all his work from the mid '70s; and his re-
discovery in the early "B0s by a generation
whao admired his figuration and politics.
Sadly, this exhibition can’t show one es-
pecially salient side of Golub: his writings,
which vary from scintillating to scathing. For
a tasta of his contentiousness and willingness
to held unpopular pesitions, check out this
her of a letter, published in the Novem-

ductive, apolitical, repr tional paint-
ings and Peter Saul's twisted political figura-
tion. Along with his wife, the painter Nancy
Spero—who also exhibits a fiercely inde-
pendent, up-yours streak—Golub may also
have paved the way for theatrical history
painters like Anselm Kiefer, Jorg Immendorf,
and, more recently, William Kentridge.

The catalog capably records Golub's
early failures and successes in Chicago; the
drubbing he took in the press for his contri-
bution to MOMA's 1959 “New Images of
Man" show (his art was lambasted as “in-
flated, archaizing, phonily expressive, and
badly painted” by future MOMA curator
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ber 1968 Argforum in response to an article
written by Robert Smithson: “Mangy doh!
Give up your brushes and fissure your mind!
Scum, throw away your technology and rust
your bones! Sadist! Releass nature and the
pile laws of culture! Shrink your mental mud,
man! . . . Die dog! We don't want your lousy
‘bones giving anthropomorphic overtones to
our graves! Entropic Demiurge! Build an
earth mound! Piss on it!” Clearly, Gohtb never
suffered anything lightly. Sometimes he
pounced on a subject; other times he crept up
on it Ifin his current work he can do for ag-
ing what he did to mayhem and institutional
. power, Goub will have raised the bar of pﬂ—



