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Leon Golub, Brawler
In a Cosmic Melee

By AMEI WALLACH

(44 ‘M sort of polirical, sori of
metaphysical, sort of wise-
arre,” Leon Golub is saying in
his street-smart Chicago ca-

dence. “When | pamt a skull, I don’t do

it with eyebrows forrowed.”

He has taken the more uncomiort-
abie of the two chairs in his Greemwich
Village smdio, a battered metal affair,
although fris 79-year-old bones don't
give him nmch reliei. There's no more
getting down on the fioor o scrape a
canvas, as in the oid days in the 1580's,
when he flayed the blood-red back-
grounds betnind his grapiuc, nearty 10-
foot-high paintings of torturers, mer-
cenaries and thugs with a meat cleav-
er.

Thosc paintings are the center-
ptece of a retrospective, “‘Leon Galub:

Brocklyn Muse=m of An
Leon Golub's “Interrogation 1,” 1981, is at the Brooklyn Muscum.

Paintings, 1950-208%,"" organized by the

Irtsh Museumn of Modern Art in Dublin and on view at
the Brooklyn Museum through Aug. 19. Bui as the
exhibition makes explicit, they are only a way station in
the artist’s lifelong enterprise to make paintings that
speak truth to power and record on an epic scale what he
calls “this unending fatalistic aggression which is the
pature of the world.”

His cosmic ambition is to paint his dire, canflicted
viev of the condition of the world in which we live on the
skin of the world, which is what he calls canvas.

Mostly it's a situation we'd just as soon not know
abont, tike the guys in the truth sguad horsing around
while they torture a bound, hooded victim in the 1981
“Interrogation 11.”" Two of the goons face us, grinning,

as if we share a dirty secret,

Mr. Golub's secret has been that he implicates us,
and doesn't go that easy on himself either, in depicting
official mayhem right out of the news. In the “Interroga-
tion,” *'White Squad'’ and “Riot" paintings of the 1580's,
the towering figonres start at floor leve] and imirude on
our space.

This was something new in painting, oot the victor's
propaganda of history painting from the Romans
through Jacques-Louis David; not Framcisco Goya's
horror over the invader. This was painting that said,
“We have met the enemy and it may be us.”

“The only question that protest art asked was,
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‘Which side are you on?' " says Robert
barr, semor curator, depariment of pani-
ing and seubpiure ar the Museam of Modern
AT "Hul Leen maokes big heree pamungs
uf anti-herowe subject marer, and you can't
help but He swept up by the scope. You are
puton the spat. You are on the side you don't
want o be on, i a pusimon where you are
mesmevized by walence and al the same
tme harrified by 10"

My, Golub has long been (he art world's
msider outsider, chertghed for s acuvist
effarts an meuey from the Vietnam War o
ALDS, but as often margmalzed as celebra-
od tor the pugnacious canvases that imevita-
bly du battle with the aesthene of the me-
et

“Sew, I'm crazy because | think | am
wuching real things i real tme,” he says.
“People are nware of these things n Llm,
they re aware af it m novels. We're saturai-
i m information. But ths information is
ol accepted w the sacrosanel temples of
art because those are the highest acheve-
ments of capitalizm, and what they repre-
sent is the wea that the possibibties of the
marman spicit are open and vast and gra-
(ST TEN

As b pauier he's a brawler, As o man he
loaks the port. There's something ominous
mnd loomding aboul hm o o disarming,
cartoany sort of way. He's got the head of
une of hus thugs — ar of the late Pleasso: a
hald builel skull, protrudimg ars, a liber-
une's teshy Wips. The eyes give another
message; they'ro always checking for resc-
nans, they're N constani tension hetween
the need o he loved and the 2es for a good
wnrellectunl fight

In tact, Mi Golub s an sonable man,
matried for o hall century this December W
the artist Nancy Spero, with whom he
shares o remarkable arushc dulogue and
divides their loft 5050 mio separate studios
Fherr life 4y then wark; such domesicity os
there ts takes place at a table e kiehen
corner squeezed mio the back of the ol and
eluttered wilth the eclectic eollection of pub-
heatmns w0 which  they  sabscribe, (rom
Time magazine 10 Women's Inlernanonal
Perwark  News, which  dennzes  human
Fghts abuses around the woeld

They met at the An Insteute of Chicage
aner Waorld War I, i which Mr Galub

served as o mapmaker for the Eighth Air
Force In the wake of the Holocaust and
Hirgshima, M. Galub was abrading, chip-
ping and agacking ms surfaces, 1t was as if
they were the flesh of the crudely rendered
allegorical frgures he wanted w depict as at
anuee universal, heroic and desperately de-
Late § €, pre-
masks, d
art all went mto the brew, notes jon Bird,
the curator of the retrospective, m the cala-
log.

Very saon New York noticed Peter Selz
mehaded Me. Galubin his 1959 “New Images
ol Man" exhibition at the Museum of Mod-
ern Ast, together with such figurarve art-
tsty as Dubuffer and Glacometti, It was the
wrong, tme and the wrong place, 4 mom.ni
of puwer siruggle in the art world berween a
permissive profusion of stvies and an un-
campimmising insistence on the mevitahil-
ity of abstraction. William Rubin, whe would
soon become the regnmg curator ol the
Modern, led the nomek against figurative
painung, savagg Mr, Golub.

And Mr. Golub rose w the ban He sent
Mi Rulwn a noie callng hunm “a g skoh,”™

“a bully-boy" and “a sap,” annotated with
scmalogical drawimgs He dues thar some-
Luines.

O course that letier killed any opporiu-
ity MOMA moy have had w buy a pani-
wg,” Mr. Golub says. He has had some 740
museam exhiboons, bui it rankles that his
painingy are sparsely represented i New
vork musewm colleciions, Lasi year Ulrich
andl Harrier Meyer gave the Madern ils lirst
major Golub, his (0-loe-by-i4-foar “Gigan-
tmachy 1" (1965). 11 5 a pmnong with the
amhnan of 4 Reman fneze, 1t shows arche-
fymal male fpures endlessly entangled m
ferocious battle

"I describe the 'Giganomachy' punrings
it the most fatahsuc and redeemable of
my wark.” Mr Golub says. “There's no
surcease o the aggression There's no end
panl"

The Vietnam wior wuas escalating when he
wilh warkmg on the “Gigantamachy' seres,
Thetr exisiential umversality hegan (o seem
Mke o dead end, ancd M1 Golub resolved the
probilem m the 1870°s by putting umforms.on
s agpressive warciors and juces on the
populace. In the lase badd of the 1870's, he
made multiple pertraits of power . Nelson

Col h .

Rocketeller, Franciseo Franco, John Fosier
Dulles, Mao Zedong, Inllowed by s~ Mer-

Leon Golub with “Torture on Canvas,” i a retrospective at the Brookiva Museanr: " Touchmng real dungs an real i,

aite: Tluiell

ﬂﬁ_l_g__ﬁm_es Golub_l:uai(;; o

his figures look jarringly
disjointed, as physically
Incompetent as he says

he feels in his ownbody.

cenaries'” pamiings

He made his Ogures (arongly disyomued,
as physeally inepn ay he says he teels w his
awn body. He set therm o front of s serim
ol red oxide, as i a Fompeian mural But
ey weren't murals, they were solter, moir
unstabile bnen, hung nol strelched, parchies
sometmes chopped away, ltke limbs

"Hix painung became mest disturbing
wihien be put his archerypesan modero dress,
o b that looks ke us, " says N starn
e s ome of those anosis ot ol peupple
wanil o owrile ofl, bur iy are fareed o
respect hiin They think aboul the picmres
mure than they want o, and hal's s
strength”

In the 1980°s, A young REReraion was
revivuig hguraton Julian Schmabel lcarned

frim Mr Gulub's echimgue, Enc Fischl
frum tus subject mattes For the second
Lorre i s Die, b an st mamstream wis
o step wilh e, un leust T the mameni

He taa staged the spot where sl b
studi betwetn (Wo paintings e has just
completed, ‘Bile your Tongue 1" and “Biee
Your Tangue (0 There's a skull i each ol
ihem — one dungles o agarets rom i
teeth

The new work has none ul the coheresns
marrafive of the thewincal pamtsigs of the
P s, Now e disperses over the canvas
frogmenis of passion, polics, bultounery
and drend — siogany, grallal, ammals, un-
nesving cariaons = which pull apact as
strenuousty as they hang logether

The pew panungs take ther impulse
from a 1937 essay by the phitlasophes Lheo
dor W. Adorng on ULate Sivle m Beetho-
ven " The essay ends with words thae Mo
Golub has weiten praminently on Bl
Yo Famgue 170 Lot lustory of wret hate
worka are the cutanirophes

Tou e noing e Jusy, ' M

Golub says e stakes ace agher pow 1
von Te ever guig (o do il now's the ome o
do1e And these works are a catasiroplie
becauge they wre goug, w pallann of you e

mosi extreane possibnhies Iat Yoo an
pable ol S0 ey are almosi catastropl
vOur amempt Woge o Uem, ami ey
alimasl catastrgphoe w e etlect wy e
wiplid

Hoe e and regards the paameed du sh
anone arm or anosher rugs dorough te ocs
warrk, wiich s based on Mare Anlang o
gmli-nlvicken lines st helpmg morde
Juims Caesar. Cry naves, and ley ship e
digs ul war "

“Logs move through our culiare s o ki
ul unresolved wsae,” M Golub sy t
mean we wiatreal dogs, weper dogs, when
cily geis bomiwed oul, whats bell are dows
roammng through the ¢iy The dog fepes
senls Us al oul sl exteme eling go o
love this nution. Endgame ™

He sets s hands on Dlack-clad knees 8
can 41y and shp w something unexpecied.
somethuig thal doesn’t belong theee voen
And | make 1€ belony, somehuw, see? pu o
ajoker WS thrbinng oo, ceally doedlong !

L kst the vewr he turned 28, he wio

Im 1k st SrETean aspect s, ol impe-
CAy Ll EE Ry a threal w o he avdering o
sociely and sman’s concep ul himsell * Fu
Leon Gaolub, nothing has changed, and e
erythng has. =F
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