The following text was written four years ago as an
introduction to a polemical exhibition of pictures I had
bought for the Arts Council of Great Britain. The show
was very controversial. I've agreed to have the text re-
printed here because, even though I might put some of
the ideas differently now, the words may have some inter-
est in America, outside the original L.ondon occasion.

R. B. Kitaj
London
August, 1979

THE HUMAN CLAY

SCHOOL OF LONDON

I have felt very out of sorts with my time. It is no great
comfort to hear from one of the three or four finest poets
writing in English (Creeley) that “poetry feels like a shutter
banging in the wind . . . vague and diffuse.” I hardly know
why I agreed to buy pictures for the Arts Council. I should
have stayed in bed like Oblomov. Anyway, the shutter bang-
ing in the wind did not defeat what became a labour of love
and I'm glad I did it.

I told them I would only buy pictures representing peo-

ple, for many reasons. One reason is that I am a poor judge
of abstraction and an even poorer judge of the host of art
things in the non-picture line, even when I have given in to
those post-Duchampian temptations myself. Like good de-
mocrats, however, the Council will have been tending those
flocks as well.

I thought I would try to look to what I believe to be the
most basic art-idea, from which so much great art has come.
I was looking mostly for pictures of the single human form
as if they could be breathed on, whereupon they would glow
like beacons of where art has been and like agents of a newer
art life to come. Really good things, or at least things which
would satisfy my own perhaps strange criteria, are rare

Hockney likes to quote the
line from Auden’s long poem,
Letter to Lord Byron, which
reads, ““To me, Art’s subject
is the human clay.”

enough but revelations from a master hand come up a few
times in each century . . . as I write (1976), I'm looking
through the Sanlucar Sketch-books which Goya only began
when he was past 50. . .and it should be clear enough when
all the pictures are brought together for this showing that
revelations of that burning order have not found their mo-
ment. But I grow to love the way we fail. The seam never
really gave out. It's only that so much of the sophisticated art
stream has, for very interesting and for me often enigmatic
reasons, been diverted away from even the most recent mod-
els of the art which has always responded to the human form
and always will.

By recent models I mean the ultimate ones: the large
black single figure drawings Van Gogh did of the miserable
people he cared about (not seen often enough); the late, late
pastel women, like no other women, made by near-blind
Degas after 1900; the incredible riverbank bather-inventions
Cézanne designed (again after 1900) and the Vallier things;
Picasso, over and over again, from the faces of Sabartes and
Junyat at Barcelona, the great G. Stein portrait-invention,
the still astounding Demoiselles composition and almost
any time he got serious with a pencil; the formal master
Brancusi, responding every day to the near look of people,
their heads, their postures in any delineation he cared to
pursue right into our times.
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