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Untitled, 1960, oil on canvas, 65x54
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Untitled, 1962, oil on canvas, 65x54
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The Child, 1963, oil on canvas, 73X92
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Large Mutilated Head, 1964, oil on canvas, 195x130
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Two Officers with Kepis, 1964, oil on canvas, 130X97
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Cow with Bourgeois, 1964, 0il on canvas, 130X97
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Untitled, 1965, oil on canvas, 73x60
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Earthworm (The Volcano), 1964, oil on canvas, 100X81
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The Hospital, 1965, oil on canvas, 133x198
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Grand Carnaval, 1965, oil on canvas, 195X130
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Grand carnaval, 1965, oil on canvas, 198X130

Wy B

27



130x196 , 717V |NW 1965 ,172V1 1NINYT
Nationalist in a Cart, 1965, oil on canvas, 196x130
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Untitled, 1965, oil on canvas, 188x133
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My General, 1966, oil on canvas, 116x89
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Dental Shoulder, 1967, oil on canvas, 162x130
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Swiss Red Cross (Portrait of Ceres), 1968, oil on canvas, 92x73
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The Fifth Wall, 1967, oil on canvas, 162x130
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Ah-ah-ah (Africa), 1969, oil on canvas, 100x81
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The Sea, 1971, oil on canvas, 114X146
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130%x195 ,T17V 1NY ,1968/69 ,JININD X77
Untitled, 1968/69, oil on canvas, 195x130
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Untitled, 1968/69, oil on canvas, 162x130
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The Big Dog (Tavi), 1975, 0il on canvas, 130195
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Moon, 1975, oil on canvas, 100x82
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Untitled, 1975, oil on canvas, 146x114
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Untitled, 1978, oil on canvas, 92x73
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Untitled, 1980, oil on canvas, 116x89
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The Irag War, 1992, oil on canvas, 130x97
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The Chador, 1993, oil on canvas, 130x97
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Censorship (The Peking Spring), 1991, oil on canvas, 130x97
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Inquisition Judge, 1987, oil on canvas, 146x114
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Chimera, 2006, ink and gouache on paper, 76x56
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56X76 1M1 7V 17,2005 ,J1TY
Elf, 2005, ink on paper, 76X56
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56X76 1M1 7V WX111'T,2006 ,JINTD K77
Untitled, 2006, ink and gouache on paper, 76x56
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Fisherman, 2005, ink and gouache on paper, 50x65

52



56X76 117V 17,2010 7T X77
Untitled, 2010, ink on paper, 76x56
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50X65 1M1 7V WX1311'T,2003 ,(D'N"7Wil MNT0 7I7N) DIXN7IMA
Bartholomew (from the Apostles series), 2003, ink and gouache on paper, 65x50
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Self-portrait with Thorns, 2003, ink and gouache on paper, 76x56
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Andrew (from the Apostles series), 2003, ink and gouache on paper, 65x50
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Thomas (from the Apostles series), 2003, ink and gouache on paper, 65x50
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Untitled, 2003, ink and gouache on paper, 65x50
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Judas (from the Apostles series), 2003, ink and gouache on paper, 65x50
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is his personal take on the 12 apostles, a theme he approaches with a more
personal interpretation, modeling the titular figures on his acquaintances
(2003, cat. 38, 40, 41, 43). But it also invites a degree of distance, with which
he was able to easily move from one canvas to another, from one paper to
another, in order to continue something on the canvas in front of him that
he had begun elsewhere - a canvas or paper always already tainted, thus
jeopardizing everything that might occur thereafter.

Grinbergremained loyal to his youthful verve and to his relentless desire
to refute figure for the sake of figuration. His technique of duplicating the
image or of creating a myriad of works, impatiently pitched, cancels the
sovereign and privileged position the “figure” may have had, even for the
New Figuration. Instead, an excess of figuration, on the verge of negating
its own meaning, occurs, in which even the process that created the
defunct figure gets morphed, and at times dismissed. In these moments
of seeming defeat, marking a closure of transcendence, despite itself, one
locates Grinberg’s continuous battle, thwarting, on the verge of demise,

and yet unrelenting.

60



basic construct of a quasi-landscape painting, Grinberg sprays the canvases
with falling objects or impression of gestures by which the image’s planes
get re-distributed and lose their spatial grip. Grinberg offers something
that resembles a surrealist experience, if only to refute it eventually or
perhaps echo a movement whose artistic and political offshoots were as
pernicious as the fascistic figures that are now missing from his paintings.
The bold coloring of backgrounds in the 1960’s will gradually disappear
from Grinberg’s painterly gesture and palette, exposing the basic impatient
fervor that pervades and characterizes his work in its entirety. Grinberg’s
daughter-in-law described to me the way he was able to paint a work on
paper in twenty minutes, as if impelled by an urge to translate “a vision.” As
mere vision, the aesthetic value of the work and its mediumal refinement
became secondary, almost redundant.

1t may well be that as Grinberg’s work matured, so did the intensity
of his visionary gaze. (Grinberg had always shown an affinity toward
religious themes in his work, something that developed in tandem with
his painterly gestures. As his works on paper became a more prominent
fraction of his entire oeuvre, one notices his religious themes in a more
vivid and at times succinct manner.) His artistic fervor, given in the form
of an excess of meaning and a repetitive mode of creation, follows the
intricate and extravagant system of excription - what Jean-Luc Nancy
defined as a “spillage of meaning,” given as an enfeebling attempt to say
over and over something that is “imperceptibly and insuperably excribed.”
Grinberg’s version of excription, at times religiously pitched, or inflected by
tropologies borrowed from his understanding of the Kabbalah, opted for a
translation of what he saw as well as reflect his attempt to efface the critical
distance between what is imagined and what eventually comes forth. The
completion of a work becomes ever more superfluous; this may well be a
translation of Bataille’s concept according to which a project deserves only
to be dropped. We must now return to Nahum Tevet’s reading of Israeli art
as a grand misprision; a misprision that, perhaps, is the only way to fathom
and incorporate - without fully appropriating - the violence of the subjects
that get painted or subsumed under the signifier of “art.” Such a misprision
may allow for an unmediated and perhaps even esoteric approach to the
painted subject, something that we repeatedly see in Grinberg’s work: Such

3 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Excription,” The Birth to Presence, trans. B. Holmes (CA: Stanford University
Press, 1993), p. 320.
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too-much-face that the figure displays. The remaining figure is stripped of
any identified corporeality in order to uncover the problematic structure
of body: It is there even when it is not there, always double, but missing in
action. Grinberg’s work displaces the painterly moment of a rotting nature
morte into the rotting body, gravitating toward proportions of classic
portraiture now ironically posited. The gas mask may also metonymize a
defunct phallus or even a Nazi salutation that has lost its ability to say or
command; however, Grinberg remains obscure and effaces the ciphers of
meaning into the background of the image.

Grinberg’s work constantly vacillates between the duplicity that he
attempts to create in his paintings: a double figure, a duplication of face
or an excess of other facial organs. However, this excess amounts to the
basic dysfunction to which his paintings point. Working with duplications
inescapably evokes questions of origin and artifact - an aporia that has
vexed philosophy since Plato at least as far as mimetological structures are
concerned. Derrida and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe revisited this aporia in
their work on mimetology and the way it yields, and fails to yield, basic
metaphysical and aesthetical relations - the very relations that concern
us here. Grinberg’s doubled figure uncovers the problem of duplication
and duplicity: the problem of monstrosity and the way it is given over to
systems of representation by constantly destabilizing the border between
margin and center, as well as between background and foreground.

Grinberg’s paintings carry a toxic element that may have penetrated
his painterly gesture during the period in which he was experimenting
with the effects of LSD, at the end of the 1960’s. While his portraits were
ironically probing classical models of portraiture and the way they could
become disfigured, Francis Bacon-style, when he experienced his own
period of inebriation there was not only a sheer effacement of figure - one
way of saying “new figuration” - but also a recalibration of the background
and what is considered background and center. Two works from the late
1960’s (both Untitled, 1968/69 (?), cat. 22, 23) mark a radical revision in the
treatment of what was previously considered a mere background for the
appearance of floating figures. The paintings forge a new understanding of
the background and the painting’s space. The pictorial plane is distributed
differently than in his portraits and quasi-portraits. It seems that under the
effect of LSD, Grinberg resorts to a more basic division between the lower
and upper planes, with something like a ground that gradually protrudes

and invaginates the diminishing upper parts of the painting. Upon this
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Like many of the painters of his generation, he tried to come to terms with
the long-lasting and destructive effect of fascism. Considering himself
a survivor, throughout the sixties and seventies he painted a series of
fascistoid figures that bore their own mutilated disfiguration. The figure
of the fascist - a rigorously disruptive formation - kept recurring in his
work from the sixties until his late work in the 2000’s. Two paintings
entitled Grand Carnaval (1965, cat. 11, 12) unveil some of the central motifs
that are repeatedly circulated in Grinberg’s work. Grinberg’s figure is
always already not itself; it is doubled and divided, questioning the fate of
what remains from the anthropos beyond the catastrophe. The two images
present a double-faced figure, like a Janus face. Yet unlike Janus, Grinberg’s
figures hold no promise for futurity, nor can they secure a safe passage
to an untainted past. These are morphed and heavily disfigured images
of a body devoid of any trace of humanism - a concept so perniciously
corrupted in twentieth century politics and philosophy. Instead of a body
we are met with a dismembered shell that uncovers the maiming effect
of the carnivalesque: exposed bones, excess of teeth, missing organs and
prostheses replace the fiction of “body.” The images retain an undecidable
edge in terms of what constitutes their uncanny effect in ways that situate
these figures - no longer figures but defunct figurations - on the trajectory
of the common artistic fascination with the mutilated body; a body
without transcendence, no longer holding any promise for resurrection
or restitution. Detached from any distinct pictorial plane, the figures
are held floating on a grey or a black background that hides as it holds,
but certainly cannot contain, these excessive figurants. The background,
while still retaining something of his debt to lyrical abstraction in terms
of the veiled and nuanced colors, clashes with the drama that has been
incommensurably juxtaposed unto it by the figure that emerges at the
center of the painting.

Another example of Grinberg’s vigilant scrutiny of repressive regimes
is given in Untitled (c. 1965, cat. 10). The painting portrays an unidentified
figure, a soldier whose identity is uncertain. This may even be a deracinated
portrait of Hitler, and yet the duplication that pervades the image does
not allow for an easy identification. As in the previous images, the figure
is doubled and excessively masked. The painting engages the uncritical
and catastrophic usage of the figure by which one is continuously
interpellated. The gas mask, which may also be a kind of death mask, is
anamorphotically placed, doubling for both the loss of face and the gain of
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representation in a way that inescapably provokes a violent devaluation
of affect and the seductive excess from “the figure.” Grinberg’s figure was
therefore necessarily defunct, ontologically so, to the extent that in his
earlier works, a figure “as such” is hardly present, and certainly difficult to
trace. The disappearance of “the figure” for the sake of figuration, namely
in favor of something that purports figure but still calls for a degree of
meaningfulness, despite itself, is what characterized Grinberg’s work in
its entirety; a work whose figuration is heavily premised on abstraction,
the abstraction he learned in Israel from mentors like Stematsky,
Streichman, Argov, and Krize. The contours of Argov and Striechman are
vividly traceable in Grinberg’s early work, most notably in a series of three
canvases painted in the early sixties (all Untitled, c. 1960, cat. 1, 2; c. 1902,
cat. 3), where the basic geometrical structures that would instruct his
work throughout his life are still manifested as an abstraction, and not yet
fully developed in terms of the pure figure. These contours would evolve
throughout Grinberg’s artistic work into a more distinct line, but already
here one is struck by his strong and assured painterly gesture. The color
palette is distinctly in tandem with the colors that were in vogue among
the artists who belonged to the Israeli lyrical abstraction style, with a grey
background, drops of red and accents of light blue. The thickness of the
color hints at the gestural line that would evolve in Grinberg’s later work;
however, here one is met with a young Grinberg who still pays dividends
to his mentors as he searches for a differentiated voice.

Grinberg’s artistic activity was affected by a myriad of referents and
images that penetrated his body of work. His oeuvre uncovers his capacity,
and at times his failed attempts, to assimilate the artistic and political
occurrences. Seeded by French poetry (mostly Rimbaud and Baudelaire),
Kabbalah, and the political events of his times, Grinberg relentlessly took
recourse to defunct structures in order to present the faulty mechanisms

- be they political, artistic, or personal - that pervaded his surroundings.

2 Many readers and scholars of Nietzsche have pointed to the destructive force of Nietzsche’s
tropology. One could hardly do them justice or enumerate them all; however, in this context
it is worth noting, in addition to Derrida’s reading in The Ear of the Other: Otobiography,
Transference, Translation (New York: Schocken Books, 1985 pp. 10-33), also Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe’s “Apocryphal Nietzsche” (The Subject of Philosophy, Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1993, pp. 37-56), and Paul de Man’s readings of Nietzsche in Allegories
of Reading: Figural Language in Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1979).
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and, being inescapably exposed to the artistic occurrences in her or his
new setting, inadvertently decontextualizes what he or she thinks they
understood. (Understanding and the way it relates, or fails to relate, to
the artistic process is something that requires another interrogation.)
Outrageous as this rendition may sound, 1 was fascinated by this perpetual
misunderstanding as an axiom for the migration of artistic knowledge, or
even for an artistic event, an event that discloses itself, as we have learned
from Heidegger, in its withdrawal and disappearance. An artist, always
on the prowl for fruitful misprisions, must participate in something that
occurs and exceeds the artistic experience ad hoc. Art, therefore, assumes
contours of a violent appropriation.

When 1 first encountered the works of Jacques Grinberg, | had to
ponder and review Tevet’s description of an ‘Israeli misprision’ and tried
to understand what occurs when an artist immigrates to a different
place where he implements an artistic world-view and modes of artistic
articulation that might not, at the time, be fully commensurate with what
happens, or fails to happen, in his new habitat. Grinberg came to Paris
in the mid-sixties after being schooled by the Israeli artists who belonged
to New Horizons, possessed by Israeli rage. While showing some enmity
to certain artistic elements prevailing in the Israeli artistic scene of the
time, namely those of lyrical abstraction, he could not have fully severed
himself from the teachings of his mentors. His early work in Paris, which
soon evolved into the New Figuration with which he became associated,
still echoes, on many registers, trends that were prevalent at the artists’
workshop in the Kibbutzim of the New Horizons movement.

Grinberg’s early works uncover his genealogical origins in ways that
are quite telling and may therefore explain his complicated relation to
figuration. As one of the founders of New Figuration - a movement that
later evolved, if only paratactically, into Figuration narrative, and eventually
into French pop art - Grinberg’s work overtly turned toward the power
of the figural. However, resorting to an aestheticized figure in post-war
France, and certainly in post-1968 France, could not have allowed for an
ornamented figure, to the extent that figure “as such” may imply exactitude
or certitude in terms of the hermeneutic distance between figure and
figurant. In his reading of Nietzsche, Derrida demonstrated the inexistence
of this “as such” in relation to figurality and the rhetoric it carries.
Figuration, unlike figure, meant distance and measure: Nietzschean

tropes of thinking capable of breaking with the metaphysical clichés of
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Defunct Figuration

Nimrod Reitman

Jacques Grinberg’s body of work is as elusive as Grinberg himself. Bulgarian
born, Israeli raised, and French acculturated, Grinberg’s oeuvre traverses
the incommensurable tensions of his biographical itinerary. The attempt
to locate a place that would be nourishing, however, not too nourishing,
and that would be worthy of occupying the position of “home,” is
apparent in his works. And yet, Grinberg was always a dissident, refusing
the narcissistic comforts of being-at-home. His painted themes were as
diverse as his biography, and despite his fervent pursuit of the new - be it
in the Israeli New Horizons movement (Ofakin Hadashim) or later the in
the Nouvelle figuration of the 1960’s, which led him to present his works
in the most respectable Parisian salons - he managed to disappear from
critical scrutiny. Though always oriented toward Israel, Grinberg became
one of those artists whose contribution was forgotten or disavowed from
the history of Israeli art, something that calls for a repeated recalibration.
Grinberg signifies an unstable atopos that resists easy spatial and temporal
definitions. Despite having presented his work mainly in France, his
painterly gesture is resolutely Israeli and deserves a critical review. Let us

try and understand the nature of this forgetfulness.

In one of my conversations with Nahum Tevet, 1 was intrigued by his
description of Israeliartasan ongoing act of misprision. For Tevet, Israeli art
is embedded in gestures of fruitful misunderstanding and mistranslation.
One should be careful of such a reduction; however - and 1 am being
proleptic here - for Tevet, Israeli artists usually served as harbingers of
something akin to a deterritorialization of artistic phenomena and trends.

The process generally unfolds as followed: An Israeli artist travels abroad,

1 In this context, misprision is a term coined by Harold Bloom to describe deliberate acts of
misreading or misinterpretation as a tactic for creating a clearer imaginary space for poetic
creation. See: Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1997). Misprision also calls for acts of concealment and misconstruction

that may have legal inflections, without making claims for genre definitions.
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realism to foreground a more political aspect.

To offer my own interpretation, the human figures in Girnberg’s
canvases of the 1960’s carry each the heavy load of a tormented, defeated
humanism. To me, this looked like an attempt at conveying the legacy
of the European fate in the first half of the twentieth century via an
uncommon Marxist prism, but without setting aside the breakthroughs of
the different avant-gardes (de Kooning was also a favorite of his).

If Bacon’s tormented reshaping of the human figure in the aftermath
of World War 11 owes to his own misgivings and inner contradictions -
such as his homosexuality, his alcoholism and his nihilist bent - the same
degradation of the figure that we see in Grinberg is never due to psychology,
but rather to the woes of contemporary society and class divisions.

At the end of that decade the Schoeller gallery went bankrupt, an
event that shook his world completely — works of his’ that were previously
acquired by Schoeller were dumped en masse into the market. Another
devastating development for him was the rise of American pop art, a
movement that seemed to be taking over the world of painting, and,
in general, the growing dominance of New York as new center of the
international art world. This - as well as his failed, hesitant attempt at
moving back to Israel.

From the 1970’s on Grinberg’s canvases and drawings undergo a
multitude of transformations, both thematically and formally. If one
insists on generalizing, we may say that his paintings grow increasingly
didactic. Or symbolic; a symbolism that occasionally took the shape of
unlikely hybrids, with Jewish-Kabbalic symbols mingled with the world
of a hash smoker. During that time, he had a prolific output of works on
paper, which were marked by a flat graphic character over the white of the
support. In his own world, he grew increasingly introverted and domestic.

As the years went by, Jacque Grinberg’s work became a terra incognita
to viewers in Israel. Several attempts were made to draw attention to his
work here, but were met with little success. In September 1972, as we
were publishing the first issues of “Siman Kria,” which was to become the
leading literary magazine in Tel Aviv during the 1970’s and 1980’s, | insisted
on featuring one of Jacques’s drawing on the cover, with an additional
portfolio of his prints in the magazine’s pages. Two of my poetry collections
also featured paintings of his’ on the cover. But only now are we gratified

with a veritable exhibition of his work, which fills me with pleasure.
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The majority of the works in Grinberg’s early exhibitions were mid-
format oil paintings of feminine figures, painted in a near-monochromatic
color palette - mostly the many variants of black, gray and white or
experiments in red and black. These were not identified portraits, as the
shaping of the faces, influence perhaps by Streichman, were all marked
by abstraction. Here and there one could already tell an expressionist
influence, mostly that of a Soutine.

Now known as Jacques Grinberg, his formative years in Paris and in
its art world (to many, the city still seemed at the forefront of modern
painting) presented a new and vital stage in his development, both
personally and artistically. During those same years I too had experienced a
crucial stage in my development, first in Tel Aviv and then in London. Our
correspondence grew sparse and sporadic, but still we managed somehow
to keep in touch. When we saw each other again in Paris at different times
across the 1960’s, 1 had found him to be in a strong position, quite at the
height of his artistic and public status: He joined the New Figuration
(Nouvelle figuration), a group of young artists active in Paris at the time
who sought to counter the abstract tendencies of the 1950’s. Along with
others in the group, Jacques belonged to Galerie Schoeller, a prominent
gallery. He exhibited his work in the most prestigious annual Parisian
show, and started garnering attention from collectors.

In 1964, when 1 first saw Jacques’s Parisian work, along with that of
his colleagues from the figurative bunch - Arroyo, Aznar, Segui and
others - 1 detected in him an intriguing link to Francis Bacon, but with
a more political bent. Most of his canvases at the time were characterized
by a monochromatic and nearly flat background that contrasted with a
dominant figure looming at front, itself framed by a seemingly arbitrary

and brutal cut, in a way as to yield a structure that pushes away from

Photo-booth portrait, roughly the second half

of the 1960’s
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Our friendship was at its closest and most fruitful at these times in
particular: from our initial meeting to the time Jacques moved to Paris,
in April 1962; later when 1 myself came to Paris to stay for short periods -
in November 1964, throughout the second half of 1965, and in the end of
1969; again in 1970, when Jacques came to Israel, bringing his family with
him to live in Bat Yam for a year and entertaining the thought of staying.
Following that we would only meet in Paris during occasional visits 1 had
made there. It was purely by chance fate that 1 happened to be in Paris in
the summer of 2011, and was able to attend his cremation ceremony at the
Pére Lachaise crematorium.

During the first intensive phase of our friendship, while still in the
military, we would make daily trips to the city. Yaacov attended evening
classes at the Avni Institute, the old Tel Aviv art establishment, where a
core group of young aspiring artists had gathered. At times 1 would join
him and attend lectures by Joav BarEl and others. Yaacov was particularly
fond of the teachings of Streichman, and admired sculptor Dov Feigin, too.
Among his peers at Avni were Moshe Gershuni and his wife at the time,
Bianca Eshel-Gershuni, also of Bulgarian origin.

It is strange that 1 have neglected to mention Jacques’s Bulgarian
background till now: If I am not mistaken, he immigrated to Israel aged
12, with his parents and sister. Yet his Bulgarian-ness was at odds with that
of the majority of Bulgarian Jews. His parents represented the two poles
of this Jewry: His mother, with her Mediterranean-style cooking, Ladino
songs and tarot cards, was a descendent of the expelled Jews of Spain,
while his father, a Marxist intellectual and a communist since an early age,
was a man of learning, an “Ashkenazi Bulgarian” - back in Bulgaria he held
the position of deputy minister (of economy, 1 think), but was removed
from office during one of the purges there, after which he took his family
and emigrated, landing in the fledgling state of lsrael. His non-Zionist
worldview surely had an impact on his son as well.

Neither of us had completed their military service, ridding ourselves
of it through an early discharge, each at a time. Yaacov preceded me in 4-5
months. When he finished his studies at the Avni Institute, he held a joint
exhibition with a fellow graduate at the Katz Gallery, in Dizengoff Street,
following which he began to paint feverishly, preparing new works for a
show at the Chemerinski Gallery, in Gordon Street. Half-way between
those two galleries stood Café Kassit, the famed meeting spot for artists in

Tel Aviv, which became our regular nighttime hangout.
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Yaacov - Jacques - His Mother Called him Djeki

Thoughts and recollections on Yaacov-Jacques Grinberg

Meir Wieseltier

It was in the most unlikely of circumstances that 1 had first met Jacques
Grinberg (who at the time was still known, and had signed his works, as
Yaacov) when considering our respective character traits, objectives and
attributes. At 19, serving as privates in the Israeli army, we were both
stationed at the 611 Food Supply Unit of the Logistics Corps, at the Tzrifin
camp, a former British military base still known at the time by the name
of Sarafand. Back in 1960 this military base was considered by many as a
kind of penal colony for gifted high-school graduates supposedly destined
for the more prestigious combating units (the likes that we, indeed, were
kicked out from to end up there), yet neither of us really aspired to a brilliant
career in the military, preferring instead the unheroic and lackluster base
of Tzriffin and feeling ourselves very much with one foot outside the army
already, the existential center of our lives having gravitated towards the
vibrant art scene of nearby Tel Aviv.

Though still privates in the military, we already perceived ourselves,
each in his respective domain, as artists of the avant-garde - a perception
that no doubt was at the background of our swift befriending and
spontaneous like-mindedness, which happened in no time. We were easy
to attribute artistic greatness and foresee a certain artistic future to one
another. In a matter of two days we forged a tight friendship between us
that would last for many years to come, despite the distance that was to
separate us for most of our lives, having lived in different countries and in
very different artistic scenes.

I think that already at the start of our friendship I could perceive in
Jacques that pure, profound, strong and uncompromising love for the
good and the beautiful - almost in the ancient Greek sense of these words
- side by side with a deep-seated doubt, a mistrust in their very possibility
at the specific historical-political moment we were born into, and, as a
consequence, a deep mistrust in authority of every kind.

A similar view of the cultural and political moment 1 had known from

myself, and this had very likely tightened the ties of our friendship further.
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circles at that time were focusing on conceptual orientations, developing
sensibilities such as “The Meagerness of Material” [“Dalut hahomer”, often
(mis)translated as “The Want of Matter” (Tr.)] and inclining to reductive
minimalist abstraction. At this time Grinberg began a personal journey to
slumbering regions of identity and Jewishness that Israeli art was not yet
mature enough to deal with.

In the 80s Grinberg made another attempt to return and acclimatize
himself to Israel. He even got his work shown, and exhibited at the Dvir
Gallery in Tel Aviv (1984, 1985), but his exhibitions received little response
and no local horizon opened up for his works.

Even though he longed to belong, Jacques Grinberg was a migrant
artist in his soul.

Mundi: What language do you think in? / Grinberg: French. / Mundi:
Not in Bulgarian? / Grinberg: 1 cry in Bulgarian / Mundi: And in Hebrew /
Grinberg: I've tried to love.?

Jacques Grinberg died in 2011, in Paris, and there seems to be both
power and truth in the sentence Mundi quotes at the end of his article
about him:

“ldon’t have a homeland and I'll never have one. A painter doesn’t need
a homeland. I'm a foreigner everywhere, the only place where 1 don'’t feel
foreign is my studio”.?

Jacques (Yaakov) Grinberg, a foreigner everywhere, sought to love here,
but it seems that his painting, in its inverted way, is the absent present in

Israeli art.

8 Yosef Mundi, “Society is the Artist’s Enemy”, Yediot Aharonot (20 April 1973) (in Hebrew).
9 Mundji, ‘Jacques Grinberg” (n. 7 above).
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by the revolt of the students and by the artists who collaborated with
them: “The government and especially the French bourgeoisie came out
strongly against modern art, and viewed it as an enemy that endangered
the ruling class. The French establishment suddenly awoke and forcibly
braked all artistic opposition. This harmfully affected not only the painting
but also the theater and especially the cinema”. The atmosphere changed,
and with the blocking of resources to artists and to art, free expression was
no longer possible. “Paris sank into a harsh and despair-inducing slumber”.
In an interview with Mundi, Grinberg said that the failure of the revolt
was “a shock that tore my universe apart”. He characterized the painting
done in Paris after the failure of the revolt as a return to landscape and
still life, while “the bricks of the barricades were sold to the bourgeois”.
He viewed the graffiti that were created in New York after 1968 as a direct
continuation of the Paris protests in which he had taken an active part.”

During his early days in Paris Grinberg was represented by a leading
gallery (André Schoeller) and his works were shown in important group
exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art in Paris and in galleries in
Belgium and Switzerland. But after the failure of the Students’ Revolt and
the collapse of the gallery that represented him (incurring the sale of his
paintings at a loss, which broke the market for his works) he had to grapple
with a new reality from which he found it difficult to recover.

His two attempts to return to Israel and become part of the local art
scene, in the early '7os and in the mid-'8os, were unsuccessful. It seems
that Grinberg, who was close to circles of poets and theater people in
Israel, was less (if at all) connected with circles of plastic artists in Israel.
His literary colleagues considered him a charismatic cultural figure, gifted
with an analytical talent capable of the finest distinctions. Testimony of
this is his inclusion in the first published edition of the literary periodical
Siman Kriah - a work of his was published on the cover, and a selection of
his drawings was printed as part of the edition. Another of his paintings
appeared on the cover of the literary periodical Proza 21 (1978), and the
poet Meir Wieseltier chose to use two of Grinberg’s paintings on covers of
his books.

When Jacques Grinberg arrived in Israel with his family in the early

’70s, his work did not connect in any dialogue with local art, whose inner

7 Yosef Mundi, “Jacques Grinberg”, Tel Aviv (17 August, 1984) (in Hebrew); “On the Painter

Jacques Grinberg” (n. 2 above); and typewritten text (n. 5 above).
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figuration” of his own that he formulated in sculpture - a total negation
of the “New Horizons” aesthetics of expression that had been dominant in
the local art scene for decades. Tumarkin’s sculpture confronted the body,
which had been absent from Israeli art until then, and grappled frontally
with deformation, with the grotesque, and with the horrors of war (several
years later, after the “Six Day War”). “We were a new generation that wanted
to express sharply, without qualms, about wounds - on the contrary, the
declared aim was to touch the wounds with all our might, and even with
deliberate cruelty”, wrote Mundi.s

In the late ’60s Michael Druks painted grotesque nudes that exposed
bestial lasciviousness, and collaborated with the playwright Hanoch Levin
in forthright anti-war messages: Levin in writing and Grinberg in painting
gave expression to the absurd, grotesque duplicity in which the defeated,
crippled body still primps itself in blind, zealous, puffed-up pugnacity.
Looking at Grinberg’s generals with amputated limbs from 1964 brings
to mind the final scene of Levin’s 1974 play Schitz: “In the middle of this
wearying life, the state came to my home, reached out a rough hand,
and took my husband. Now it also wants me bless it for this death and
welcome it: Welcome, death; welcome, grave; welcome, coffin; welcome,
burned flesh and blood and wounds: welcome!” A contemporary operatic
interpretation of Schitz, performed in Tel Aviv in the framework of the
Israel Festival during the opening week of the Grinberg exhibition, attests
like a thousand witnesses to the topicality of Levin’s and Grinberg’s
oeuvres, which make use of the aesthetics of shock and its accompanying
effect of estrangement as an avant-garde tactic that knows no red lines. In
comparison to the “New Figuration” artists in Israel in the late ’60s (who
also, like Grinberg, were influenced by the works of Francis Bacon, de
Kooning, and Samuel Beckett) the forthright expressive directness of the
venomous image in Grinberg’s paintings stands out as distinctive, as does
the acerbic critical dimension that charges his work with power.

In the early '60s the critical avant-garde was well received in Paris, a city
identified with a universal and international image that was welcoming to
foreign artists. But all this changed radically in 1968, with the Students’
Revolt. The French bourgeoisie, Yosef Mundi wrote, “was greatly alarmed”

5 Yosef Mundi, typewritten text, undated (in Hebrew), estate of Jacques Grinberg, Paris.
6 Hanoch Levin, Schitz, first performed at the Haifa Municipal Theater in 1975, directed by

Hanoch Levin.
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later displayed again at the Katz Gallery. Two years after this he held his
first solo exhibition at the Chemerinsky Gallery in Tel Aviv.

In 1962 he left for Paris, and from then on was known as Jacques. He
joined the pioneers of the “New Figuration” orientation, most of whom were
immigrant artists who created innovative, vibrant contemporary painting
that struck out against the abstract which had taken over everywhere.
The playwright and critic Yosef Mundi, who devoted a number of articles
to Jacques Grinberg, noted that “In contrast to the previous generation,
the generation of the Second World War, who wished, rightly, to distance
themselves from the horrors of the war through a quest for a spiritual
world free of blood and violence, Jacques Grinberg’s generation did not
fear direct confrontation with violence, and decided to analyze the motives
of violence and to express an outcry, through art, against the bestiality that
leads men to deeds of war and cruelty”.

Like artists who worked a little later in Israel (Uri Lifshitz, Michael
Druks, Yair Garbuz), the New Figuration artists did not join together into
an institutionalized group, and worked independently as individuals.
They were not marked as a phase in the history of art, even though they
definitely caused a turnabout - in Paris early in the decade, and even in
Israel, towards the end of the decade.

In Israel the turnabout in plastic art was preceded by a turnabout in
literature. The herald of the new spirit was the poet and critic Natan Zach,
who identified faults in the poetry of [the then, if unofficial, laureate (Tr.)]
Natan Alterman - repetitive, high, generalizing and abstract language -
and formulated a kind of manifesto of departing from this to a different,
spoken language, a language that confronts the body and the nerves of
the time. Thirty year later, looking backwards, Meir Wieseltier noted a
connection between Alterman’s abstraction and Zaritsky’s abstraction in
painting.+ This parallelism that Wieseltier hinted at, between the systems
of literature and plastic art, illuminates a deep movement in the spirit of
the time - of revolt against the messages and the conventions of taste of
the “generation of the fathers”. In the mid-’60s, Igael Tumarkin struck

out against the identity conventions of “Israeli art” by proposing a “new

2 Yosef Mundi, “On the Painter Jacques Grinberg”, BaMahaneh (1 August, 1984) (in Hebrew).

3 Natan Zach, “Reflections on Alterman’s Poetry”, Achshav 3-4 (1959) (in Hebrew).

4 Meir Wieseltier, “Length-Section in Natan Zach’s Poetry”, Siman Kriah 10 (1980), 405-429
(in Hebrew).
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“The only place where I don’t feel

foreign is my studio”

Galia Bar Or

The exhibition of Jacques (Yaakov) Grinberg’s paintings at the Mishkan
Museum of Art, Ein Harod (Summer 2015) exposes challenging works by an
Israeli artist who lived and worked in France, maintained close connections
with artists and authors in Israel, yet his oeuvre has remained unseen and
almost completely unknown by art lovers in Israel. The exhibition and
the catalogue that accompanies it offer a contemplation of a select cross-
section of his work whose messages and power of expression seem to be
more relevant today than ever.

Jacques (Yaakov) Grinberg was born in 1941, in Bulgaria, and lived in
Sofia during the war years. His father, Natan Grinberg, a member of the
Communist Party in his youth, held a high position in the leadership of
Communist Bulgaria after the war. In 1954 the family moved to Israel and
settled in Bat Yam. On his arrival Jacques went to school in a kibbutz,
and at a young age began studying art at the Avni school in Tel Aviv. He
probably was not exposed directly to the horrors of the Holocaust, but the
subject was not repressed, certainly not by his father, who already in 1945
published a book that collated revealing documents he had found in the
Bulgarian Interior Ministry after the war. The book contains evidence of
the attempts of the Bulgarian fascist government to eliminate Bulgarian
Jewry and of the involvement of the army and the police in the expulsion
and extermination of the Jews of Thrace and Macedonia.' After the book
disappeared from the bookshops in Bulgaria he published it again in
Israel (in Bulgarian). In 1961 Natan Grinberg published another book in
Israel, this time with a painting by his son on its cover. A critical Marxist
world view was part of the habitus Jacques grew up in, and his acute and
uncompromising sensitivity reverberates through all the various phases of
his work.

Already in 1959, when Jacques was only 18, his work was shown at

Dizengoff House in Tel Aviv, in an exhibition of Avni graduates, which was

1 Natan Grinberg, Documenti, Sofia (1945) (in Bulgarian). My thanks to Dr. Shlomo Shealtiel
and Dr. Moshe Mosek.
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