
R.B. Kitaj AN EARLY EUROPE synoptic analysis

R.B. Kitaj, AN EARLY EUROPE, 1964,  
oil on canvas, 152 x 213 cm (60 x 84”),  

University of  Michigan 

The central and proportionately largest part 
of the picture plane has been painted with 
depictions of three figures using similar 
shapes to photographic detail from a 
sculpture by Antonio Canova. 

The right-hand top part of the picture plane 
signifies a window that reveals a white 
landscape. A horizon line and hill have 
been indicated in pale blue paint.  The 
landscape has been heavily painted in 
white (the only part of the picture plane that 
has been heavily painted).

The third area of the picture is a rota-
gravure print of a photograph from a detail 
of a sculpture by Canova and used by Kitaj 
as the basis for his central image. The print 
is probably from a Sunday Times 
supplement.

The fourth area of the plane is a depicted 
running figure, apparently moving from the 
central image towards the image of the 
landscape. The figure visually connects the 
central image to the window and 
landscape.
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A recurring feature of  these simulations is that of  making frames around part or all of  the 
picture plane and that of  breaking these frames. In the main, Kitaj's works in this period before 
1970 use imagery already available to him as imagery made by others.  

The pattern of  connectedness that constitutes his æsthetic function, however, requires a 
comprehension of  his sources as referents. This requirement is understood by Kitaj as his catalogue 
notes and bibliography partly clarify. Simulation, framing and referentiality may thus be seen as a 
relationship that effectively describes many of  the aspects of  Kitaj's art: both his semiotics and 
pragmatics, and the intersecting planes in which his simulated materials from the ‘world as text’ are 
relocated through contextual shifts and dislocated through improvisation.	 	  

The overlapping, and thus partial obliteration, of  images that collage encourages may be observed 
as operative in AN EARLY EUROPE. The floating ovals on the top of  the right-hand figure, for 
example, are fragments ‘collaged’ from the painting PARIAH. 

Kitaj's use of  earlier value systems, such as perspectival and mediæval figuration, as part of  his 
simulatory facture, adds to his ability to present disruption. Kitaj further increases his disruptive 
potential, through his use of  referentiality; 

Thus in both cases the shift from the Renaissance practice of  painting from sculpture to the 
twentieth century practice of  painting from photographic reproduction of  sculpture is a shift of  
discourse. It is Kitaj's practice to improvise from simulation. 

The preceding and following comments are extracted from a chapter I wrote in the 1980s on the 
work of Kitaj in relation to his 1965 solo exhibition in the Marborough-Gerson gallery in New York.
A full copy of that text, with notation of the references used, is available as a pdf on my edublogs 
site: http://allenfisher.edublogs.org
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The figure on the left has been painted in a 
flat black. This figure has been given a 
head garment painted mainly in flat red with 
a triangular, white (unpainted, primed 
canvas) section suggesting hair beneath 
the garment.  The garment approximates 
the outline of the hair represented in the 
Canova sculpture. The figure suggests a 
black African woman.

In the foreground of the white landscape 
through the window, two figures have been 
depicted as black silhouettes, one is 
walking, the other may be skating.
The immediate impression is that the 
figures are on packed snow, not sand, and 
that it is cold. Cold, that is, in distinction 
from the apparently hot atmosphere in the 
central image. The ‘area’ in this part of the 
picture plane suggests Europe rather than 
North Africa (Europe because of the title, 
rather than North America or Japan).

The central figure is painted mainly in pale 
‘Caucasian flesh’ colour and is slightly 
mottled.  The figure is depicted with a leg 
spread stance similar (but not the same as) 
the figure depicted in the lower right-hand 
of Picasso's Les Demoiselles d’Avignon.
The pale Caucasian flesh colour and 
genital region insists the figure is a white 
woman.

The right-hand figure's body is painted in a 
flat, dark orange oil paint. The beard and 
dress signifies a male Arab.

The three figures thus appear to signify a 
common location in North Africa where 
white European, black African and Arab 
meet.
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The central figure is caressed by both the 
other figures as she clings and caresses 
them both.  It is the central figure who is 
attended and who attends. Her straps are 
open: she is exposed to the license that the 
environment, ‘the oriental near east’, 
permits her.  She is Europe exploiting and 
exploited. The next ‘area’ in the sequence 
runs from this scenario. The runner's hand 
signifies anxiety, or the wish to not hear of 
the proceedings. The figure runs back to 
the cooler climate of a Europe signified as 
a snowscape.

Kitaj's central image as an interpretation of 
‘The Three Graces’ thus becomes an essay 
in transgression of Enlightenment values.

The figure running from the central image 
to the window landscape leads the eye at 
that place from the left to the right. The 
similarity between the reproduction of the 
Canova and the central image creates an 
initial oscillation where the viewer makes a 
comparison between the two ‘areas’ for 
similarities and dissimilarities. Once this 
activity settles and the viewer is left to 
consider the picture plane as a whole, a 
viewing sequence sets in.

 It would be part of the inclination of this 
reading to project the image of Kitaj or the 
image of the viewer onto the running figure.

Where Picasso's discourse confronts the 
viewer with women (prostitutes) presented 
by a woman (Madame), thus offering an 
exposure of the exploitive use of the 
images of women, particularly in ‘orientalist’ 
or nineteenth century genre paintings, 
Kitaj’s critique of a similar exploitation shifts 
its emphasis to an ambiguity.

Kitaj's sensuousness and rationality, his 
middle disposition, is evident in his freedom 
to ‘play’. His improvised simulations display 
the freedom to play sensuously with 
Canova's order of Beauty against a critique 
of that order and that civilisation which, as 
Herbert Marcuse puts it, ‘dealt modern 
man’ a wound, an alienation. Kitaj partly 
signifies this alienation through the running 
figure. The figure running from the central 
image of AN EARLY EUROPE thus 
becomes Kitaj's other. It may be placed 
besides the dispossessed figures in the 
1965 exhibition.

Kitaj's latent signifier is drawn out by the 
figure running to the window away from the 
‘hot bed’ of the Orient. The figure draws out 
what has been repressed as he runs for 
cover from the ‘noise’.  It is the double 
violation that is being here signified: the 
violation of Enlightenment manners and, as 
concomitant violation, a revealing of the 
latent meaning of Canova's representation, 
and thus the Enlightenment's suppressed 
desire.

When set against the living conditions (the perceived and invented world), the viewer's 
patterns of connectedness, these simulations present disruptions which can provide the 
energy to change the tropos of those patterns towards the making of tomorrow's 
healthiness. A health, that is, ‘in which sense and reason are both active’ and which ‘pre-
eminently deserves to be called a free disposition’.
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