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10:00 Coffee/Registration

10:30 Juan Cruz, Julia Peyton-Jones, Hans Ulrich Obrist

10:45 John Roberts
 Empathy and Negation: Leon Golub’s Realism 

11:30 Jon Bird
 Leon Golub: Spectres of History

12:25 Oscar Murillo
 De marcha, ¿una rumba?... no, solo un desfile con ética y  
 estética (sound installation, 35min. Audience members  
 are welcome to walk around the space during the piece)

13:00 Lunch

14:00 Martha Rosler 
 in conversation with Hans Ulrich Obrist

14:45 Panel, with Philip Golub, Samm Kunce, John Roberts. 
 Moderated by Emma Enderby and Lucia Pietroiusti

15:45  Tea and Coffee Break

16:15 Adam Curtis  
 POODLES OF POWER? Has Politcal Art Ever Changed  
 the World? 
 Followed by a conversation with Hans Ulrich Obrist

17:00 Panel with Jon Bird, Avery Gordon, Oscar Murillo. 
 Moderated by Michaela Crimmin 

18:00 Closing remarks







Golub frequently made notes recording his thought processes in 
relation to a particular painting in progress, or a group of related 
works. The following excerpt is from a text compiled sometime 
during the 1980s and might have been intended as a reference for a 
catalogue essay, an interview, or reflections on his ongoing practice. 
The whole text History Painting: The Marriage of History Painting 
and Media was published in the catalogue accompanying his 
retrospective at the Reina Sofia Museum, Madrid, May-September, 
2011.

     Jon Bird, April 2015
 
UNENDURABLE

To turn painting on its head. To make the contemplative, the tranquil 
viewing of art unendurable!

Stopped images that jitter* in one’s head; episodic history painting 
– incidents from the image and data banks of the modern world. 
The casualness and ubiquity of images of interrogators, the random 
nature of violence: who’s doing what to whom…

To make painting unendurable is not to demonstrate solidarity 
with the tortured, a smug and self-deceptive alliance. To make it 
unendurable is to recognise that we are all occupied with making 
(social, political, cultural) systems work, much of whose success 
depends upon such actions. These actions are not ‘far away’, in 
some static painterly past, but here and now. Part of the fabric of 
how things get done – common stuff, and the guys (and occasional 
women) so occupied are nothing out of the ordinary. They aren’t 
‘sadists’ (in the Sadean sense), but guys on the job, maybe even taking 
pride in a job ‘well done’! At least they are doing the shoving and not 
on the receiving end. For them it’s everyday life, for us it may appear 
exceptional, unacceptable, but at least it’s over there somewhere, 
not here.



The peculiar capacity of painting to absorb and give back light, 
to hold time and space, to re-present the originary (originating) 
representation. It doesn’t go away; it doesn’t flee from us, we can 
always hold onto it, contemplate and re-evoke static sentiments. 
Painting’s great power is to absorb and return the contemplative 
gaze. Sublimated pleasure can be continuously evoked and, since it 
is static, unchanging, ‘eternal’, stops time. Even when painting calls 
for action its call is belied by its reverberating passivity. Then how to 
make the ‘it wont go away’ condition unendurable, effective. Think 
of these paintings as saturated, the very skin of a situation with the 
jittered residues and abrupt impact of media information, reiterated 
fragments, all pieced together in vulgar accumulations of detail to 
form a synthetic, unendurable whole. It wont go away, stuck to 
the wall.

Can the very fact of painting’s success and eager appropriation 
be reversed, a problematic expectation continuously thwarted by 
the desire for art, the paradox of the artist wanting acceptance 
for the unacceptable – signals of success that the work works! 
Society awards recognition to one of its wayward and obstreperous 
offspring: a fairytale, no less. The reappearance of the hero.

*jitter is an example of Golub’s frequent playful 
linguistic experimentation, a neologism explained 
in an interview with the artist, Michal Rovner: 
‘We don’t get one image to assimilate, we get all 
sorts of images simultaneously and that gives us 
the jitters. I call it jittering…’
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Jon Bird is a writer on – and curator of – contemporary art, and 
an artist. He is Professor of Art and Critical Theory at Middlesex 
University. He is the author of Leon Golub:Echoes of the Real 
(2011) and he curated the recent Golub retrospective at the Reina 
Sofia Museum, Madrid. Current Golub projects include an essay for 
the catalogue for an exhibition of post-War Chicago painters at the 
Smart Museum (Jan 2016) and curating an exhibition of Golub’s 
political portraits for the National Portrait Gallery, early 2016, with 
an accompanying publication.

Adam Curtis is a documentary filmmaker and writer. Curtis makes 
political and historical documentary films for the BBC, including 
the most recent film, Bitter Lake released this year; The Century of 
the Self (2002); The Power of Nightmares (2004); The Trap – What 
Happened to our Dream of Freedom (2007) and All Watched Over 
by Machines of Loving Grace (2011). His films have won numerous 
awards, including six BAFTAs. An exhibition of his work was 
presented at e-flux, New York, in 2012. In 2013, Curtis collaborated 
with Massive Attack on Everything Is Going According to Plan at 
the Manchester International Festival.

Michaela Crimmin is an independent curator, co-founder and 
co-director of Culture+Conflict and a tutor at the Royal College 
of Art. The aim of Culture+Conflict is to research and support 
contemporary visual art produced in, and in response to, situations 
of conflict and its aftermath. She was previously Head of Arts at the 
Royal Society of Arts, a role that included initiating and directing 
the RSA Arts & Ecology Centre; coordinating the first phase of the 
Fourth Plinth series in London’s Trafalgar Square and directing the 
RSA’s Art for Architecture award scheme. 

Samm Kunce is an artist who lives and works in upstate New York. 
From 1986, she worked with Leon Golub and Nancy Spero as an 
artist assistant, then studio manager. She now manages the estates of 
both artists and the Nancy Spero and Leon Golub Foundation for the 
Arts. Her hydroponic and land works focused on water and growing 
systems have been exhibited widely in the U.S. Germany, and Poland. 
Her public works can be seen in New York and Los Angeles.



Philip Golub is Professor of International Relations at the American 
University of Paris (AUP). He previously taught at l’Institut 
d’études politiques of Paris (Sciences-Po) and Université Paris 8. 
He has also been a Contributing Editor of the monthly Le monde 
diplomatique (1999-2011) and an Editor of the Asia Times (1995-
1997). Trained as a historical sociologist of international relations, 
his research focuses on globalisation, late-modern imperial history 
and postcolonial world politics. He is the author of Power, Profit and 
Prestige: A History of American Imperial Expansion (Pluto Press, 
2010). His latest book on historical globalisation, East Asia’s 
Re-emergence, will be published in 2016 by Polity Press. 

Avery Gordon is Professor of Sociology at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara and Visiting Professor in the Birkbeck 
Department of Law, University of London (2015-2018). She is the 
author of The Workhouse: The Breitenau Room (with Ines Schaber); 
Keeping Good Time: Reflections on Knowledge, Power and People 
and Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination 
among other books and articles. She serves on the Editorial 
Committee of Race & Class and since 1997 has co-hosted No 
Alibis, a weekly public affairs radio program on KCSB FM in Santa 
Barbara. Her website is: www.averygordon.net

Oscar Murillo’s large-scale paintings imply action, performance, 
and chaos, but are in fact methodically composed of rough-hewn, 
stitched canvases that often incorporate fragments of text as well as 
studio debris such as dirt and dust. His paintings, video works and 
performances are tied to a notion of community stemming from the 
artist’s cross-cultural ties to London, where he currently lives and 
works, and Colombia, where he was born in 1986. Murillo earned 
his B.F.A. in 2007 from the University of Westminster, London, 
followed by his M.F.A. in 2012 from the Royal College of Art, 
London. 



John Roberts is Professor of Art & Aesthetics at the University of 
Wolverhampton. He is the author of a number of books, including 
The Intangibilities of Form: Skill and Deskilling in Art After the 
Readymade (Verso 2007), The Necessity of Errors (Verso, 2011), 
Photography and its Violations (Columbia University Press, 2014) 
and Revolutionary Time and the Avant-Garde (Verso, forthcoming 
2015)

Martha Rosler works in video, photography, text, installation, and 
performance. Her work focuses on the public sphere, exploring 
issues from everyday life and the media to architecture and the built 
environment, especially as they affect women. Rosler has for many 
years produced works on war and the national security climate, 
connecting life at home with the conduct of war abroad, in which 
her photomontage series played a critical part. She has also published 
several books of photographs, texts, and commentary on public 
space, ranging from airports and roads to housing and gentrification.
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With thanks to all the participants
and the Royal College of Art

Images: 
Cover: Leon Golub in front of White Squad III, 1984
Leon Golub, 1999. Photo: Abe Frajndlich
Leon Golub in front of White Squad IV (El Salvador), 1983. Photo: 
David Reynolds
Leon Golub in front of Mercenaries III, 1980
Leon Golub's last work, unfinished
Paintbrushes and archives from Leon Golub's Studio in New York
Leon Golub in front of Mercenaries III, 1980 
From Oscar Murillo. Courtesy the artist and David Zwirner, 
New York/London

All photographs: Jon Bird unless otherwise stated
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