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Growing without
disturbances

Russian-Israeli artist Jan Rauchwerger
eschewed the Moscow and Parisian
art scenes to paint a quiet life here

* By GIL GOLDFINE

r I \he Russian-Israeli painter Jan
Rauchwerger is an artist of many
talents. Soft-spoken and modest,

yet full of energy and creative spirit, he
has consistently made his mark here
and abroad in scores of one-person and
group exhibitions. Meeting in his large,
light-filled, studio in South Tel Aviv last
week surrounded by finished canvases,
pictures that he will not part with,
works in progress and stacks of art his-
tory books, Rauchwerger, 66, spoke
frankly about his life experiences, peo-
ple, challenges, emotions and his feel-
ings about his chosen profession.

You arrived here in 1973, you were
30 years old, still a novice. How did
you find your way in an art environ-
ment totally different from the one
you left in Moscow?

First of all I was not a total novice. 1
started painting when I was 12 years
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old, so I had been active for 18 years, a
minimum of experience. I was here in
Israel but still very much in Moscow
because I chose as my mentor a great
teacher who was also a great artist,
Vladimir Weisberg. It was he who pro-
vided me with the character tools and a
sense of individuality so that when I
arrived in Israel I was filled with confi-
dence and a belief in me. Initially I
knew I had a lot more to learn and that
Weisberg was there to sow a direction,
albeit from Moscow.

As Weisberg's student I gathered
enough strength and knowledge te
stand up to Zaritsky and Streichman
(influential New Horizon painters) and
their group who left me alone, especial-
ly when they understood 1 was Weis-
berg’s student. Others who gave me
support and guidance were Aharon
Giladi and Lea Nikel, possibly because
of their Russian background. In the
early days we conversed in the lan-
guage of art.

Rauchwerger. Portrait of the artist as an older man.

What was your motivation to come
to Israel? You could have chosen
Paris or New York or any other major
art center.

I was looking for a desert island, a
place where I could create art without
someone always looking over my
shoulder. When 1 saw postcards with
reproductions of artworks done in
Israel, it seemed it would be a good
place to develop something new con-
sidering the mediocre level of what |
was looking at. Also my mother was in
Israel already and 1 felt a need to be
close to her and my family.

When [ arrived 1 was surprised to dis-
cover that it was not the island I was
searching for but an active artistic cul-
ture and so 1 put down roots.

It was nice to be left alone, not like in

Paris in 1982 where my artist friends
had an agenda - to succeed and to meet
important curators and collectors. It
was not my scene. That and the over-
abundance of history there detracted
me from my own work, and so I came
home to Jaffa very fast.

You have made considerable men-
tion of your teacher Vladimir Weis-
berg, yet few of your paintings show
much of his mannerisms. Have you
neglected his teachings or were they
limiting?

Weisberg was not a teacher who asked
his students to duplicate what he was
doing. He taught me to observe, scruti-
nize, understand and translate my sub-
jects into unlimited pictorial possibili-
ties. He taught me to sense the model
and comprehend the meaning of seri-
ousness by maintaining a sober atti-
tude toward art.

What is it that keeps you coming
back to paint your wife, Galit, and
your children?

What is important to me is what is
close to me - in front of me. I don't
travel or search for subjects anymore,
they are under my feet. I work in a
short radius which includes my mod-
els, my wife (the children have out-
grown my needs), an occasional still
life and my immediate environment.
What I need is here at home. I can con-

(Courtesy photos)
tinue to paint Galit for years to come.

In my article about your show of
portraits at the TAMA I called you a
Russian-Israeli painter. Does your art
indicate a preference for one more
than the other?

Emotionally 1 feel the same warmth
in Israel as I did in Russia. Professional-
ly I grew up in a milieu of internation-
alism and so for me Russian art was not
essential in my life’s equation. Even
though I have lived more years in Israel
than in Russia, you must remember
that I did not go to kindergarten here
or play with peers in the neighbor-
hood; and I was not in the army except
for occasional reserve duty. | don’t have
the roots of camaraderie that so much
of this country prides itself on. I

assume then I will always be a Russian-
Israeli painter.

Can you describe for our readers
how you approach being an artist?
What makes you paint one subject
and not the next? Is it emotional or
academic?

I have been painting pictures for 53
years. | have made pictures of every-
thing: interiors, still life, portraits,
landscapes, family ~ everything. Paint-
ing for me is work. If an artist doesn't
come to the studio in the morning,
nobody cares. He is not an accountant
or an engineer or a baker whom other
people rely upon. I am unto myself and
I have to be disciplined. Painting is a
terrible habit, something I must do
every day. What [ paint and how 1
come to it is not the issue, the act of
painting is.

Mordechai Omer begins his essay in
the current exhibition’s catalog
describing your roots in the history
of art. Can you detail the truly great
influences and how have they mani-
fested themselves in your paintings?

Painting is a living thing. It is geo-
graphic and social based on references
and memories, on my life yesterday
and today. Simply you must love the
subject in front of you, and the great
works by Giotto, Matisse, Cezanne,
Bonnard or Chardin to mention a few,






