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Can’t be bothered to attend that Private View? A chance meeting
at a Tate PV found painter PETER GRIFFIN in Latvia as a guest of

the Rothko Centre. starement. pever crirrn

A TALE OF
TWO CITIES

N SETTEMBER of 2008

I was invited o the

London opening of a

Rothko exhibition at Tate

Meodern. At some point 1

was introduced to Farida

Zaletilo and, as we were

talking, her friend came
up and joined in the conversation.
I realised this other lady had an
American accent so [ asked if this
was this her iirst visit to Britain. She
replied that she did come, as a child
with her father. Bur not to London,
te Cornwall, where they used o visic
Peter Lanyon and Terry Frose. I eold
her Terry Frost had been a great
friend of mine and asked if her father
collected Terry's paintings? She said no — that, in fact,
her father was also an arrist. Waturally, [ asked his name
because I might have known him.

That’s possible, she replied, my father’s name is —
Mark Rothko...

At the dme my own work was on show ar Maddeox
Arts in central London. Kare Bothke and Farida asked
about the gallery and politely said they would visic my
exhibition. Amazingly, they did so — and as a result
of this accidental meeting, [ was asked to join an arrist-
in-residence programme the following Seprember.

The Rothko Ceatre is in the city of his birth and early
childhood, Daugavpils in Latvia (up to 1990 known as
Dwvinsk and a Russian satellite stare). During regular
contacts with Farida at Daugavpils, she asked me
propose two more UK artists to take part. [ suggested
Jenny Dhurrant, whose sublime use of colour has a narural
connection to Rothko, and Anthony Frost (son of Terry
Frost) which I thonght would be a great reprise of the
original Rothko/Frost relationship. Some months later
Anthony had to withdraw;, so I substtuted the painter
Paul Butler.

In September 2009, we travelled down from Rliga with
Eduarde, a young artist from Il:al:.-'. and Maibritt, 2 Danish
artist livin.g in Paris. The Po].lmu'j.ng mnrnj.ng we Wers
introduced to ten ather artists from countries which had
emerged as independent states after the dissolution of the
Soviet Union including: Belarus, Moldowva, Georgia,
Lithuania, Poland and various parts of Russia from
5t Petersburg to the Urals. And, of course, Latvia iself.

Prter Griffin in bis Fullam
stwelio, London 2011

Under the Soviers, Rothke's fame as an
artist was little understood and so his
relationship to the city is a recent
discovery. The house where Rothko spent
his childhood no langer stood, but the
street remained and still contained several
of the vernacular wooden houses in which
he was born. We visited the enormous
complex that is to become The Rothlko
Centre. Inidally built as a palace for one

of the Russian Czars, it later became a
military arsenal for the Soviet army and

is on a massive scale. It is an inspiring
concept that a city and country {which a
decade or so carlier had not really known
of Mark Bothka) were prepared to donasr
this impressive space to celebrate a painter’s
achievements. Though currently in need of
repair and refurbishment, when completed this 19th cen-
tury Palace will make a st'LLn.njngl'_r beautiful museum.

The artists' group was introduced to the locals of
Daugavpils in an elaborate ceremony incorporating a
large-scale light show based on Rothko and his work.
Amongst the guests were diplomats from the embassics
of Britain, France and the United States. The whole
Rothko project was clearly being given serious arentdon.
The studios were housed in a wing of a nearby state
school, each artist being given their own private space —
usually a classroom which had been espedally cleared.
[ was VEry enoo u.ragcd to see those from the former
Eastern Bloc countries were not jLLrnpj.ng Onco every
fashionable bandwagon coming out of the west. The
mare that we were able to communicate the more [
began to get an idea of their loves and interests: which
covered everything from cinema to literature, religion
to music, and from politics to nature. In this sense
their aims and ambitions were directed exclusively w
their work and not careers, something which [ found

Wery IC{J.'CS]'Llﬂg.

At the end of the residency each artist had several pieces
of their work exhibited in the cj.l'_v museum, which now
SCIVES 45 a4 temporary space for the Rothke Centre. The
permanent site is scheduled for completion in 2013,
Once again, the respect given to the organisation was
ably illustrated by the artendance of the American
Ambassador, the British Chargés faffaires and Rothlko’s
son-in-law, Ilya Prizel.

e

MNone of this would have been possible without the
initial dream {and the determination to make thar dream
come true) of the woman [ met ar the Rothko echibirion
in Tate Modern the previous year. In 1999, Farida
Zaletilo vas working at the Daugavpils Museum when
she received a Dutch government grant o allow her o
rescarch in the department of foreign are at the State
Axchive in The Hague. Here, Farida discovered an
unfamiliar artist who came originally from Dangavpils/
Dhinsk and as she read more about the SCOCY of Marcus
Rothkowitz, she became determined to do s-::mcﬂl'ln.g
about it.

& David Evans Mavk Rothbo Are Comtre Profecs Mawager,
Favicls Zaletile. Couresy Bill of Melinda Gastes Foundasion
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‘The life of an abstract
painter is that of the
loneliest artist - all alone
in that studio, you

and the picture... *
MARK ROTHKO

& Daugavpils saged an slabonate coremony incorponating a large-seale
lighs show basad on Rothibe and his work,

Farida Zaletilo was beginning to gain some recognidon
for her work on Rothko and when the film director Isy
Morgensztern arrived to work on his documentary
Rothibo: an Abstract Humanist, she was asked to advise.
In 2001, the local Jewish communicy paid for her o
travel to the Beyler Foundation in Basel to see some
original works. It was the inspiradon to organise a
centenary celebraton of Rothke's birth (September 25,
1903). The American embassy agreed to help with
fu.nd.i.n.g and the US Ambassador even donated from
his cwn pndcr.r. MNow the Larvian State Cultural
Foundation came on board, and further funds came
from a natve Latvian who had become a successful
businessman in America. When Kate and Christopher
Rothko finally heard of Faridas plans for the centenary
celebrations they immediately agreed o travel from
America to artend.

The Interaational S}rmpnsj um was entitled Roshibe
DasgarpililDysnsk — The Starting Point. Opening the
event was Rothke’s daugheer, Kate, and the President
of Larvia, Madam Vaira Vike-Freiberga. Amongst the
eminent historians were the two maj-::: authorities on
Rothlo's worl: David Anfam and Sheldon Modelman;
as well as Karen Wilkin from MNew York:; Rothkos son,
Christopher; Ruth Fine; and Laili Masr from the
Marional Gallery in Washingron. Art historians from
London, Paris, Basel, 5t Petersburg, San Dicgo and Riga

all attended and gave papers.

A The Rorhlo Cenere svas initially built as a 19 contary
Coavist palzee, later becoming a milivary depot for she Sowiet army.
The Latwian State Real Entare Apency donated she historic Armenal
building, shough currensly in need of vepair and vefarbishmens it &5
drie to apen a5 ibe Dangavpils Rosbke Art Centre (DRAC) in 2013,
The consre will abe araange exhibizons &y Rothke comtemsporarie in
addision w exhibitions by contemponary artisss, and studios avll be
built for visfors

Farida Zaletilo was now in regular contact with the
Rothke family. The momentum continued and, in
2005, it was decided to set up the Rothko residency
programme, now in its sheth year. Throughour 2006-07,
Zaletilo, other supporters and the Rothlo family,
formulated plans for a Rothke Cene with the Larvian
State Beal Estate Agency donating the historic Arsenal
bu.ildin.g. At the same time, Sarmite Telvine was
appointed to the team as administrator and fundraiser,
successtully winning rwo substantial lots of funding
from The Eu.rc:pr.:a.n Coultural Council.

The Arsenal is due o open as the Daugavpils Rothko
Art Centre (DRAC) in 2013. The family have agreed
to a continual and interchangeable loan of their father's
paindngs. The centre will also arrange exhibitions

by Rothko contemporaries in addirion to exhibitdons
by contemporary artists, and smidios will be built for
wisitors, [t is rather ironic that the Arsenal complex —
forbidden to Jewish families in Rothko's childhood — is
now to be restored in honour of one of their illustrious
sons. W hen the Centre opens in 2013, Europe will not
only have a major museum born out of the vision and
determination of one worman, but it will alss have

brought the Rothko story full circle.

An exhibition of Peter Griffins work will show at the
Rothio Cemtre in 2014, Peter Griffin sole exbubition at
Maddox Aris: 8 July — 20 August 201 1.

STATE Magazine i= grateful to Mathalie Frankson at Lund
Hurnphries for help in the preparation of this article.

& Paul Feiler: Lunch ae Chapel, Kerris, August 1958
{clockmise sarting bortorm centre) Jume Friler, Helen,

Christine (Bidden) and Ambony Feiler, Peier Lanyon, Marie Miles,
Mell Rostibo, Mark Roshie and Terry Frost. Keeis i Pawl Feilers
house near Pengance.

Further i nformation
For English version Google:
‘Rothko Centre Latvia'

Contacts
Maddox Arts, 52 Brook's Mews. London WLE SED
www.maddoxarts com

Peter Griffin: petergriffinart@bot mail.com
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