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			Introduction


			We wonder what they’re thinking, so we ask Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. And you, Picasso, what are you really like? Vincent van Gogh, please tell us more about your agony and inspiration. We must also learn about distinguished women - Paula Modersohn-Becker, Séraphine Louis, Lee Krasner, Diane Arbus, and others. I know they’ll tell us. So will expressionists like Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Otto Dix. African American artists are certainly forth coming. Charles White takes us inside his homes, and William H. Johnson invites us into his mind, a stimulating but often unsafe place. And other painters from Europe and the United States - what are they feeling? In this collection of independent stories, we find out as they Paint It Blue.
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			Frida and Diego


		


	

		

			
In the Blue House


			It can’t be too late. This is a meeting so compelling and mandatory that all rules, technicalities, and encumbrances must be ignored. It doesn’t matter they are dead. It doesn’t matter they never knew each other. It doesn’t matter they were married. It matters only that the proper time be chosen, a common instant that allows both to be decently pubescent and artistically aware. It must as well be long before dissipation and obscene fate ravaged their bodies and eviscerated their souls. The moment, indeed, must be entirely propitious when Papa comes to Frida’s house.


			It’s a blue house, and Frida was born there and she will die there. She will always be there. It’s her house and she’s searching for another woman who’s been sleeping with Diego. The intruder’s healthy and hot and new, and Diego’s been pounding her with three hundred passionate pounds, and every thrust fractures Frida’s bones. But Frida can’t find her. The other woman is not in the blue house. She’s must be somewhere with Diego right now, and Frida can hear everything and wants to kill them both. Maybe more she wants Diego to kill her. She wants him to stab her into oblivion. She certainly wants something. She must absolutely have something, but it might not be revenge or the oblivion of alcohol and drugs, which won’t suppress her pain.


			No, there must be something else. There must be something better. There must be something to help her forget all this, and it must relieve her right away. She doesn’t know what it could be. She can’t imagine how to escape. She doesn’t know how to get out of the Blue Prison. But today she does not need to. Today Papa is standing at the door, knocking. The servants are not there. Frida is alone, wearing a Tehuana dress long to the floor. She opens the door and looks at Papa. He is strong and brown and his mustache makes him look like Gable. The poet MacLeish has said oxygen is sucked from a room when Papa enters. He’s in the Blue House and Frida sighs.


			She knows she can have him. She can have almost any man or woman she wants, for awhile. Language is certainly not a problem. Papa speaks Spanish. Frida speaks English. Papa’s more Latin than Frida feels Anglo. They talk Spanish, and are funny and flirtatious in the relaxed Latin way. Frida is delighted. So is Papa. This is good for him, too. He is tired of his second wife. He doesn’t want her anymore just as he had not wanted his first wife anymore. He has also gotten tired of his first blond girlfriend, a Grace Kelly twenty years before the real one. Actually, Papa is not so much tired of the blonde. He is tired she’s so beautiful and rich he can’t have her. He can have her sometimes, but he can’t really have her. He doesn’t need her. Frida is standing before him in her Tehuana dress.


			Papa understands painters. He knows Picasso and Miró, and he knows about Diego. But he doesn’t know Frida. She shows him her work, the self-portraits of a queen, a queen covered with tears and blood and scars, surrounded by fetuses and bones and death, and she has an eye in her forehead, and in the eye there is Diego, and Diego will always be at the center of her, but right now, today, Papa is there, and there are no tears in Frida’s eyes.


			She is looking at Papa. She has read his short stories in English and senses he is the best young American writer ever. He is a gringo writer but his canvas is the world. He knows what he is but can’t imagine that is more than he ever again will be. Frida, even after studying her masterpieces, is not sure what she is. Papa tells her. He tells her: “Frida, you are.”


			Then he kisses her. He is thankful he’s had some practice with the blonde, his first beautiful woman. That makes this easier and better. He doesn’t have to worry Frida is too good for him. He feels great embracing her. She sticks her tongue in his mouth, and he pushes himself hard against her Tehuana dress and sucks on her hot face and neck. She’s sighing and pulling at the shirt on his big shoulders. He picks her up and asks where. She points, and he carries her into the bedroom and sets her on her feet, reaching for the back of her Tehuana dress.


			“Espera,” she says. “My right leg. You should know. I had polio. And the trolley. It hit the bus I was on. I’m not what you think.”


			He doesn’t care. Trotsky won’t either. No sane man would. Frida is taking off her Tehuana dress. Papa grabs his belt and she helps him and they embrace again then fall onto the bed and soon Frida’s aroused and saying sweet things and Papa’s sweaty and she’s shouting now and he loves that and at the end exclaims: “Frida.”


			“Gracias,” she says.


			This is what Papa needs, too. It’s difficult trying to be not only what he is, but what he says he is. He often says he’s brave and tough and graceful, in addition to the real stuff, and all that is hard to maintain. Papa’s father shot himself a decade earlier, and his brother is also going to kill himself and so are a sister and granddaughter, and one of his sons will crave to be a woman. Papa often talks about suicide and knows he’ll someday have to shoot himself unless someone shoots him first. That’s why he loves war. He doesn’t want to be a real soldier and have to be there all the time. He wants to go there when he needs it, and be shot at when he wants it. Papa doesn’t realize Frida knows more about her death than he does his. During the Great War only his wounded leg was at stake. In a smashed bus when she was eighteen, the naked and bloody Frida was considered good as dead.


			“Listen,” she says.


			“What?”


			“At the front door.”


			“Who?”


			“Diego. You’ve got to get out or he’ll kill you.”


			Papa lumbers up and puts on his pants.


			“Apúrate. Diego always carries a gun.”


			Papa doesn’t have any of his guns so crouches next to the wall on the side the door could swing.


			Big footsteps come down the hall.


			“Go out the window.”


			“Too late.”


			“Frida, are you in there?”


			“Sí, Diego. Un minutico.”


			The door flies open and Diego, grinning in a huge face, storms in to see his wife sitting on the bed, holding a sheet with both hands against her neck.


			“Frida,” he shouts, and instinctively wheels around.


			Now, the fat man, who as a fat youth fought anyone who challenged him, stands looking at a bare-chested man in his bedroom. Then he charges Papa. Rather than sidestepping and attacking obliquely, as one would a bull, Papa steps fast forward and nails Diego with a right cross to the jaw. Diego staggers but keeps lumbering and grabs him by the throat. Papa thrusts his hands underneath to Diego’s neck but can’t get a good grip. Diego has a very strong grip, and forces Papa back against the wall. He feels his neck burn. Diego snarls and squeezes harder until Papa fires a left hook over Diego’s arms and nails his right jaw, breaking the grip. Then Papa throws a right and a left to the huge stomach of Diego, who gasps but continues to grapple, and both men roll to the floor. Papa is quicker and bounds over on top and shoves his right palm into Diego’s face and begins firing short left hooks, landing most until he shrieks.


			“Out,” Frida demands, standing nude above them, holding a pallet knife. “Get out of our house.”


		


	

		

			Frida Celebrates Centennial


			Thousands of people every day line up outside Mexico City’s eminent cultural center – Palacio de Bellas Artes – then with reverence and enthusiasm enter the primary gallery where sixty-five oil paintings, declarations of my life, are displayed to celebrate not merely my aesthetic vision but my glamorous and wretched journey, and, I shudder, my one-hundredth birthday. I know you’re examining my pictures the same way I looked into the mirror before painting self-portraits, and have always considered me young. No one who dies at age forty-seven will ever be old.


			If healthy I would have happily forsaken everlasting youth and endured a century to see my work in a comprehensive exhibition in Mexico. During my lifetime, only a year before the end when they carried me into a gallery on my bed, I had but a single one-woman show. Most didn’t consider that a slight. I was a woman in a world of machismo, and my man, Diego Rivera, was the greatest painter in it. I’ve had to keep working after death, as all great artists should, to build my reputation and celebrity and become the first Latin artist, male or female, whose single work commanded more than a million dollars. My record prices keep soaring, and even more stunningly I continue to grow as cultural hero and marketing cliché, as a beautiful woman and disfigured invalid, as a powerful spirit with shattered soul.


			Henceforth, that is going to change. At least some of it will. Together we will discover the new Frida, not the one who as an eighteen-year old suffered multiple fractures of my spinal column and pelvis and right leg and several other bones, and was impaled by a metal pole from hip through abdomen, and shrieked louder than approaching sirens when a man at the scene put his foot on my body and pulled out the spear. No, I’m not getting on that flimsy wooden bus in September 1925. I won’t be around when the trolley car strikes. I’m not going through that, though I’m sure most of you believe I wouldn’t have become a legendary artist without overwhelming pain. I did need suffering, but not so much.


			Let’s move into the main gallery and join the masses moving slowly in front of my paintings on walls in the high-ceiling room. There, look at that self-portrait from 1926, only a year after the accident. I’m not showing any trauma, just (for the first time) beautiful strokes of portraiture one simply doesn’t forget. But that one, Henry Ford Hospital, with me hemorrhaging on a bed surrounded by a pelvis, fetus and dead child, could not have been painted without the crash. Nor could I have portrayed myself grimly sitting on a bed next to another lifeless baby, a horrid creature, in Me and My Doll.


			Now, with vigor, I won’t have three miscarriages, and Diego and I will welcome a child or two – whether or not he wants them – and I’ll depict myself as a mother and, perhaps less self-obsessively, portray the children growing up in the home of a three-hundred-pound workaholic genius and communist child who rarely bathes and constantly chases and is chased by women. There, look at Frida and Diego Rivera. What a happy couple we seem to be. In fact we were quite happy then in San Francisco. Diego was painting murals and I painted us holding hands and will do that again in Self-Portrait on the Border between Mexico and the Untied States. I’m a pink-dress-wearing, flag-holding-Mexican patriot living in industrial-smoke-spitting America but yearning for the temples and fertility of my native land. I’ll certainly also paint Self-Portrait with Necklace, though the jewelry might this time look a little less like a choke chain.


			Some paintings simply didn’t require more than thirty operations and thousands of narcotic injections and an eternity in casts and corsets alone in bed. I’m confident I’ll still do my celebrated self-portraits with my monkeys and parrots. These are depictions of elegance and nature, not of a ruptured psyche. But I did need suffering to paint my exposed hearts in The Two Fridas and brush a skull between my eyes while Thinking about Death. And I projected pain onto canvas in The Broken Column, open and shattered from neck to pelvis while my flesh is wounded by nails and tears crawl down my cheeks.


			Inevitably, much of my work will be different, but I can draw on some of the same problems. I was obsessive about my first boyfriend, even before the crash, so I can in many ways continue to paint my fixation on Diego. But henceforth my images will be stronger and more aggressive. Rather than weep or bleed when he betrays me, I’ll pummel him. And instead of occasionally making love to other men and women, I’ll do so with scores and follow with portrayals to show Diego and everyone else.


			I’ll unavoidably retain my depressive nature. As a teenager I wrote letters about suffering and pain and sadness, and being obliged to bear them, and all that I can use in my work. I’ll also concentrate more on my alcoholism. The Two (New) Fridas, hearts unseen, will be holding hands side by side on the bed, and one will be rumpled, weeping, and drunk, and the other stylish, stoic, and sober. I don’t need to paint damaged bones and bleeding flesh to be a seminal artist. I still have my astonishing face and magnetism, and the same imagination and precise brushstrokes to convey what I feel. I’ll be an even better Frida you again celebrate at Bellas Artes.


		


	

		

			Diego Denies his Art Naïve


			I’m weary of being hounded about my political beliefs, which I’m prouder of than anything except my murals and paintings. People still say, “How could so gifted an artist be such a political nincompoop?” Perhaps, then, I should respond that though I was an ardent communist until my death a half century ago, I wouldn’t be a communist today. I’d probably be a compassionate socialist. I certainly wouldn’t be a Stalinist. I hope I wouldn’t. But maybe I would. Let’s take a look and decide.


			From Mexico in the early 1930’s I was beckoned into the heart of capitalism and for the Fords in Detroit painted a mural called Man and Machine celebrating the might of industrial America. The Rockefellers then summoned me to New York to create Man at the Crossroads for the RCA building still under construction. All of my preliminary drawings were approved and Abby, mother of Nelson and John D. Rockefeller., bought my sketchbook. Of course, as an artist, I made a few late-stage creative changes, and the image of Lenin appears joining hands with the people, uniting them in communist brotherhood. The Rockefeller brothers ordered me to paint over Lenin’s face. I refused. They sent the police in, removed me from the premises, paid me off, covered the mural, and finally destroyed it the following year, 1934.


			I responded by recreating a slightly smaller version, newly titled Man, Controller of the Universe, at Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mexico City. A huge blond man is at the center of the work, controlling the levers at the center of human existence, at the crossroads, that is. On the viewers’ left side I offer capitalism, a corrupt and horrific system symbolized by a man wearing a heavy cross around his neck above arms with no hands. In the top left, helmeted and gas-masked troops carry rifles with bayonets slanted at a cloudy, warplane-filled sky. They are protectors of an exploitative system that requires, in my mural images, horse-riding police to club strikers, one holding a sign that says: “We want work, not charity.” Gaudy gowned women gamble playing cards while their husbands and other women slurp cocktails and dance in the background. Into this rapacious world I place Darwin over a naked blond baby who’s holding a monkey’s hand while an ugly dog licks the baby’s head which looks down on a turtle.


			On the righteous side I present the human-hand-holding Lenin surrounded by workers who adore him. Further right, or to the far left of those in the painting, a friendly, professorial Trotsky stands at the center of delighted and determined workers. And in the top corner, I show ever more aroused workers, ready for capitalist forces on the opposite side. A massive machine separates them. The communist workers are backed by an army armed only with red flags. Into this harmony I paint pretty female athletes, clad in white shirts and shorts, poised and ready to charge into the universal future.


			Today, I would not claim these images and symbols accurately reflect what has happened in the world since 1934. A far more prescient painting is right around the corner in Belles Artes. It is a small work in a hall of vast murals. And I should concede that in this palace the works of the other two Tres Grandes of Mexico – Jose Clemente Orozco and David Alfaro Siqueiros – at times overwhelm my didactic efforts. Rather than preach, their murals roar. And reasonable viewers understand their status and fame would be greater if only they’d had my charisma as well as an elegant, photogenic, obsessive, crippled, alcoholic, drug-addicted, bisexual, cult-inspiring, great-painting wife like Frida Kahlo. I’m not bowing to Orozco and Siqueiros, merely acknowledging they’re equals.


			And that small 1933 painting of such foresight, it’s called Russian Revolution or Third International. Lenin and Trotsky stand monumentally as guides of the Red Army. In front of the two great leaders people of different nationalities represent the international proletariat gathering to hear the distinguished Soviet messengers. They are backed on one side by a massive group of red-star and helmet-with-face-guard soldiers and on the other by workers with firearms. It is a dark and troubling scene and foretells millions of murders to be committed by the Soviet leaders, especially Stalin. But wait. I have pointedly omitted Stalin. I’d already met the swine and considered him artistically limited and quite restrictive. And don’t blame me about Lenin. He’d been dead since 1924. Don’t impugn Trotsky, either. He was in exile, forever running from Stalin’s assassins.


			In 1937 Frida and I welcomed him into our Blue House and provided four safe walls. Trotsky responded by frequently quarreling with me and sleeping with Frida as often as he could. Frida was still striking back at me for having an affair with her sister Cristina a few years earlier. I don’t think she liked the old man much. He at any rate moved out after two years and lived nearby under strong protection that nevertheless failed to prevent an axe being buried in his head. Authorities questioned Frida for twelve hours and tried to blame me too. I was out of the country. Eventually, we were cleared.


			I wouldn’t have hurt my communist brother Trotsky. We had so much in common. Like most influential communists, we loved luxury. I owned the spacious Blue House built along walls surrounding trees and a garden. I’d bought it from Frida’s father to help him out of debt. I also owned two stylish and elevated studios, one each for Frida and me. They were connected by a bridge. Huge windows allowed me to peer into trees that shaded my studio just right. Many important people came to visit and be painted. Glamorous actresses Paulette Goddard and Dolores del Rio and Maria Felix are just three who posed and more. I also knew presidents and industrialists and revolutionaries and writers. I really didn’t know too many workers but was certainly earthy and charming whenever I passed among them. I just didn’t live like them. I was an elite communist. And elite communists live like capitalists. I think I realized that. People tried to help me understand. The communists who expelled me from the party in Mexico accused me of being a “painter of palaces for Yankee tourists.” My enemies would’ve painted or lived in palaces if they could. That’s the nature of man. It just wasn’t a theme of my murals.


			Critics should remember that in a 1940 article for Esquire magazine I called Stalin the “undertaker of the Russian revolution.” I knew what he’d done to the peasantry of the Soviet Union during the 1930’s. I put that aside in June 1941 when the Nazis attacked the communists. My brothers and sisters were fighting to avoid national extermination. Fearless leader Stalin absorbed the Wehrmacht’s devastating strikes and rallied the people to survive, to resist, to counterattack and destroy fascism. That is Stalin’s greatest contribution. I celebrated it in my 1952 Mural The Nightmare of War and the Dream of Peace. A gleaming, fatherly Stalin, accompanied by handsome young Mao, offers a white dove to sinister capitalist leaders who stand in front of, and apart from, their nightmarish world of fighting and lynching and a black man nailed to a cross. Capitalists need to realize the two communist titans are not mass murderers but men of peace. Embrace these communist brothers. Be like them. Better, be like me. Live far away from Stalin and Mao, and flourish in a world of luxury and hypocrisy and extraordinary art.


		


	

		

			Ramos Martinez Debates Rivera


			“You’ll never be in the first rank of Mexican artists because your work lacks political dimension,” said Diego Rivera.


			“Let me refute that, for your edification,” said Manuel Ramos Martínez. “Please, step inside for my exhibition at the Pasadena Museum of California Art.”


			“Quite a modest place next to the grand museums that host my work.”


			“Celebrity, I must grant you. But I believe much of your antipathy – is it jealously, too? – derives from the conviction of Ramón Alva de la Canal, shared by many other Mexican artists, that ‘the true force behind contemporary Mexican painting isn’t Diego Rivera; it is Alfredo Ramos Martínez.’


			“Let’s begin here. Is this painting not inherently political, a proud but defeated indigenous man bound by ropes around neck and torso in The Bondage of War? And this Man in Bondage is similarly restricted.”


			Rivera studied the paintings, right hand supporting his massive double chin and left hand bracing his right elbow.


			“In fact, Diego, even my scenes of daily life imply political repression. Behold this Indian Couple exhausted by a system that forever either belittles or ignores them. They have no education, no prospects. We were born much lighter and more affluent so don’t really understand their world. We only paint it. Thankfully, I’m not this poor man strapped to a basket he struggles to support while Returning Home from the Market. And over there my Indian Mother, her breasts worn and drooping, struggles to stay awake as she holds her sleeping baby.


			“These, Diego, are not the sugary portraits of rich people you paint for fat commissions. Not that I turn down such work, either. I trust you’ll appreciate Calla Lily Vendor, a dark native woman who’s alive and beautiful and aroused by sensuous flowers she holds in a basket on her back.”


			“A delightful model,” says Rivera. “I must paint her. I hope you’ll direct me.”


			“Given your proclivities, I’m afraid not.”


			“That’s the issue, I now understand. It’s not your art I dislike, it’s you.”


		


	

		

			Diego Tours Rivera Museum


			Don’t call it my house. It never was. My father taught school and couldn’t buy the place. We only rented the first floor where my twin brother died when we were one. I don’t much remember the house or the primitive town of Guanajuato and don’t want to. I only recall the bourgeoisie hated my father because he told students that wealthy citizens daily violated indigenous Mexicans and the poor. Señor Rivera, you better leave while you can, they warned. Fine, my father said, I’ll live among cultured people in Mexico City, where we moved in 1892. I was six and, until today, returned but once to Guanajuato, in 1956, to see the exterior of the house. My final wife and two daughters from an earlier union and my entourage posed for pictures outside and within hours left the backwater. Why are you taking me there now?


			All right, I concede the town has grown most impressively and the surrounding hills host a rainbow of houses, a delightful pallet. Teatro Juarez is certainly a grand structure and there are many others. Fine, let’s walk to my family home owned by landlords. The lady wants me to pay. Madame, please look at me carefully. Thank you, I too am honored to be here, and with so many others. Let’s see what we have. I doubt those were our chairs, tables, sofa, dreary paintings, or canopied bed next to a crib like the one in which I presumably lay. They seem representative but not that horrid likeness of Frida and me in the corner. Is it papier-mâché? Doesn’t matter. I assume they have better art.


			All right, show me. What a marvelous contemporary exhibit. These young people can paint. They’ll be in museums someday. Indeed, they’re already in Casa Museo Diego Rivera. It’s recently been expanded and offers some of my works on the second floor? Of course I can walk but we’ll take that silver elevator. There’s La Era I painted in 1904 at age eighteen, a traditional landscape of mountains fronted by two horses, a plow, and a young man in sombrero, waiting to work, finishing work. I let viewers figure it out. I think they’ll like The Forge from Europe in 1908. I was still quite young and developing as I created this vivid scene of a strong man facing fire from a furnace in an open-front structure covered high by a roof. It may be a bit too realistic by my mature standards but I’m encouraged. Here, from 1910, I recall that young Breton Girl, a simple person who suggests buck teeth and tempts me not at all, unlike so many of my later models including actresses and society ladies. No, I’m not boasting. That’s part of the historical context. So is the Marine Rifleman of 1914. It’s distorted. It’s strange. It’s cubism. I didn’t do it long but had to do some because Picasso did and even then I considered him “master of masters.”


			Really, I didn’t find my style until I rediscovered Mexico in 1921. I was thirty-five and had studied and painted fourteen years in Europe and upon returning embraced the indigenous people, seized the powerful, and wrung all their energy and colors onto huge walls of great murals in Mexico City, Chapingo, San Francisco, New York, and Detroit. I painted great walls to express the history of Mexico, and when I think of my images, when I see Bather of Tehuantepec, here as she was there, a lovely native woman bent at the waist, washing lovely long black Indian hair as brown breasts hang, they hang with soft nipples hard, they hang yearning for love. This is my style. This is my art.


			Certainly I had to make a living when I didn’t have a mural commission. I bore many expenses, all of Frida’s, too, her clothes and jewelry and three dozen surgeries, her house I also bought, yes, La Casa Azul was financially mine though spiritually forever an extension of Frida. That’s why I produced handsome but otherwise undistinguished paintings of wealthy people like Portrait of Alfredo Gomez de la Vega and the son of Marte Roldolfo Gómez, who was Governor of Tamaulipas. His child I quite well remember. As you see, he was wearing red and unhappily seated to pose for me. Even my jokes didn’t much interest him but his big Indian European eyes fascinated me. And now he delights me with news that as a man he donated every painting of mine in the Museo Casa Diego Rivera.
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