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Dedication
To Art Teachers everywhere, in honor of my Art Teacher, the gentleman who is the subject of this book.
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Prologue

It was the same reaction I felt when seeing Starry Night for the first time. Love at first sight. Except in this instance, the artist is alive and well and wearing a warped sense of humor on his sleeve! When I sent a direct message to him, I expected nothing more than a polite 'thank you' in response. Turns out he saved my life.

His words drip with personality. He paints and sculpts with sentences as remarkable as the imagery he invents. He makes me want to live like that. To be consumed with passionate creativity. He makes me want to do my best to charm the masses.

This memorial in his honor will be my masterpiece. It has to be. But how can an ordinary girl from a simple background turn the world upside-down and adequately portray a maestro? It is hard to be objective. And I won't apologize for my feelings. Art has this power over our sensibilities. It's hypnotic. Magical. Transformative. It's like snorkeling for the first time—suddenly you see a thousand reasons to stay alive.

I don't mean mere breathing and brain waves. Art is something uniquely human and proof of the existence of a soul. To create from imagination, to make something spectacular exist only because you choose. There are reasons artists cut off their ears and die too young. I never met anyone who knew how to kick a demon's ass like Alex did. He reaches into everyday darkness, snatches dreadful thoughts, and forces them into servitude.

Fear of the devil and the dark troubled me for too much of my life. Such fears had been taught to me by religious folk and I resented them for it. But it was taught to them, and that tradition went back a thousand generations before the Dark Ages. Billions of us now, kids born in the 20th and 21st centuries, are kicking ancient demon ass today, or at least trying. That's what we're all doing. Every day. Some do it with a prayer. Some with a candle. A wafer. A bowl of water. Some through abstinence of this or that. Some do it with a song. Some are privileged enough to join the army of filmmakers that keep us from annihilation. Some fall into that darkness and emerge as a tool for evil, destroying bodies rather than blowing minds.

We revere people who make us want to live. People like Abraham, Jesus, Siddhartha, Confucius, Muhammad, Gandhi, Martin Luther King. Those legends have one thing in common: they inspire people to reach for the divine. Artists like Phidias, who sculpted Zeus, Michelangelo, famous for the Sistine Chapel murals, Leonardo da Vinci, who among other notable expressions dreamed of flight long before the Wright Brothers engineered their first airplane, and Picasso, who showed us the art of dissent better than anybody, have this in common: they make us love being alive.

It would be phony for me to tell this story as if I know anything learned at universities. The fact is, today all a person needs to know is how to google, then we can know all we need to know in five minutes, but it takes a lifetime of suffering to understand anything about everything.

Not one of us escapes suffering. How we cope with suffering is what matters. That's what's worth sharing. Art is coping. Creativity is oxygen.

A few years after I met Alex Nodopaka, he showed me a book. It was handmade. Each page lovingly stitched together and bound with a textile he'd proudly found in a yard sale for two bucks. The book was loaded with artistic images of bird poop. "Guano," he correctly spoke of it, as if using a term of endearment for shit somehow elevates it. I thought he was losing his mind. He had spent months photographing seagull guano and turning it into digital art. He had written poetry to go with it, printed it on the finest quality of paper, and bound it all together as a one-of-a-kind treasure. I didn't understand anything.

A decade later, I have a clue. He wasn't losing his mind. He was fully engaged in the art of survival.

Alex has been trapped in retirement for two decades. People think retirement is something everyone wishes they could do sooner rather than later, but the truth is, we hold onto what makes us feel useful. He was forced to retire at age 58. He's now approaching 80. I met him when he was 64. At that time, he mentioned his wife had been suffering chronic pain for 13 years. Now it's been 28 years that Alex has been living with someone in chronic pain. He's been living with his own anxieties and hers, he's been doing most of the domestic chores, managing the budget, scheduling around her bad days, taking her to doctors, helping her get through it, and still finds the time and energy to do what he loves to do: Art. The more I got to know the artist and his situation, the more sympathy I felt for my future protagonist. Knowing that someday I would write about him, I began to collect his images to one day piece together a quilt and write a narrative that would make the world fall madly in love with him. An impossible dream.

I have orbited this artist since the moment I laid eyes on his surrealism. I said he saved my life and this is how: at a time when I felt completely trapped in a dangerous situation, Alex Nodopaka offered a lifeline. Financial help. I was trapped in a dangerous and psychologically abusive situation. No one I knew had the means to help.

In regard to the title, we settled on Shades of Blush for the title because of the erotic artwork I wanted on the cover. But Alex does much more than erotic art and did not want to be pigeon-holed as someone who creates only that, and it is really his passion about creativity, artistry and originality, that makes him an exciting artist to study. We bounced around on the number, from 50 to 80 to 69, and finally landed on the answer to life, the universe, and everything, which a well-read galactic geek would know is 42. [See Footnote 42]

Besides saving me from doom and gloom, Nodopaka's love of all forms of Art is what motivates him to read stories and poems, which is how we met. I was born and raised in poverty. My public-school education did not include any visits to museums. No one in my world took me to an Art Museum. I was utterly ignorant. I had a gift, several teachers told me, in language art. I was told I was a writer. I did not want to be a writer; it was thrust upon me. Give me the gift that Alex has!

Before the seed of friendship with this artist was planted, ignorance crippled me. With good reasons, Art Appreciation and Art History are two of the basic requirements in community colleges and universities for any Art degree option. I never went to college and had no clue as to why I should go to an Art Museum. In my mind they were full of old stuff that had no real bearing on my reality.

The seed of friendship grew as the artist encouraged me to write my masterpiece. In the process, I was privy to seeing more of his creations. That caused me to grow. I had to learn to look more deeply at a piece, so that I could say something more than "I like it!" or "I'm not crazy about it, but it's interesting." It made me question why. What did I like or dislike about it? And why? Often, it touched a nerve. Something I did not want to think about. Why? This is, I think, the true value of Art. It speaks from subconscious to subconscious, mind to mind, heart to heart, through imagery.

A picture may be worth a thousand words, but a masterpiece will leave you speechless!

∞∞∞


Introduction to the Artist

No one could begin this story better than the artist, the scribe, the engineer himself:




[image: Alexandre Nodopaka, Fedora collage]

"Alexandre Nodopaka was made in Kiev and subsequently, by sheer accident, delivered in Vladivostok due to travel. Besides speaking pig Latin San Franciscan, he mumbles in exquisite Muscovite, Kievan & Parisian. He studied at the Ecole des Beaux Arts, Casablanca, Morocco. Now full-time author, artist in the USA. His interests in the visual arts and literature are widely multi-cultural though he considers his past 

irrelevant." [1]

Ironically, every chosen word reveals his past is far from irrelevant. In every bio, Alex has written to accompany featured artwork or literature, it has been important to him to distinguish the fact that although he was born in Russia, he was conceived in Kiev. That is his identity: Kievan. I asked him about that distinction.


My initial encounter with the artist/poet was in 2003 at a site where Bohemians gather online to share a passion for wordsmithing. The site is known as AuthorsDen (AD), an active hub for lovers of poetics. [2] Authors of all kinds are members of AD, but primarily it is a vital watering hole for poets, Alex Nodopaka being one of many found there. Alex had an advantage. Besides being able to craft a good poem, he is also a prolific creator of visual art, so his poems and articles at AD featured amazing original images. From the first artwork I saw, I was hooked.


[image: Mind Candy]


The first time I saw his Mind Candy felt like a kid opening a bag of treats too early in the morning after Halloween. I stared into it longer than a David Lynch scene. It begged to be the chosen one, to be sucked on and savored. My brain burst out of coma. It pushed and pulled my eyes over every nuance in these four corners. The floating giraffe orbs are my personal favorite. I collect giraffes, and I collected this one, saving this thumbnail to my personal computer. That is the reason this image and Mind Wandering (below) are still with us today.


This masterpiece speaks volumes of consciousness warping space. In a wisely gentle declaration, the artist assures us that other dimensions exist. The hero returns from an extraterrestrial summit, bringing the boon to his peers. We are all richer for it. His mind soars to where the two sovereign states of perception and reality meld.

There is more to life than molecules.

[image: Mind Wandering]


Mind Candy (above) and Mind Wandering (right) are no longer posted at AD or anywhere else online. The poems that Alex Nodopaka posted there in 2003 and 2004 are long gone as the site outgrew its capacity for free unlimited posts and began charging fees, authors had to choose between paying to play or replacing the old with the new. No artist should have to pay to play. Nodopaka did not need to keep everything at AD, his artwork and poetry have been featured all over the web thanks to over 150 publications that featured his art.


Except for the saved thumbnail, this artwork, which in my opinion is a supreme illustration of surrealism, is gone forever. Please forgive the quality of this enlarged printed version, the small 72dpi file is the only copy in existence today—the thumbnail I saved in 2004. The original was eaten by a virus. Shame on hackers!

Alexandre Nodopaka is an artist whose creations deserve much more than a passing glance.

He married Art when he was too young to know better. He allowed Art to subjugate him, and she lived and breathed for him like a fantastic dominatrix, teasing, seducing and tormenting him with whimsy. She demanded decades of his prime time. She hypnotized and compelled him to create hundreds of portraits and sculptures of her ever-changing visages. She persuaded him that she was undeniably valuable.

Even while acting as a chivalrous husband to earthbound women, he remained faithful to Art. His mind, soul, eyes and hands reflected all of her beautiful shapes and contortions. She emancipated him from the mundane. His life would not be a life satisfied with food and drink, sex, games, shopping and bickering. Art lifted him to vistas where alchemists and sirens dwell.


Art continues to exempt him from ordinary difficulties. While most of us suffer the common angst of aging egos this artist does not cling to one notion of himself. He does not need a singular identity to persist after death. He has disciplined himself in the Art of the Tao, practicing detachment. It is written, "All forms of attachment incorporate suffering. These forms include attachment to the senses, and emotional attachment, which would inevitably lead to sorrow." [3]


A true artist, he is not satiated merely reading, observing, consuming what others produce. To this day and until the Grim Reaper robs him of his ability to produce Art, he will illustrate humanity in its eternity.




After that first surreal image, I had to see more of the artist's postings at AD. Often off the wall, educational and a joy to read, I was pulled into his orbit. He was heavy and light. He went deep and dark, then ascended to heavenly realms, met every god, shook their wings, made them laugh, returned to Earth and served deceptively simple concoctions of alphabet soup and dreamy visual desserts as enticing and unforgettable as tiramisu.

He is the kind of person every child wishes they had as a father figure. Ever playful and pushing us to expand our horizons, and showing us how to roam into the wilderness of being true to yourself. Throwing us high and helping the healing process when we get hurt from a fall—some nasty bully who thinks their opinion is gospel. Alex Nodopaka, the mentor, Art's slave, does not pretend to be infallible. He shows his vulnerability. He has slain the demons of war. He has been wounded, in battles between love and hate, good and evil.

When we marry and have private thoughts, the artist reveals the secrets of Kama Sutra. Nodopaka's nude and erotic abstracts are nuanced, layered, and provocative, as the collection included in this biography demonstrates.

In instances, he makes love to Art and becomes the lover everyone dreams of having in the boudoir. He worships and respects every nuance of the human form and condition. He demonstrates skill and compassion as a subversive sculptor who loves asymmetry and offset symmetry. One can't help but imagine being the clay manipulated by such a sympathetic master of the arts. His sculptures, some of which are also featured in this book, show a carefree side and at the same time poke holes in manmade plots about the afterlife. His education in a Catholic school is apparent with his native Greek Orthodoxy in balance as is his innate rebellion against authoritarianism and organized mythology he demonstrated from the age of 13.


His digital portraits reveal a lingering obsession, clueing the voyeur to relentless willingness to play with curves and mirrors, silhouettes and chiaroscuro. His art shows that he believes in compelling the audience to imagine being the muse. It invites us to celebrate Art's gift of ascension while chained by earthly desires. The artist's tempered passion for the human form creates a visceral effect. One may love, hate or be horrified, but never indifferent. It is never boring. Every creation is a confession and a call to "Carpe diem!" [4]


The artist admits to using Art to escape from tedious household chores, resulting in the next creation.

An exhaustive search of Alex Nodopaka online has not produced a larger copy of this image. Years ago, I sent an email to the artist asking permission to print this as a poster, offering to pay for it, and he replied that he had lost many files when sequentially a couple of hard drives crashed due to computer virus.

In 2019, I announced to the artist that I intended to write his biography, to preserve his artwork and to share my experience of knowing him virtually and through the ensuing correspondence of 15 years and we got along superbly. I asked if there was a particular title he preferred for this image, since I could not find it online, and also for any backstory about its creation he would like to share. Here is what he wrote:

"Mind Wandering is the magic of creating the first movement, the first coup de brush on the canvas or the PC monitor.

"The most difficult part is always the beginning, as everything following has a tendency to fall into place of its own volition. The choice of movement, color, form and content fall into place thanks to a vast experience of traditional expectations, i.e. an ET [Extra Terrestrial] piece of art would probably be totally unexplainable to us. So mine is harmonious and confined to our historical art experiences.

"The choice of hues is also a subconscious choice, but falls into scientific explanation of red being violent, green and other pastel tones more peaceful. And so it is with every small detail when analyzed and rationalized intellectually. Of course, while doing the piece I was not aware of all these scientific explanations, and it is only in retrospect that I was able to furnish its mode of creation."

The writer is saddened by the only thing remaining is a thumbnail representation that pixelates when enlarged. Could the artist recreate it? Yes and no. Of course, he could technically replicate an exact copy, if he spent the time studying it and remembering how he assembled, blended, and enhanced it. He has the skill and tools. What he does not have is patience nor desire to re-do anything that has been done. It is a one-of-a-kind shot inspired by that moment. It is meant to be created once. Then, like a child, it takes on a life of its own. The artist does not do the same thing twice. If he attempted to recreate, it would naturally be different. It is not in the nature of the artist to replicate. 

Many of his creations are untitled, or simply titled with a number for that style series. He resists titles and pigeon-holing. Since the artist still lives as I write this, I can pester him with questions about the backstory on any particular piece and share his responses with the readers of this biography.


Too Ukrainian

In the introduction of this chapter, a distinction is noted about the artist's statements, that he often makes a point of identifying himself as "made in Kiev" and born, delivered, or spat out in Russia because of his tongue-in-cheek fairy tale story.


The original working title of this biography, The Son of Taras Bulba, evolved as a result of his reaction to seeing a collection of images I had saved for the purpose of preserving his legacy, a collection I uploaded and shared as a photo album titled His Eminence Alexandre Nodopaka. That was a rather tongue-in-cheek bow to what I consider artistic majesty. He didn't like it. After a while, it must have bothered him enough to ask me to change the title to something else, and I asked if he had any suggestions. He replied, "The Son of Taras Bulba." Having never heard of Taras Bulba, it seemed a funny name made up on the spot, but a week later curiosity seeped through that assumption and a search turned up some interesting clues related to that identity question...Taras Bulba was a romanticized historical novella by Nikolai Gogol. [5] It was criticized by Russian authorities as being "too Ukrainian."


What does it mean to be "too Ukrainian"?


Why did this well-educated artist/engineer, who speaks five languages and gives new meaning to the term "multimedia"—creating art using bronze, ceramic, chalk, clay, computer, crayon, food, graffiti, junk, paints, pen and pencil, photography, plaster, seagull guano, textiles, wax, wood and words—why was it important to always point to his origin as Kiev or Kyiv (Ukraine) though the location at his time of birth was Russia? What was the significance?

It fell upon my head, as a serious biographer, to ask such a personal question. After weeks of speculation, I emailed the artist, subject Kiev/Vladivostok: "It has piqued my curiosity, especially since you mentioned Taras Bulba and I googled that name and learned that there was such as thing as stories being criticised by Russian authorities for being 'too Ukrainian'… What are the reasons behind you pointing out, identifying yourself as conceived in Ukraine, born in Russia? And what was the reason for the travel, your mother being with child—why did she travel so far? What are the most prominent cultural differences between Ukraine and Russia?” Here are his answers to the author's questions.

"The Russian-Ukrainian is an American consequence that they consider you a national of the country where one is born, but in my case I'm a Ukrainian with closer affinities to Poland than Russia. I know it's complicated, but I'll stop at that. Additionally, my parents 'made me' in Kiev, but I was 'delivered' chronologically on the ninth month in Vladivostok...and it was frickin COLD that January 18th 1940. One senses the artist's humor in him being made, like in Made In Ukraine.
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