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INTRODUCTION


[image: illustration]n the opening scene of the documentary !Women Art Revolution (!W.A.R.), the artist and filmmaker Lynn Hershman Leeson approaches people in New York and San Francisco and challenges them to an unusual task: to name three women artists.


“Frida Kahlo, that’s one,” a woman with a blonde ponytail says triumphantly. Then she falters: “I need two more women artists,” she beseeches a passer-by. Everyone around her looks mystified.


Later in her film, Leeson says that she is on a mission to honour the lost feminist art of the 1960s and 1970s. “When artists are battling for space in the cultural memory,” she says, “omission – or, even worse, eradication – becomes a kind of murder.”1


I watched !W.A.R. one spring evening in 2017 at London’s Barbican Cinema, when I was still in talks about writing the Forgotten Women series. A friend had invited me to a screening, and the film was only ten minutes in before I was convinced that, if there was ever to be a Forgotten Women: The Artists book, the opening sequence of Leeson’s powerful and much-needed documentary had to be in the introduction. (One of the subjects of her film, the painter Sylvia Sleigh, also made it into the book.)


It wasn’t because I wanted to make fun of the hapless interviewees that Leeson cornered on the street. It’s because I think their struggle is actually pretty easy to relate to – and it is relevant to the whole of Forgotten Women. Women can be forgotten out of pure vituperative nastiness, but they can also slip out of public consciousness because they are so rarely commemorated. Nobody wants to be the person who awkwardly fails to come up with a second or third female artist, yet here we are.


It’s not just people on the street who struggle to think of women in art. Omission can extend all the way into higher education. Recently, an art historian friend who lectures at a university sent this text to my group chat: “I have to teach a course called Masterpieces of Western Art next year,” she said in despair, “and they’ve managed to devise a syllabus from Parthenon to Andy Warhol with not a single woman.”


The view is equally dispiriting for those currently on the ground, working as artists. A report from the Freelands Foundation in the UK found that though women made up 62 percent of art and design graduates between 2011 and 2012, an audit of 134 commercial galleries in London a year later found that 78 percent represented more men than women. Between 2014 and 2015, only 25 percent of shows at major art institutions were by women.2


The situation is just as dire outside of the UK. According to the National Museum of Women in the Arts, based in Washington, DC, only 30 percent of artists represented by US commercial galleries are women – and for every dollar a male visual artist makes, a woman artist makes only 81 cents. Those in the arts professions can expect to earn almost $20,000 less than their male peers every year.3


None of this would come as a surprise to the activist artists known as the Guerrilla Girls, nor would it have to the late feminist art historian Linda Nochlin. Both have mounted powerful defences of the position of women in art; the Guerrilla Girls with droll wit, activism and gorilla masks, and Nochlin with her 1971 masterpiece of criticism, the essay “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”


“The fault lies not in our stars, our hormones, our menstrual cycles, or our empty internal spaces, but in our institutions and our education,” Nochlin argues of women’s history-of-art no-show. “The miracle is, in fact, that given the overwhelming odds against women, or blacks, that so many of both have managed to achieve so much sheer excellence, in those bailiwicks of white masculine prerogative like science, politics, or the arts.”4


Or, as the Guerrilla Girls ask in a 1990 poster: “Q. If February is Black History Month and March is Women’s History Month, what happens the rest of the year? A. Discrimination.”5


The true history of women in art stretches back thousands of years. The Ancient Roman author Pliny the Elder tells us of a woman who, heartbroken by the departure of her lover, sketched the outline of his shadow on a wall. Thus, bas relief was created. Some believe that, even earlier, primitive cave women left behind ochre handprints on the walls of damp caves and grottos – the first traces of the artistic impulse in humanity.


[image: illustration]





Until the 19th century, however, women were barred from art schools and institutions where they might develop their artistic skills. A few, such as the 5th-century BC Ancient Greek painter Timarete and the 17th-century Italian painter Elisabetta Sirani, were lucky enough to be born into artistic families, and grew up assisting their fathers in their studios, where their talents were recognized and encouraged.


Women were doubly cursed in art; not only were most unable to seek professional training, but they were also barred from studying the nude male form, which was seen as essential to mastering the art of drawing. Instead, they leaned toward still lifes and self-portraits. Some artists developed an indefatigable tenacity and laboured in obscurity for decades before they found success. Others, like the enigmatic 20th-century photographer Vivian Maier, were self-taught talents who died without ever gaining recognition.


Choosing women for the book was not an easy task. I was assisted in this by my editors Romilly Morgan and Pauline Bache, as well as Gina Luria Walker, the founder of the New Historia initiative at the New School in New York City (see page 219). As with all books in the Forgotten Women series, we have tried to select a range of artists from around the world and across the ages. After all, one of the pitfalls of the so-called public record is how much it favours white heterosexual men from rich countries – and how little that captures the true richness and diversity of history.


If there is anything that connects the 48 women in this book, it is that they possessed the drive and self-understanding that connects all great artists. They were not motivated by the need for public adulation or money – in fact, many of them didn’t make a penny from their work.


Instead, they had a certain way of seeing the world – a force of understanding that could translate light and shade into tempera paint or marble, imbuing whatever medium they chose with enormous power, emotion and depth. You can see that in the explosive colours of Corita Kent, the nun-turned-artist who saw joy everywhere in God’s creation, or the deep, soulful wanderlust that infuses the Bildungsroman work of the German artist Charlotte Salomon.


There is tragedy in this book, too. It is in the stories of women like Jo Hopper, who gave up a promising career to assist her spouse’s artistic ambitions, and painters such as Tina Blau and Marlow Moss, whose works were lost in the chaos and destruction of World War II.


There are missed opportunities by the dozen, in which interlocking forces of racism, sexism and economic circumstance have held women back from achieving their full potential as artists. Who knows what Harriet Powers, the former slave who sewed quilts of celestial perfection, would have become if she wasn’t so constrained by the segregation of her time? Would drip painter Janet Sobel have become just as famous as Jackson Pollock if she hadn’t had to take a job at her family business?


Happily, there is joy to be found, too – for example, in the lives of Alma Thomas, the schoolteacher-turned-artist who achieved unexpected fame in her seventies, and of Clara Tice, whose husband gave up his career in art to support her own. There are also stories of bravery and recklessness, sensuality and sex, scandal and mystery. Sometimes, as in the case of the occultist and painter Marjorie Cameron, a single life can combine all six.


Change is happening now, albeit with the imperceptibility of shifting tectonic plates. The director of the Tate art museums and galleries in the UK is Maria Balshaw, Lisa Phillips heads up the New Museum in Lower Manhattan and Laurence des Cars is chief of the Musée d’Orsay and Musée de l’Orangerie in Paris. But unless you have your ear pressed close to the ground, these changes might be difficult to register.


Other museums have taken drastic action to diversify their collections. At the time of publication, the Baltimore Museum of Art had just announced plans to sell seven works by white male artists, including Andy Warhol and Robert Rauschenberg, to fund a “war chest”6 for acquiring works by women and people of colour.


“The decision to do this rests very strongly on my commitment to rewrite the postwar canon,” the museum’s director, Christopher Bedford, told the art market website Artnet. “To state it explicitly and act on it with discipline – there is no question that is an unusual and radical act to take.”7


I hope that Forgotten Women: The Artists can form a modest part of this sea change in art; to show that, beyond the Frida Kahlos and Georgia O’Keeffes, there is an entire universe of women’s art to discover, explore and remember. At the very least, it will help you to name more than three women artists.
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JANET SOBEL


[image: illustration]hen Janet Sobel (1893–1968) died at the age of 75, her obituary in the local paper listed her as the vice-president and director of Sobel Brothers, Inc., the costume jewellery business founded by her late husband, Max. But Janet hadn’t just manufactured cheap trinkets for a living. When she was in her mid-forties, she taught herself art and became one of the most talked-about painters in New York. Today, this Abstract Expressionist is regarded as the mother of drip painting (the technique that made Jackson Pollock famous).


Born Jennie Olechovsky in Ekaterinoslav, Ukraine, Janet was one of the hundreds of thousands of European immigrants who had fled hardship and persecution for America’s promised land. When her father was killed, possibly as a result of one of the anti-Jewish pogroms that swept Ukraine, the rest of her family promptly boarded an ocean liner for Ellis Island. On arrival, in 1908, the Olechovskys abandoned their last name and became the Wilsons. In Brooklyn, Janet married Max Sobel – also a Ukrainian Jew – and sold potato knishes on Coney Island beach to tide them over during the Depression. When Max’s jewellery business took off, the Sobels and their five children traded up to chichi Brighton Beach in Brooklyn, and Janet became a full-time homemaker.
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In 1938, she began experimenting with a new hobby. One version of the story holds that she took a shine to art after she started doodling over her son Sol’s drawings from art school. Another claims that when she tried to convince Sol to stick with an art scholarship, he told her: “If you’re so interested in art, why don’t you paint?”1. In any case, Janet began drawing on anything she could get her hands on, co-opting scavenged seashells, used envelopes and empty boxes in the name of art.


Sol wound up taking his mother’s early attempts to his teachers at the Educational Alliance Art School in Manhattan. When he was told that Janet possessed undisputed talent, he immediately became her greatest champion. He showed his mother’s work to artistic figures such as the collector Sidney Jarvis and fellow artists Marc Chagall and Max Ernst. They, in turn, introduced Janet to influential critics and gallerists like Peggy Guggenheim, who gave Janet her own solo show in 1946.


Nobody quite knew what to make of Janet. The newspapers called her a “palette packin’ grandma”2 and leaned hard on the attention-grabbing image of a Brooklyn housewife who stumbled into artistic genius. Others described her as a primitivist savant and a top-drawer American Surrealist. “Mrs Sobel’s colours are unfailingly good, her imagination absolutely unrestricted, and her compositions hang together into well-knit and decorative units on the wall,” wrote New York Sun critic Henry McBride. “Of all the so-called primitives to come to light, she is the gayest.”3


Janet herself was far removed from the art world – she had no artistic training whatsoever and stayed that way for the rest of her life. “No, I never went to museums much,” she once said. “I didn’t have time and I didn’t understand these things.”4 Her early work mainly consisted of folksy, figurative paintings that recalled her peasant childhood in Ukraine. Within a few years, however, the jewel-like orchards and women in patterned headscarves in her paintings began melting together into something fantastically new.


Mixing sand into paint, she began to blow and pour colour in expansive loops and curlicues, using glass pipettes to shoot the mixture across the canvas. There might be an occasional glimpse of a face or a pair of eyes through the intricate lattice of paint, but Janet had otherwise fully embraced abstraction.


This was, apparently, much to the delight of one Jackson Pollock, who began exhibiting similar “drip paintings” a couple of years later, in 1947. “Pollock (and I myself) admired these paintings rather furtively,”5 recalled art critic Clement Greenberg of Janet’s show. Greenberg later told Sol that Pollock had been impressed by his mother’s work and that he thought she outclassed Mark Tobey, the man who many believed had influenced Pollock’s own signature style.


However, Janet’s fame was not destined to last. When the family moved to New Jersey to be closer to their jewellery factory, Janet lost touch with the art world. It didn’t help that she had also developed an allergy to paint, forcing her to use crayon and pencil instead. When her husband Max died, work at the family business took over her life completely. Soon, her name became more of a whisper and then it faded out altogether – her monumental artistic contributions to Abstract Expressionism reduced to being perceived as the work of an amateur and hobbyist. When she died, the obituary summed it up plainly: “The widow of the late Max Sobel, who died in 1953, she was 75 and a self-taught artist.”6






EMILY KAME KNGWARREYE


[image: illustration]hen Emily Kame Kngwarreye (c. 1910–1996) came face to face with the work of American painter Sol LeWitt and other Modernists from the West, she had only one question: “Why do those fellas paint like me?”7


It was a good question, even though most art critics tended to ask it the other way around: how did Emily, an elderly Aboriginal woman who spent most of her life in the outback, paint like those fellas? “When you consider that she never studied art, never came into contact with the great artists of her time and did not begin painting until she was almost 80 years of age, there can only be one way to describe her,” Japanese curator Akira Tatehata said when considering Emily’s monumental, punchy canvases of indigenous life. “She was just a genius.”8


Emily was born in the arid Australian desert of Alhalkere, where the nearest town, Alice Springs, was roughly 250km (150 miles) away. She was only about ten when she saw a white man for the first time, after German settlers moved to the area and renamed it Utopia. Like other Aboriginal people in the region, Emily was forced from her ancestral lands and found work on the cattle stations that dotted the sparse landscape.


In 1977, Emily was among a group of Alyawarr and Anmatyerre women who learned to make batik cloth, a traditional Javanese method of decorating fabric with hot wax. The government-sponsored programme sought to raise money to fund their legal claim to Utopia, and the resulting work was instrumental in proving the women’s ownership of their land during the hearings. Thanks in part to the Utopia Women’s Batik Group, the Australian government restored the land to its original owners two years later.


After a decade of producing batik, however, Emily grew tired of making the cloth. “I didn’t want to continue with the hard work batik required – boiling the fabric over and over, lighting fires, and using up all the soap powder, over and over,” she explained. “My eyesight deteriorated as I got older, and because of that I gave up batik on silk – it was better for me to just paint.”9


As an Anmatyerre elder, Emily was custodian of the sacred Dreaming sites for her tribe – elders before her had passed on their knowledge of the ceremonial body markings, songs and ancestral stories. Even her pierced nose was a symbol of her ancestor rock, Alhalkere. The red-orange deserts of Utopia, with its native yam and white-trunked ghost gum trees, was the stuff of her Dreaming, and Emily painted it all. Her first canvas, Emu Woman, painted when she was in her late seventies, was a sensation – nobody in Australia had seen anything like it.


“Awelye (women’s dreaming), arlatyeye (pencil yam), arkerrthe (mountain devil lizard), ntange (grass seed), tingu (dog), ankerre (emu), intekwe (emu food), atnwerle (green bean), and yam seed,” she said when asked to explain the bold lines and fizzing colours that saw her compared to Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko. “That’s what I paint, whole lot.”10


Emily’s work arrived just in time for an explosive takeoff of interest in Aboriginal art. Hailed as “the greatest colourist in Australia’s artistic history”,11 Emily was also extraordinarily productive – she made an estimated three thousand pieces of work over her brief painting career, which was just short of eight years. Her artistic routine involved spreading her canvas on the ground and sitting cross-legged, switching between her left and right hands for her signature “dump dump dot” brushstrokes. Up until her death at the age of 86, she painted at least one canvas a day.
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The paintings sold for ever-increasing sums, and Emily was soon earning up to A$500,000 a year. In keeping with tradition, this wealth was communally shared with her kinspeople to buy necessities like food and clothing. Then came the carpetbaggers – the wheeler-dealer agents, gallery owners and all-round hustlers who wanted to cash in on the Emily phenomenon. Even some of her own family thought she was being worked into the ground. “I don’t want to end up like that old lady,” the artist Kathleen Petyarre said of her aunt. “Everybody fighting over canvas all the time.”12


The demand for her work was so high that it prompted a boom in forgeries, with one collector telling the British newspaper the Sunday Telegraph that he had been offered a fake for about £12,000 (roughly A$27,500 at that time). “It wasn’t her style, it wasn’t even her brushwork, it just wasn’t subtle enough,” he said. “Prices are rocketing and as soon as there’s a market like this there’ll always be conmen.”13 These accusations of exploitation and unscrupulousness dogged Emily even after her death, with some believing that highlighting a single Aboriginal artist to such a degree went against the collective tradition of her people.


Just over a decade after Emily’s death, her monumental work Earth’s Creation was sold for A$1,060,000 – at the time, a world record for an Aboriginal artist and the highest price ever paid for a female Australian artist. But her greatest legacy lies in those who succeeded her. Today, the artistic community of Utopia continues to thrive – and that is thanks to women like Emily, who said simply of her work: “I keep on painting the place that belongs to me.”14






HILMA AF KLINT


[image: illustration]n her lifetime, Hilma af Klint (1862–1944) was known for turning out technically accomplished, if conventional, botanical illustrations and landscapes. But the Stockholmborn artist – one of the first women to be admitted to the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine Arts – had an all-consuming secret. She believed that she was communing with higher beings from a different, astral plane, and that one of them had appointed her to undertake her greatest artistic commission yet. The series known as The Paintings for the Temple would become her masterpiece and would prefigure abstract art pioneer Wassily Kandinsky’s work by half a decade.


Like many people in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Hilma developed an interest in spiritualism. She attended seances as a teenager, and the early death of her youngest sister only served to reaffirm her devotion to Theosophy, a school of mysticism pioneered by Madame Helena Blavatsky. Among their various theories, Theosophists preached Neoplatonism – the belief that there was a more enlightened, abstract plane of existence from which all things descended – and asserted that mediums like Blavatsky could speak to the inhabitants of that plane to gain esoteric knowledge.


Blavatsky’s work was enormously popular – everyone from Piet Mondrian to W B Yeats knew of her. Hilma, however, took it one step farther. At the age of 34, with four other women artists, she set up a group called The Five, which was part sisterly collective and part mystical sect. The would-be cosmonauts held regular seances to explore the realms that lay beyond the senses. They believed that they were contacting spirit leaders known as the High Masters, and, much like the Surrealists three decades later, they made automatic drawings and writings in which they allowed their hands to spontaneously write and paint without conscious control.
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In 1904, Hilma received a special message from a High Master she called Amaliel: she had been selected to create paintings “on the astral plane” that would represent the “immortal aspects of man”.15 This marked the beginning of The Paintings for the Temple – a monumental work that eventually grew to encompass 193 paintings, some more than 3m (10ft) tall. “The pictures were painted directly through me, without any preliminary drawings and with great force,” she claimed. “I had no idea what the paintings were supposed to depict; nevertheless, I worked swiftly and surely, without changing a single brushstroke.”16


The results were a world away from the illustrations she had made as a professional draughtswoman for a veterinary institute. By painting an abstract world that nonetheless communicated all the power of the physical form, Hilma found a way to translate the philosophy of Theosophy into art. Her images dance and sing with dazzling psychedelic colours and the movement of celestial spheres. She painted no less than 111 of these pieces between 1906 and 1908, imagining that they would hang in a never-to-be-constructed spiral building called The Temple.


Hilma did not exhibit the paintings during her lifetime. It is thought that social reformer and fellow esotericist Rudolf Steiner, upon visiting her studio, told her it would take the world half a century to understand the pieces. Reportedly heartbroken, Hilma decreed that she would only allow her art to be exhibited 20 years after her death. In her will, she also declared that nobody should be allowed to purchase individual paintings from The Paintings for the Temple and split up the series.


Recognition of this proto-Modernist would take far longer than the two decades she had envisaged. After her death at the age of 81, Hilma’s work languished unloved for many years. In 1970, Sweden’s Moderna Museet director Pontus Hultén even rejected a donation of the whole collection on the grounds of her association with spiritualism. (Never mind that Kandinsky was also an avid follower of Theosophy.) It was only in the 21st century that Hilma was rediscovered and hailed as a precursor to abstract art; a spiritual foremother who somehow divined the radical swerve of Modernism years before anyone else.


“You are to proclaim a new philosophy of life and you yourself are to be a part of the new kingdom. Your labours will bear fruit,”17 Amaliel told her. More than a century later – and roughly half a century after the Moderna Museet’s rejection – that is only just beginning to happen.






NASREEN MOHAMEDI


[image: illustration]hen Nasreen Mohamedi (1937–1990) began her career in art, most of her contemporaries in India were strict adherents of realism. With only pencil and graphite as her tools, Nasreen executed a one-woman mutiny against the artistic orthodoxy of the day. With geometric, grid-like sketches that sing with luminous movement, her radical exercise in austerity eventually saw her proclaimed one of her country’s most important abstract artists.


Nasreen was born in Karachi and moved to Bombay with her family four years before Partition cleaved the Indian subcontinent in two. In London, she enrolled at St Martin’s School of Art and worked at a printmaking atelier in Paris. She was well travelled – there were trips to Tokyo and a stint teaching art in Bombay – but her visits to relatives in Bahrain and Kuwait were the ones that left the biggest impression on her work. Nasreen was hypnotized by these countries’ traditional Islamic architecture and repeatedly photographed their deserts on stark black-and-white film.
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A tiny dot, a grain of sand


A dot


All leading to the same


A whole18


With her poetic work reflecting on the importance of the miniscule, over time Nasreen’s sparse line drawings grew smaller in size and ever more abstract. Like many of her artistic peers, she started out in watercolour and oils – but as other artists began moving on to bigger and more expansive canvases, Nasreen rebelled. “I feel the need to simplify,”19 she wrote in her diary. She was looking to, as she put it, “break the cycle of seeing [so that] Magic and awareness arrives.” Unsurprisingly, she was interested in Zen Buddhism and Sufism, recognizing in them the same search for stripped-back unity; her desire, she said, was to get “the maximum from the minimum”20.


In 1972, Nasreen was offered a teaching job in the fine arts faculty at the Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda, in the seaside Indian state of Gujarat. She made an obvious impression on her students by getting them out of the studio and teaching them outdoors: “She wanted to let the students know that they should observe minute details in nature, and not simply imitate them,” explained Vivan Sundaram, a painter who was taught by Nasreen. “She looked for the essence in simplicity and form and that was her main work.”21


She would also show her work to her students on the floor of her living room in complete silence; her audience would quietly observe the art and then leave with a hug, all without uttering a single word. “Silence didn’t mean lack of communication to her,”22 remembered curator Roobina Karode, a former student turned lifelong friend.


Her studio was equally sparse, its only furnishings a low light and a simple drafting table. Sometimes she would ditch the desk altogether in favour of drawing on the floor. It was a monastic life, best summarized by Roobina: “Nasreen mopped the floor of her studio/home several times in a day. The daily rituals of cleansing before sitting down to work were as mandatory for her as rituals of ablution before the offering of prayers.”23


When Nasreen Mohamedi passed away of Huntington’s disease at the age of 53, she was at the tail end of a long battle with the illness that robbed her of motor function. “It was like mortality in cruel play to see this elegant woman in an inadvertent display of the body-soul, stubbing knocking tapping hitting lunging through space,”24 art critic Geeta Kapur said of her friend toward the end of her life.


Nasreen had already watched the genetic disease claim the lives of two brothers and her father; she was only in her thirties when she, too, received the fatal diagnosis. Still she persevered with her art, using an architect’s table and precision tools to steady her hand and control any involuntary tremors. She rarely discussed her own work or practice; her notebooks provide the only evidence of her thoughts on art. In May of 1990, having finally succumbed to her illness, she was buried by the Arabian Sea. “One day all will become functional and hence good design,” Nasreen once wrote. “There will be no waste. We will then understand basics. It will take time. But then we get the opportunity for pure patience.”25






ALMA THOMAS


[image: illustration]ost people tend to view retirement as a chance to kick back and relax, but not Alma Thomas (1891–1978). At the age of 69, the Washington, DC, art teacher left work and began a dramatically new chapter in her life as the creator of joyously vivid abstract paintings. “Through colour,” she said, “I have sought to concentrate on beauty and happiness, rather than on man’s inhumanity to man.”26 The resulting work was compared to everything from Byzantine mosaics to the pointillism of Georges Seurat.27


Alma was born in Columbus, Georgia, at the tail end of the 19th century, or the “horse and buggy days”,28 as she put it. Her father was a churchman and her mother a seamstress, but the pair decided to uproot their family of four girls and head for Washington, DC, away from the racial segregation of the Deep South. Alma wanted to be an architect and, in 1924, became the first student to graduate from Howard University’s new fine arts department. But there was little opportunity for Alma to pursue her childhood dream, even in relatively progressive DC. Instead, she entered teaching and did painting on the side.


Her early work was considered proficient enough to merit inclusion in group shows, but it failed to dazzle the art world. It was only when she abandoned still lifes and realism in her retirement – partly as a result of her creeping arthritis and failing sight – that she hit upon her own inimitable style.
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At a time when most black artists chose to focus on politics and issues of racial injustice, Alma looked toward nature – or more accurately, her own garden. She studied the shape of trees, the patterns in a flowerbed and how light shone through leaves, distilling these into a lively mosaic of colour. In Iris, Tulips, Jonquils, and Crocuses, thick blots of primary colour are arranged in loose columns that sway on canvas like flowers bowing to the wind. “I’ve never bothered painting the ugly things in life…no,” she said. “I wanted something beautiful that you could sit down and look at.”29


When an interviewer asked Alma if she considered herself a black artist, she merely replied, “I am an American.”30 She had a single foray into political art with a semi-figurative oil painting of the 1963 March on Washington, which she had attended with a friend. Otherwise, Alma’s artistic impulses took her far away from the biographical or political. For her, art occupied its own unique mode of expression, as she explained:


Creative art is for all time and is therefore independent of time. It is of all ages, of every land, and if by this we mean the creative spirit in man which produces a picture or a statue is common to the whole civilized world, independent of age, race and nationality, the statement may stand unchallenged.31


One element that excited Alma about the world she was living in was space travel, and she described the effect it had on her:


Today not only can our great sciences send astronauts to and from the Moon to photograph its surface and bring back samples of rocks and other materials, but through the medium of colour television all can see and experience the thrill of these adventures. These phenomena set my creativity in motion.32


From her house on Fifteenth Street, she imagined what it would be like to look down on Earth from the vantage point of an Apollo mission. “You look down on things,” Alma surmised. “You streak through the clouds so fast you don’t know whether the flower below is a violet or what. You see only streaks of color.”33


It was perfect fodder for an abstract artist with a singular view of the world. In 1969, she began her Snoopy series, inspired by the cartoon nickname that NASA astronauts had given their spacecraft. In paintings like Blast Off and Snoopy Sees Earth Wrapped in Sunset, conventional space imagery – the pointed tip of a rocket, the blue-green orb of Earth – are injected with Alma’s jet-fuel vision and transformed into columns of colour and shimmering balls of light.


At the age of 80, Alma was given her own retrospective at the Whitney Museum of American Art in Manhattan – the first black woman in its history to receive the honour of a solo show. She remained characteristically humble about the achievement: “One of the things we couldn’t do was go into museums, let alone think of hanging our pictures there,” she said on the eve of the opening. “My, times have changed. Just look at me now.”34






CAROL RAMA


[image: illustration]omen with beady-eyed snakes emerging from their genitalia, their oversized vulvae pulsating hot pink and red with desire; tortured patients in hospital beds and wheelchairs, squeezed into heels and tormented by men with a bushel of penises…you could never accuse Carol Rama (1918–2015) of being prudish. “I paint by instinct and I paint for passion,” she once said. “And because of rage and because of violence and because of sadness. And for a certain fetishism. And for happiness and melancholy together. And especially for anger.”35


The painter, from Turin, Italy, had plenty to be angry about. Her father’s car-and-bicycle factory had failed amid the economic turmoil of the 1920s, prompting her mother’s breakdown and his subsequent suicide in 1942. With the family bankrupt and her comfortable middle-class existence shattered, Carol spent her childhood visiting her mother in a psychiatric institution. Even as a girl, she felt strangely at home there – there was something liberating being among people who cared little for social convention. “It was then I began to make indecent drawings,”36
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