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Introduction



THE IDEA FOR this book arose out of a conversation I had with painter Grace Hartigan in the fall of 1990. At sixty-eight, she was in the midst of her biggest year in decades, with multiple exhibitions scheduled and a monograph of her work newly released. The publisher of the art magazine where I worked decided that all this activity warranted a feature, which she asked me to write. It was an assignment I approached with trepidation. I had known of Grace for years; she was the head of the graduate painting program at the Maryland Institute College of Art while I was an undergraduate. From a safe distance, I had watched terrified as she walked, blond and imperious, ahead of a gaggle of eager students, held forth loudly amid rapt listeners at the Mount Royal Tavern next door, and delivered withering critiques as she toured classrooms and studios. From my student perspective, she was a tough old bird who I imagined had had to fight throughout her career against art world prejudices that viewed a woman’s art as “women’s work” (inherently lesser) and that, having endured such systematic debasement, she was not inclined toward magnanimity. I therefore rang the bell at her Baltimore loft braced for an hour with an impatient, dismissive diva. Of greatest interest to me as I waited on the street below was how many minutes would pass until I could return there.


And then Grace opened the door.


The woman who greeted me warmly and generously was utterly disarming. She bore no resemblance to the person I had grown to fear. Confused and smitten, I followed her up the many flights to her studio, where we sat as our one-hour interview stretched into four, as the light through her massive windows faded from gold to gray, as the story she told stirred my imagination and changed my life. I was in the presence of a woman who had sacrificed everything, including her only child, to be what she was: an artist. The rewards had been few, beyond a life well lived (not materially, but spiritually) and the recognition in her waning years that she had been honest about who she was and what she needed. A rare accomplishment for a woman of any generation, it was particularly so of hers, when servitude to family was the only goal toward which a “healthy” woman was to aspire. Grace was living proof that, on the contrary, a life dreamed could be a life lived. All it took was courage, commitment, and humor. I remember both of us laughing a lot that afternoon. Though the subject was serious, the stories Grace told were fantastic and the woman who recounted them was as wild as the twenty-six-year-old who had abandoned everything in 1948 to paint, though she wasn’t even sure how.


Grace was part of the art movement born in New York in the 1930s that shifted the capital of Western culture from Paris to New York, and changed the very history of art. It was nothing short of a revolution and, like every revolutionary endeavor, it was peopled with an assortment of talented, brilliant, and mad visionaries who existed, initially, so far outside society that they were invisible to everyone but each other. She described the people she counted as friends—men and women, straight and gay, writers and painters and composers—who survived and thrived during the most turbulent two decades of modern U.S. history and amid a society so timidly conservative that its greatest ambition was conformity. Grace and her friends were outlaws in that world, joyfully upending every tradition that presented itself—artistic and social—and in the process creating a new way of painting, sculpting, writing, and composing that shaped the standards by which we still make and appreciate art today. But Grace’s stories went beyond the sweeping importance of the movement. She described the intimate struggles endured and victories achieved by people who became legend and, almost more interestingly and significantly, people long forgotten who were nonetheless vitally important to their peers. In each of those stories, because Grace spoke of friends, the trials and triumphs felt immediate. Art wasn’t removed from life, it was life.


I had never encountered art history as stirring. Paintings I had only half understood now came alive because I felt I had met, if only figuratively, the artists who made them. I began to understand the cross-pollination between painting and music, or painting and poetry, through Grace’s myriad tales of the writers and composers she knew and loved. And I recognized the necessity of understanding the times in which Grace and her fellow artists lived. They did not create in a vacuum, as those who rely on theory to explain art often imply. They had not expunged all recognizable imagery from their work on an aesthetic whim or to coldly advance the progression of modern art begun in the previous century. They stripped their work of all life except their own internal meanderings because they existed in a world destroyed by war, dehumanized by the death camps, and denied a future by the atomic bomb. Under those circumstances, what else could they paint with any degree of honesty?


As Grace spoke, she didn’t dwell on the fact that she was a woman artist or that other women formed an important part of the Abstract Expressionist group. But each time she mentioned a woman painter or sculptor, I found myself wondering why, in the official history, those names so rarely surfaced. Their contributions were significant. In fact, in the cases of Lee Krasner and Elaine de Kooning, the movement would not have existed or unfolded as it did without them. And yet, the story of that movement has been taught and accepted as the tale of a few heroic men.


There are many reasons for that interpretation, some endemic to the history of art, in which man is traditionally the creator and woman the muse, and some specific to America at mid-century. Prior to the Abstract Expressionists, Americans generally mistrusted male artists (female artists weren’t even worth discussing) and labeled them as effete or elitist. The New York crowd, beginning in the 1930s, was the first generation to make painting and sculpture an American “manly” occupation. The movement’s macho character was, therefore, part and parcel of the transformation it initiated. But another important reason the Abstract Expressionist story has belonged to men involves something much more insidious: the market. When art became a “business” in the turbocharged consumer economy of the late 1950s, work by women artists wasn’t considered as valuable as that of men, which meant dealers didn’t show it, magazines didn’t write about it, collectors didn’t buy or donate it to museums, and art history courses failed to mention it. Gradually, most of the women who were part of the Abstract Expressionist movement were at best sidelined and at worst forgotten, despite the fact that they had been heralded before the “art business” took control of the art world and that they were pioneers, breaking down centuries-old cultural and social barriers.


Before the Abstract Expressionists, professional women artists were considered exceptional, either oddballs or “European” because they worked in a less hostile climate abroad. Beginning in the 1930s, however, women artists formed part of the New York art scene and by the 1950s, a handful of them had reached its very center. That history has been largely lost, leaving the chronicle of Abstract Expressionism half told, and robbing many aspiring artists of an awareness of a grand tradition.


It is true that art, while indebted to tradition, is usually at odds with it; art is about the thrill of mutiny. Young painters and sculptors are particularly unwilling to be hampered by the past, especially if that past is encased in the cement shoes of gender. But familiarity with tradition can be liberating for an artist because it provides a map illustrating the route other people have taken, which is especially valuable at the start of such a perilous journey. Male artists can inspire and instruct, surely. Artistic concerns are gender neutral. But there are social and personal issues a woman artist faces that cannot be found in the stories of men; these are the obstacles confronted and obstacles overcome. The poet Adrienne Rich wrote, “For spiritual values and a creative tradition to continue unbroken we need concrete artifacts, the work of hands, written words to read, images to look at, a dialogue with brave and imaginative women who came before us.”1 It’s instructive as well as comforting to know how other women have managed and what other women have dared. It’s also gratifying to find in their stories an occasional energizing dose of inspiration. When Grace began her quest to become an artist, she faced two questions: How do I paint? and How do I live as a painter? She turned to Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning to help with the first. To answer the second, she turned to a woman, Elaine. I am ashamed to say that before I met Grace I would not have considered asking her advice on the subject. I was too indebted to a Western art tradition to imagine a woman artist had as much to teach me as a man. After my evening with her, I saw not only the value but the absolute necessity of learning from both.


I left Grace’s studio reeling, my head filled with her tales—hilarious, tragic, edifying—and the question, why hadn’t I heard this before? Why didn’t I know that at the most thrilling moment in American art history, women were instrumental in its success and fruition, that men and women worked together as equals supporting one another in the greatest artistic experiment America had yet experienced amid a society arrayed against them and the art they produced. I decided to write a book to try to fill the void. Twenty years later, I finally began. Ninth Street Women is the result.


To tell the story as vividly and intimately as Grace told me, I decided to focus not on a single artist, but on a group of artists. I felt this would allow me to broaden the history and offer a truer, more vibrant portrait of the time. The avant-garde art community in New York at mid-century was tiny, but about one-third of the serious artists who formed part of it at any given moment were women—sometimes a dozen, sometimes as many as thirty. I chose a core five—Lee Krasner, Elaine de Kooning, Grace Hartigan, Joan Mitchell, and Helen Frankenthaler—based on the importance of their art or their personal significance to the movement. Also, because of the differences in their ages—a span of twenty years—each of these characters represented an important chapter in the development of Abstract Expressionism. During my years working on this project, I was aware of the irony of writing about these characters as “women artists” at all. None of them would have wanted to be characterized as such. The women among the Abstract Expressionists did not constitute a subgroup. They were painters. Period. As for their very real rebellion against a society that declared the best women to be those most easily ignored, Lee, Elaine, Grace, Joan, and Helen didn’t rebel as much as ignore society’s dictates. They didn’t believe its rules pertained to them.


I went in search of their stories first through more than two hundred interviews spanning sixty years, some of which I had the pleasure to conduct myself. I also pored through dozens of archives and collections belonging to libraries, foundations, and individuals, including several not previously open to the public, in a hunt for letters, journals, and notes. Those primary materials, written by the various characters, their friends, and their extended colleagues, helped me establish a clearer picture of their world as they lived it, as opposed to the way it has been interpreted over the past six decades. Finally, I spent years reading a mountain of general, women’s, social, art, literary, and music history books pertaining to that period, as well as the many, many volumes describing the Abstract Expressionist artists, from the very first publications on the subject in the early 1940s to the most recent. What I was after was enough information to allow me to tell the full story, to introduce the reader to my artists in the society in which they lived. I chose to follow the path described by philosopher John Dewey, and art historians Erwin Panofsky and Meyer Schapiro, who taught that one is unable to understand art deeply without understanding the time and place in which a work was created, and without having a proper introduction to the artist responsible for the work.2 The scope of my book expanded accordingly.


What I have come to write, through the biographies of five remarkable women, is the story of a cultural revolution that occurred between the years 1929 and 1959 as it arose out of the Depression and the Second World War, developed amid the Cold War and McCarthyism, and declined during the early boom years of America’s consumer culture when the “latest” was inevitably the “best.” Throughout the book, I have also described the ever-changing role of women in U.S. society, and the often overlooked spiritual importance of art to humankind. As I wrote, that last point became particularly relevant. The modern disassociation of the average person from art began at the very time when those who created it were most akin to them. The Abstract Expressionists were largely working people, the children of immigrants or immigrants themselves, men and women who lived a hardscrabble existence. But because their art generally abandoned people, objects, and landscape—those elements most easily recognized by nonartists—it became difficult to understand and therefore easy to dismiss. Critics, art scholars, and museum officials often made matters worse. The formalist language that arose around art so obscured its meaning that art became removed from so-called real life. Gradually, society came to believe it didn’t need art. And that is a tragedy, especially in an age such as ours.


Art serves a social function not unlike religion. For those who are open to it, it speaks directly to that aspect of man that is not beast-like, and stirs the part of modern man that is nearly calcified from neglect, his soul. I often thought, as I wrote, that our own troubled world is sorely lacking in the nutrients that art provides. The stories told in this book might be a reminder that where there is art there is hope. Or, as Albert Camus wrote, “In the world of condemnation to death which is ours, artists bear witness to that in man which refuses to die.”3


I would like to briefly explain my method to the reader so he or she does not feel cheated by a lack of traditional biographical detail. Because I am writing about five people during a period of a mere thirty years I had to be judicious in my choice of material, both for length and to fit the broader story line. I have used those elements of the five women’s histories that are most pertinent to their lives as artists in the Abstract Expressionist milieu. For example, I don’t dwell overly on childhoods and families except where doing so helps a reader understand essential facts that contributed to the artists’ development. I don’t spend time on specific dates that normally comprise and ritualize a person’s life. I am interested less in a vertical history than a horizontal one, in other words, those experiences and people that influenced the artists, rather than their chronological development. Chronology is, in fact, a thorny issue in this book because memories about specific occurrences often conflicted, as did published accounts. Sometimes a letter appeared to help corroborate a date, sometimes a journal entry, but in other cases I had to rely on the logical preponderance of the evidence in placing an event at a particular time. Also, because the book ends in 1959, when the movement sputters and dies, I have, to my own frustration, offered mere snapshots of the characters’ later lives. Those interested in full biographies of some of these women—dates and all—are lucky. In the past few years, biographies have been published on all but Helen Frankenthaler. References to the biographies of Lee Krasner, Elaine de Kooning, Joan Mitchell, and Grace Hartigan are included in the bibliography, as are many other wonderful biographies and books on the extraordinary characters with whom the Ninth Street Women lived and worked.














And I am out on a limb, and it is the arm of God.


—Frank O’Hara1















Prologue



The Ninth Street Show, New York, May 1951



I have come to the sad conclusion that there never was an age that was wholly civilized—that there was always the barbarism & savagery that we know to-day, with a few beautiful spirits who lit up their age.


—Janice Biala1




THERE WAS NO shortage of ideas in the early morning as the artists who inhabited the Cedar Bar stumbled back to the ramshackle lofts where they lived illegally and worked without recognition from anyone outside their own minuscule community. But this idea gave them pause. As they said good night outside a derelict storefront on Ninth Street, they noticed the vast empty space within and agreed that, with a little effort, it would make a superb exhibition spot.2 The painters and sculptors who lived just north and east of Washington Square Park had been largely excluded from the shows uptown, despite their well-publicized protests that no exhibition could be truly “modern” if it did not include the New York artists who were creating a revolution in paint and metal and stone. They knew, even if no one else chose to recognize it, that for the first time in history, the United States—New York—had become the center of the international art world. No longer would artists need to make the pilgrimage to Paris to absorb lessons from the masters. The masters were as close as lower Manhattan and no farther away than Long Island.


The men and women whose drunken laughter reverberated through the quiet street that April before dawn talked excitedly about the possibility of a salon des refusés in the nineteenth-century tradition and the opportunity to buck the uptown academy with their own artist-organized coming-out party. There was, however, a familiar impediment standing between their rebellious scheme and securing a space to house it: money. No one had the funds to pay the rent.3 Milton Resnick, a battle-weary World War II veteran who was among the artists admiring the former furniture store, lived across the street with his painter girlfriend, Jean Steubing. He told her about the idea and went to bed. “In the morning she was gone,” he said. While Resnick slept off the previous night, Steubing met with the owner of the building that housed the storefront to negotiate a rental deal—fifty dollars for a month’s use of the ninety-foot first floor and basement. The show had to be hung quickly, though. The building was slated for demolition.4


The news spread as a planning committee met to discuss the show in a studio next to the proposed exhibition site at 60 East Ninth Street, between Broadway and University Place in Greenwich Village. Painters John Ferren, Milton Resnick, Franz Kline, Esteban Vicente, Conrad Marca-Relli, and Elaine de Kooning, among others, considered the issues still to be resolved: Would it be an open show, or by invitation? Who would hang the works? Who should clean and paint the space? What about the lighting, publicity, and other costs? Even if everyone chipped in to pay the rent, more money would be needed, much more.5 The discussions continued for days at another location, an Eighth Street loft known simply as the Club. It was a members-only meeting place where artists drank and danced but mostly argued about art, philosophy, music, religion, and poetry. Now the discussions focused almost exclusively on the show, which dozens of neglected painters and sculptors clamored to enter. The Club’s guiding spirit, sculptor Philip Pavia, described the scene as “bedlam.”6


The tight art community that gathered at the Club had arisen from the Depression-era Federal Art Project, which had paid artists a weekly survival salary to create. By 1951, its circle had expanded to include a younger generation. Those so-called Second Generation artists were resented by some Club members because they had not suffered—either financially or artistically—as much or as long as their elders, and some of the older men wanted to exclude them from the show. The younger women were especially resented by those who believed the women’s works would diminish the strength and seriousness of the exhibition. Real art was a masculine domain, they argued. Women weren’t innovators; their work was domestic, decorative. Yes, women artists were members of the Club—they livened up the place—but some of the First Generation weren’t prepared to recognize les gals for anything beyond their pinup qualities: good figures, nice hair, great legs. After long and heated discussions, however, the strident old-timers were overruled. Unlike the museums and galleries uptown, the Ninth Street Show would strive to be inclusive. “The idea of the show was that we were equal… just all artists… no bullshit,” Resnick explained.7


The work at the furniture store, meanwhile, proceeded briskly. Artists built dividers to increase the amount of exhibition space, scrubbed floors, whitewashed walls, and installed lights. Within two weeks the storefront was ready. Given the acrimony over who might be in the exhibition, everyone agreed that the next step—hanging it—would require a diplomat. An artist would be accused of giving their friends the best spots in the show. An outsider was needed, and one was easily found.8


Leo Castelli had fled Europe in 1939, just before Paris fell to the Nazis, after mounting one spectacular Surrealist show in a building next to the Ritz in the Place Vendôme. He had arrived in the United States on forged papers with his wife and daughter, and quickly left them in New York to join the U.S. army in an intelligence unit in Bucharest.9 With the war’s end, he became a “minister without portfolio,” according to one artist, an “enabler” around the Village.10 The small, dapper, black-eyed gentleman with a cultured northern Italian accent preferred the company of artists to the textile manufacturers he associated with as a representative for his father-in-law’s business. The artists weren’t entirely sure what he did for a living—some thought he ran a T-shirt factory in Queens—but they knew he had art connections in Paris and that he hoped, eventually, to open a gallery in New York.11


Castelli was their man. He was courteous—he smiled easily and spoke rarely—knew how to hang art, and he had money (less, in fact, than the artists believed, but more than they possessed). Painter Friedel Dzubas said Castelli was one of the few uptown people “with a little financial freedom that made themselves very available to the downtown roughnecks. Leo liked the whole thing.”12 The organizers asked Castelli if he wanted to oversee the hanging of the Ninth Street Show. His initial reaction was horror. “They’ll kill me,” he said, if he appeared to be biased in the placement of works. But Resnick advised him to make sure the biggest names weren’t hung in the best locations and all would go well.13 In return for Castelli’s services, and any money he could provide for incidentals, Bill de Kooning and some of the other artists would each give Leo one of their works.14 At that time, of course, none of the pieces had any monetary value to speak of, but it was considered an appropriate gesture of thanks for a man willing to embark on such an important and delicate mission. Leo agreed.


And so, the third week of May 1951, large paintings made their way along Eighth Street, Tenth Street, down Fourth Avenue, and up from the Lower East Side. Sometimes two legs, sometimes four legs were all that could be seen trundling below the slashing, screaming, color-saturated abstract canvases, or their equally expressive black-and-white brethren, created by artists who had stripped their work of the comfort of color to make gesture the dominant force in their paintings. Anyone lucky enough to have been on those streets at that time to catch a glimpse of those traveling marvels would not have realized it, but they were witnessing nothing less than the future of modern art passing by.


Dazzling though much of that work was, it had been born out of nearly two decades of trauma resulting first from the Depression, and then from the devastation and sacrifices of the Second World War. Even those very few artists who were financially secure enough to have avoided the ravages of the economic collapse could not have failed to be affected by the social upheaval it produced. As for the war, it had been inescapable. “The war made everything different,” recalled painter Mary Abbott, “and everybody was different.”15 Mankind had unleashed its hidden beast and the result was not only the tangible horrors of Auschwitz and Hiroshima but a miasma of hatred, suspicion, and bigotry that lingered still. Under such circumstances artists continued to work, but they could no longer paint or sculpt the reassuring “things”—objects, landscapes, or people—that had occupied their predecessors for centuries. To do so would have seemed false, tantamount to nostalgia for an innocent past that had most likely never existed in the first place. The myths and themes of nationalism were also unworthy subjects in an age that had seen so many crimes committed in the name of the state. Religion? For many, it had been lost among the broken bodies piled up like cords of wood that had—for artists who had not witnessed them firsthand in war—appeared in newsreels at the cinema or in the front-page photographs of daily papers.


Artists who were able to, who needed to work despite the desolation of the times, had been forced to look deeper for a subject, to look inside the only thing they could be sure of—themselves. The result was abstraction free of anything but the material with which the art was made and the naked energy of the artist who produced it. These were individual, personal works, conforming to no school and utterly devoid of politics. And yet each piece, however unintentionally, did serve a greater social function. The work of the artists in postwar New York, like the work of artists during troubled periods throughout history, acted as a kind of beacon, a ping from hidden depths reminding those who searched for it that, all evidence to the contrary, civilization had not perished: If there is art, there is hope. Man is not a monster, because he yearns for truth and is capable of producing great beauty.


On Ninth Street, a greeting committee of sorts comprised of Castelli, Bill de Kooning, Franz Kline, and assorted other elder artists and show initiators occupied the makeshift gallery to accept and approve works submitted to the exhibition. Artists were allowed one piece and were encouraged to submit a small work to economize on space. Ultimately seventy-two artists would be chosen to exhibit, including five women who would play pivotal roles in the movement born in New York. ArtNews editor Tom Hess, an important critic and champion of the group, would call them the “sparkling ‘Amazons’ who emerged in the flower of American painting.”16 They were as powerful as Amazons; as artists and as women, they were truly pioneers.


The veteran among them, Lee Krasner, had sent in a painting for the show from Long Island, where she was preparing for a solo exhibition in the fall. It would be her first since she had begun painting professionally sixteen years earlier. Independent, strong, and fiercely political, beginning in the late 1930s, Lee had been one of the foremost artists in New York because of the avant-garde work she produced, her leadership role in the art community, and her remarkable ability to recognize great art. Lee was credited with having one of the best eyes in the country for new work. But from the time she had begun living with her future husband, Jackson Pollock, in 1942, her art, indeed her life, was obscured by his formidable shadow. Lee Krasner the artist nearly disappeared. Colleagues whispered among themselves that she had stopped painting altogether, that Jackson wouldn’t allow it. Neither assertion was true. Lee had continued working. With its myopic vision, the art world had simply failed to see it. “Back then there was so much extra-art garbage surrounding her work that it was an effort to move into the pure center and experience the painting for its own sake,” playwright Edward Albee wrote of Lee years later. “These piles of garbage were named ‘female artist’ and ‘wife of artist.’”17 The year of the Ninth Street Show, Lee proudly and excitedly prepared to make a comeback devoid of the qualifying adjectives that had been attached to her name to diminish her achievements.


At twenty-two, Helen Frankenthaler was the youngest artist in the show and, with the chutzpah of youth, she had submitted the largest painting—more than seven feet long. With the help of friends, she had joyously hauled it across busy avenues, past buses filled with gaping passengers, through rows of cars backed up in traffic to Ninth Street from her studio nearby.18 Would Helen have had advance permission to submit such a large work? Probably not. Would she have worried that it would be rejected? Not for a minute. Helen categorically refused to acknowledge artistic or social limits that were not self-imposed. She also had a deep reservoir of confidence in her ability as an artist that was unusual even for a more mature painter. It was not misplaced. Within two years she would produce a work of art so original it would spawn a new school of painting. But at the time of the Ninth Street Show, because Helen was not long out of Bennington, some of the older men grumbled that she was only in the exhibition because she was “Clem’s girl”—the much younger consort of the most powerful art critic on the scene, Clement Greenberg. Helen, who had been made mature beyond her years by painful personal experience, wouldn’t have dignified that suggestion with anger. She would have dismissed it with a laugh. As she reminded an interviewer decades later, she wasn’t “Clem’s girl,” she was “Helen’s girl.”19


Helen’s close friend Grace Hartigan, whom New York journalist Pete Hamill called “fifty miles of trouble out of a film noir,” had endured an unusually tumultuous period while finishing her painting for the show. Dead broke and in the midst of having her second marriage annulled, in late April she had listened to her nine-year-old son cry himself to sleep during a visit to her Lower East Side loft.20 Grace had long before concluded that she could not be both a serious artist and a mother and had given Jeff to his grandparents to be raised in New Jersey. Now she saw her son only during emotionally charged weekends. The rest of her time was spent painting, or struggling to find the money to buy the materials to paint. The relationships she valued most were those that enabled or inspired her—with painters or poets, or lovers who were content to remain such. Anything else (especially that cumbersome attachment called a husband) was a distraction she could not afford and would not tolerate. She had worked too hard, sacrificed too much to be shackled by social convention. In fact, the most important man in her life would be the poet Frank O’Hara. Only he truly understood her. They understood each other. That he preferred men sexually didn’t trouble Grace a bit. “I love men, why shouldn’t he!” she exclaimed.21 When Grace first moved to New York as a novice painter, she had stood outside the Museum of Modern Art, dreaming of seeing her work on its walls. Remarkably, within just a few years, she would. Grace would be the first of the Second Generation painters—male or female—to be so honored. She would also become one of the most celebrated painters of the 1950s.


Joan Mitchell had lately arrived in New York from Chicago, via Paris and the South of France, where she had turned the living room of a villa into a studio. There she had painted until her hands grew red and raw from turpentine, until her clothes were covered in paint, until all recognizable figures had been eliminated and replaced by the abstract markings that reflected both the inner turmoil that had engulfed her since she was a child and the soaring creative spirit that had managed to rise above her torment. Joan, too, had been embroiled in high drama before the show. In April, her painter boyfriend, Mike Goldberg, had forged a five-hundred-dollar check from an account belonging to Mitchell’s husband, publisher Barney Rosset. Barney agreed to drop the charges if Mike disappeared into a mental institution for six months.22 He did, and soon the sordid details began to filter through the small art community.


Castelli’s concern wasn’t the melodrama around the two artists, it was getting their work to Ninth Street. He walked around the corner to Joan’s Tenth Street studio to help carry her painting and Goldberg’s to the exhibition, but seeing the size of her work—six feet by six feet—he warned that it might be rejected. Castelli’s hesitation would have unnerved her. Unlike Helen, Joan was insecure; her tough exterior hid an extremely fragile artist. However, she was lucky. The gatekeepers at Ninth Street when her painting arrived were Bill de Kooning and Franz Kline. They liked her painting and waved it through.23 In fact, Joan was considered one of the most accomplished artists in New York. Soon, her reputation and influence would extend to Europe.


Finally, Elaine de Kooning brought in her piece. There was no question it would be accepted. As an artist, critic, and one-half of the most defiantly open and equal marriage on the downtown scene, she was a dominant figure among the group that frequented the Club and the Cedar. Elaine had appeared among the artists some thirteen years earlier, soon after graduating from high school in Brooklyn. It had been immediately evident that this willowy former dancer was not only beautiful, she was brilliant, too. Traversing the worlds of painting and writing, Elaine acted as a bridge between them and so helped introduce the greater world to the artists of the New York School. Like Lee, she was another “wife of,” and her reputation as an artist had suffered by association. But Elaine’s generous, exuberant spirit was so great that there was no possibility she would be confined to a subordinate role. “Elaine said,” “Elaine’s coming,” “Elaine was there” were all repeated with excitement, if not awe, among the art community. Men notoriously loved her, and younger women aspired to be her.24


Indeed, all five of these artists formed part of a new breed existing unapologetically outside the mainstream of American life at mid-century. Each was as unique as the work she produced. What they shared was courage, a spirit of rebellion, and a commitment to create. Painter Elise Asher, who had arrived in New York in 1951, recalled meeting Elaine and Lee together on the street that year. “They seemed so knowing, so strong, so in it and of it, so absolutely sure, so central and in the center, I was overwhelmed and couldn’t say a word in front of these powerful women.”25 Each would pay a price for selecting art over the life society would have prescribed for her. But it is impossible to imagine that any of them, despite the cost, regretted the decision. They simply had no choice. They were artists. There was no other path.


Under Castelli’s direction (with assistance from Franz Kline), the installation and hanging of the show took three days. (“Hung the show! I hung it twenty times. Each time it was done, an artist would come and raise hell about the placing of his painting,” Castelli recalled with exasperation.)26 By May 21 it was ready. Franz had designed black-and-white announcements in his singular style listing the show’s participants. A huge banner was stretched across Ninth Street advertising the event. And, for dramatic effect, painter Lutz Sander hung a three-hundred-watt lightbulb from a flagpole on the second floor to illuminate the facade. Sixty East Ninth Street and the art therein was officially impossible to ignore.27


At nine p.m. on that warm spring night, the artists gathered to look at what they had accomplished.28 Works by names that were then largely unknown but would become history burst from the walls: Bill de Kooning, Pollock, Kline, Motherwell, Frankenthaler, Hartigan, Resnick, and Rauschenberg hung alongside Krasner, Jack Tworkov, Elaine de Kooning, Joseph Cornell, Hans Hofmann, Mitchell, and Ad Reinhardt, with sculpture by David Smith, Ibram Lassaw, and Philip Pavia scattered elegantly around the space.


The artists had seen one another’s work during studio visits, or on the rare occasions when one of them had an opening, but the Ninth Street Show was the first time the entire group had hung together. The effect was explosive and unexpected. As different as all the artists were aesthetically and personally, the unity in their work was striking. It wasn’t a matter of copying one another; they had influenced one another and, judging from the art on display, were richer for it. Reverberating off the walls was a vibrant exchange involving diverse generations and nationalities, men and women, uptown and downtown artists.


The artists were overjoyed. Sculptor Ibram Lassaw said Ninth Street gave them “the first feelings of an identity.” Castelli said it “proved that their art was new and important—and better than what was being made in Paris.”29 And to those galleries that had ignored or dismissed their work, painter Herman Cherry said the exhibition sent a message that was as direct as it was unmistakable: “Fuck you, we don’t need you… the artist actually controlled the art world.”30


The show’s participants celebrated themselves, one another, and their creations, and then something remarkable happened. Cars began to pull up. Cabs appeared. “It was like, you know, the old newsreel pictures from a movie opening in Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood,” recalled Sander. “And you know the strong lights that they used in those days that blotted out everybody? Well, that’s what it looked like. There was this stark light hanging out front… and the jam of taxis pulling up, you know, five or six at a time. People getting out in evening clothes. Whoever they were.”31


Among the arrivals was Alfred Barr Jr., the original director of the Museum of Modern Art and still considered the hand of God when it came to an artist’s career. Though Barr and his closest associate, Dorothy Miller (another powerful arbiter of artistic taste at the museum), had made many studio visits, the show would be the first time they would see the entire group hung together. It would be the first time they would be faced with the fact that something big, really big, was happening in New York. Barr stood stunned. He found Castelli and asked him about the origin of the show. “So, I went with Barr to the Cedar Bar while the show was still going on and told him a little bit about how the show came into being,” Castelli explained. Leo showed Barr photos of the installation and recited the names of the artists as Barr took notes.32 In a very short while, names from that list would become part of the Modern’s collection alongside the European legends who had inspired them.


The Ninth Street Show was a success, much more than the artists anticipated or could have dreamed of. Among themselves, they had long experienced—albeit on a much smaller scale—the excitement on display at the opening. Now others, outsiders, some with real power recognized and applauded their art, too.33 Philip Pavia wrote that the show made it clear that “no amount of blockage by uptown redcoat dealers and no pile of abstract nouns by the hostile critics would stop the avalanche.… It was the beginning of the end of modern art as shown in stacks of history books.”34 The triumph was capped, as were all openings in those days, with an after-party at the Club.


The stream of artists and their vast circle of friends climbing the three flights of rickety stairs seemed endless and the scene behind the red door through which normally only members and their guests were permitted nothing short of riotous. Exhilaration gripped them all. In one corner of the smoke-filled loft, composers John Cage and Morty Feldman, and dancer Merce Cunningham, plotted collaborations. Off to the side, gallery owner Sidney Janis performed a “very suave tango,” and in the center of the room John Bernard Myers, an outsize character whose fledgling Tibor de Nagy Gallery would become home to many Second Generation artists, entertained with extravagant sketches that left his audience weak with laughter. Amid all that, as copious amounts of whiskey were drunk from paper cups, a phonograph blasted Louis Armstrong’s “I’m Not Rough,” to which a surprisingly unrestrained Clem Greenberg jitterbugged “violently” with Helen. Everyone danced. They danced until the floor shook so hard that many feared it would collapse. Judith Malina, whose Living Theatre would be the prototype for the Off Broadway production, wrote in her diary after attending the party that the Ninth Street Show was nothing short of marvelous.35


In the weeks that followed, before the exhibition closed in mid-June, the artists took turns manning the door. One of them, Lewin Alcopley, was born in Germany, where he’d studied philosophy with Heidegger and earned a medical degree before fleeing to the United States under threat of arrest by the Nazis for smuggling banned books. While in New York he learned that much of the family he had left behind had become victims of the Holocaust. He began to paint, and soon found himself among the avant-garde art community in the Village. They became his extended aesthetic family, and the Ninth Street Show was, in a sense, a celebration of those bonds—not just for Alcopley but for all the artists.36 One quiet evening, while he was guarding the exhibition, an elderly black woman appeared at the door and asked if she could come in.


“Yes, come in,” Alcopley said in his heavily accented English.


“How much is it?” she asked timidly.


“There is no cost.”


“It doesn’t cost anything?”


“No, come in and stay as long as you like.”


The woman was only about sixty-four or sixty-five, but Alcopley said she looked much older, no doubt due to hard work and long hours in those days of segregation, when the only employment available to her would have been some form of manual labor. “She had a very sensitive face, and a kind of wonder in her eyes,” he said. He decided to follow her to see what most interested her, and he found that she always stood in front of the abstract pictures he liked best. After studying a particular work for some time, she mused aloud, “The artist who did this must have known a great deal.” He asked if she often went to art exhibitions.


“No, I never went to art exhibitions.”


“Did you ever go to museums?”


“No.”


Did she have paintings in her home? No, she said, but she had cut photos from magazines and hung them on the wall.


“Why?”


“I like to have pictures around me.” The woman said she wanted to bring her family back to see the exhibition. “Is that all right?” she asked.


Alcopley replied, “Yes.”


“Oh, this is such a beautiful show, so many shapes, and so much space,” she said on leaving.


Alcopley was “flabbergasted” by her thoughtfulness about work that was still beyond the comprehension of most critics and museum officials. Through that modest woman, he said, he had “realized then and there that there is a certain aristocracy of people who understand art. This has nothing to do with education whatsoever.” That “remarkable” woman had taught him that to be “knowledgeable about art and to really understand it are two different things.… That’s another reason I will never forget the Ninth Street Show,” he said decades later, laughing deeply.37


No one who was involved with the show, least of all the women whose work hung alongside their male colleagues’ in the most important exhibition of their time, would forget it.38 Clem Greenberg said the reverberations from the show were felt for years.39 In fact, they are still being felt. For the world of art, the Ninth Street Show changed everything.
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1. Lena, Lenore, Lee





Look, darling, I didn’t give birth to myself and you inherit a lot of stuff right on your back from birth. You’re given a load of shit at birth. Now I don’t want to inherit: I want to choose my life and build it to suit me.


—Louise Nevelson1




“HOW WELL I remember it, Lee Krasner arrived walking up to that second floor with her portfolio. How did she look and what effect did she have on me, Lillian Kiesler?


“She wore, she was dressed, in a black blouse, a black tight skirt, black knit stockings and high heel shoes… even walking in she had an animal magnetism and energy, a kind of arrogance that blinds, that makes waves happen.”


Lillian, who was then Lillian Olinsey, encountered Lee in 1937 in Lillian’s capacity as a volunteer registrar for the most advanced art school in the nation.2 It was less a school, in fact, than an atelier run by a German painter whose true talent as a teacher lay in his ability to inspire. Hans Hofmann’s name was legend among artists hoping to tap the vein that began with Manet and led through Kandinsky, Miró, Matisse, and Picasso. Lee had discovered those artists eight years earlier at the new Museum of Modern Art, but she still had not found a way to use their vocabulary in her work. The only teacher in town who could help her was Hofmann.


“I can remember myself, going into that small office and saying to Hans that there was a unique student upstairs, a girl by the name of Lee Krasner,” Kiesler recalled. By way of introduction, Lee had shown her some drawings, things she had done as a student and in life drawing sessions around the Village. Kiesler was struck by their strength. They weren’t just drawings of a nude model; the artist herself jumped off the paper. Lee’s style was already distinctive, her lines dark, definite, determined. “They were so above all the work that was being done in that school.… I found her just a phenomenon that first day.” Kiesler surprised herself by demanding that Hofmann give Lee a scholarship. He agreed on the force of her recommendation, without bothering to see the work himself.3


Several days later, when Lee returned to the school, Hofmann came into the studio during a life drawing session. Moving from student to student, he criticized their work in a peculiar English peppered with German that was nearly impossible to decipher.4 The tension during such crits was palpable. Hofmann’s judgment was the judgment of Paris, of pre–World War I Paris, where he had painted alongside Matisse and Picasso. Coming to Lee during that first class, Hofmann lifted her drawing off the board it was attached to, tore the lower part of the sketch, and placed the torn piece on top of the intact drawing. Lee stood speechless. There had been no introduction, no discussion of what she was striving for in her work, just the sound of paper tearing and a jolly fat man blithely destroying and re-arranging her work.


“I remember Hans later saying to me that yes… she was a most powerful student, one of the most powerful students, but that she, of course, needed criticism,” Kiesler said.5


Lee would rise to the challenge and became one of Hofmann’s stars. Years later, when Jackson Pollock was listed among Hofmann’s celebrity pupils, the old man corrected the history, saying no, Pollock was not my student, he was a student of my student—Lee Krasner.6


The dynamic young woman who appeared at Hofmann’s school came from a family of Russian immigrants who ran a fish, vegetable, and fruit stand in Brooklyn. She was born Lena, reinvented herself as Lenore, and would eventually settle on Lee. (Along the way her family name would also change: Krassner became Krasner.) Lee left Brooklyn in 1921 for Manhattan to study applied art at an all-girls’ public high school and then enrolled in 1926 at age seventeen for two years at Cooper Union, which also offered a women-only program.7 Despite the gender segregation, Lee was not cloistered in either school. She had moved to Greenwich Village, making a home there among intellectuals and bohemians whose political allegiances tended toward Trotsky and whose taste in art was thoroughly French. She lived an unselfconsciously liberated existence—not because she had read about such a life in books and aspired to emulate it but because that was who she was.


Lee had a long history of rebellion. As a girl, she had announced she was no longer a practicing Jew because she realized that, according to her morning prayers, God favored men over women. When her elder sister died, she refused to marry her brother-in-law and assume responsibility for his children, as was the custom in Orthodox immigrant families. (Lee saddled her fourteen-year-old sister with that burden, for which her sister never forgave her.) In school, she annoyed her teachers. (One wrote, “This student is always a bother… insists upon having her own way.”)8 Lee had charted an alternate course in a world that told her a woman’s duty was to submit to her family, to the man she would marry, and eventually to the whims of her children. She wanted none of it. It was in daring to declare herself an artist, however, that Lee positioned herself forever beyond the social pale.


At the start of the decade, women had won the right to vote and, in subsequent years, these newly empowered citizens made strides in some professions—medicine, law, and literature among them.9 But the door had remained firmly closed to women who wanted to be professional artists. It wasn’t just a matter of sex. America’s hallowed work ethic rewarded those who kept their nose to the grindstone and eyes averted from the stars. Fine artists and their products were simply not valued, their activities seen as superfluous. It was almost unheard of for an American man in the first half of the twentieth century to call himself an artist and hope to live on the proceeds of his work, unless he traveled in cultured circles that embarked on annual voyages to Europe. For a woman, it was a near impossibility—unless, again, she had the means to resettle abroad.10 For a working-class Jewish woman like Lee, it was unthinkable.11 Many years later, she located the plight of the woman artist in the historic struggle waged by men against women that was as old as Judeo-Christian history. Handily brushing aside that heavy burden, Lee said, “There’s nothing I can do about those 5,000 years.”12 She determined to be an artist anyway.


The phenomenon named Lena Lenore Lee Krassner Krasner was her first creation. “I came out of nowhere,” Lee explained.13 She had had no material help; her parents allowed her to do what she wanted as long as she didn’t ask for anything. She was not inspired to be an artist by example; the only painting in the family home was a reproduction of Queen Isabella. And when she began to study art, she said she wasn’t even sure what the word meant.14 In fact, far from receiving encouragement on her chosen path, Lee was actively discouraged. She repeatedly received failing marks because she could not do the academic drawing required of students.15 And yet, she persevered. She was driven from an early age by an inner force that was as undeniable and unstoppable as it was inexplicable.


Lee left Cooper Union in 1928, in search of something more serious, and enrolled at one of the oldest and best fine arts schools in the United States, the National Academy of Design. As part of her portfolio for admission, she submitted a self-portrait that she had painted outdoors by positioning a mirror on a tree. It was so good, and the plein air composition so unusual, that the admissions committee didn’t believe she had done the painting in the location and manner she had claimed. Accepted on a probationary status, Lee took her place among the six hundred students receiving the Academy’s traditional École des Beaux-Arts training. One of them was a tall blond Russian aristocrat who drove a yellow-and-chrome Lincoln convertible.16 His name was Igor Pantuhoff.


While Lee’s immigrant family had come from a Russian shtetl, Igor’s father had been a friend of the last czar, Nicholas (some accounts say he was the czar’s cousin), and the family had lived in a town adjoining the Imperial Palace. Having chosen the losing side in the fight between the czar’s army and the Bolsheviks, Igor’s father swept his family to safety, eventually settling them comfortably into an apartment on Central Park West.17 Igor was an accomplished portraitist and classical artist of the type the Academy championed. He therefore excelled at school, winning many of its prizes, including the coveted Prix de Rome.18 On the surface, he was a veritable prince charming: talented, “startlingly handsome,” exotic. But during the nearly ten years that he and Lee were lovers, he proved to be a cruel, anti-Semitic, and dishonest drunk. In his thick Russian accent, Igor once publicly stated in reference to Lee that he liked “being with an ugly woman because it makes me feel more handsome.”19 Their complex relationship would, in some ways, be an unfortunate template for her future marriage to Pollock. Igor and Jackson were both troubled men who represented for Lee a load that she would choose to bear out of respect for their talent and, despite their many flaws, out of love for the men. She believed her strength could save them. They did, too. “It never was surprising to me… that the most desirable men would be attracted to her, why not?” asked Lillian. “She gave them an ambiance that they would not have if it were not for Lee. She really did make the waves happen.”20


Igor and Lee made a remarkable team, both in the Academy and around Washington Square. Voluble and outwardly self-assured, Igor made friends easily across the spectrum of society. His home, however, was in a more moneyed class; it was where he belonged and what he aspired to. He set out to teach Lee how to dress the part, selecting clothes to enhance a body that was often described as voluptuous, fantastic, “luminous”—and applying makeup, not to soften her strong features, but to accentuate them. Under Igor’s tutelage, Lee wore multiple shades of eye shadow, dark kohl liner and heavy mascara to enhance her blue eyes, deep red to augment her sensuous lips, and rouge to increase the flare of her high cheekbones, which met at a prominent, somewhat haughty nose. Her auburn hair he had cut in a fashionable bob.21 The Lee who emerged was not beautiful: She was striking. Her face and attire now complemented her formidable personality. It was a sign of her regard for Igor that she gave him free rein in helping her transform herself from a schoolgirl to the woman who would be Lee Krasner, just at the time that she was making her debut on the nascent modern art scene in New York.


During the first three decades in twentieth-century America, modern art largely meant European art. It was a delicacy reserved for the very rich and the hopelessly eccentric. In 1908, photographer Alfred Stieglitz had begun showing the works of Rodin, Cézanne, Picasso, and Matisse at his small 291 Gallery in New York. For many years, it would be the only public place where vanguard art could be seen in America. That is, until the Armory Show of 1913 at Lexington Avenue and 25th Street. That show, which included sixteen hundred paintings and sculptures—Van Gogh, Munch, Cézanne, Picasso, Brancusi, and Matisse among them—assaulted American taste and artistic standards. The scale of the exhibition was so huge and the art it contained so new that modernism went from being a footnote in American cultural history to warranting a new chapter. As the Armory Show traveled to Boston and Chicago, it spread the message to visitors appalled and amazed by what they saw that it was no longer the duty of art to represent a recognizable person or place.22 A painting could be enjoyed and appreciated for itself: for its colors, its shapes, the brushstrokes the artist had used to build it, and for what was omitted as much as for what appeared on the canvas. Photography had made realism unnecessary. An artist in modern society was free to create his own reality. That prospect, however, proved unsettling and aroused hostility in some quarters toward those Americans who dared to pursue the course laid by the European modernists.


After the Armory show, a few courageous collectors and gallery owners began to display the new art for audiences who were intrigued by the possibilities that had been revealed. In New York, Katherine Dreier and Marcel Duchamp formed the Société Anonyme in 1920, featuring rotating shows of modern works. J. B. Neumann exhibited the German Expressionists in his gallery in 1924. And the A. E. Gallatin Collection, which included Cubist pieces, was given a permanent home at New York University. The artists around the Village virtually lived in that gallery.23 But as significant as those endeavors where, they were mere warm-ups for the big performance, the opening of the most important institution in twentieth-century American art culture: the Museum of Modern Art.


The idea for the museum was hatched in a surprising location: Egypt. There, Mrs. John D. Rockefeller Jr. met Miss Lizzie P. Bliss and discovered that they both dreamed of a museum “devoted to… rather outrageously advanced arts.” On her return trip to New York, Mrs. Rockefeller bumped into Mrs. Cornelius J. Sullivan, who also expressed enthusiasm for the idea. “The ladies,” as they would come to be known among museum trustees, put the plan into action.24 Once they had agreed on the necessity for such an institution, their next task was to find the right person to run it. There was really only one candidate able to take on the project. At the time the ladies began their search, Alfred Barr Jr. was at Wellesley College, in Massachusetts, teaching the first course on modern art ever offered at an American university. Twenty-seven and a graduate of Princeton and Harvard, Barr wanted nothing more in life than to become director of a modern museum. In accepting the ladies’ offer, he wrote, “This is something I could give my life to—unstintedly.”25


Barr looked like a “polite country vicar” out of a George Eliot novel. The son of a Northern Irish Presbyterian minister, he was ascetic: his clothes buttoned tight and without a wrinkle, his every hair in place above his small round spectacles. He exuded stern correctness and did not appear to have a passionate bone in his body.26 But, in fact, he had a raging passion for modern art, and the energy to confront all the obstacles to a museum showcasing avant-garde work. And, indeed, there were many. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1921 had been denounced for displaying a “degenerate cult” of “neurotic ego-maniacs” who worshiped “Satan” after it dared to exhibit works by Manet, Cézanne, Matisse, and Picasso.27


Against that backdrop and ten days after the crash of Wall Street, the Museum of Modern Art opened on November 7, 1929, on the twelfth floor of a building at Fifth Avenue and 57th Street. Its first show was called simply Cézanne, Gauguin, Seurat, van Gogh. “It was like a bomb that exploded.… Nothing else ever hit me that hard, until I saw Pollock’s work,” Lee said of her reaction to the Modern’s exhibition.28 It was “an upheaval for me, something like reading Nietzsche and Schopenhauer. A freeing… an opening of a door”29 that left her feeling “a little more at ease with what I was trying to do.”30 Lee’s and her fellow students’ immediate response to the show was revolt. They rushed into their classroom, ripped apart the classical backdrop upon which the male model they were to paint posed, and added elements from daily life—they put clothes on the nude model—in order to inject the modern world into the school’s moribund traditions. Exasperated and appalled, their instructor threw down his brushes and stormed from the room.31


Two years later, sculptor Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney opened the Whitney Museum of American Art on Eighth Street.32 The artistic wealth in Manhattan had thus skyrocketed at the very time when all other riches had turned to vapor. Those first years of the Depression were desperate times. For Lee, access to the collections in the new museums would have helped to minimize—on good days, even trivialize—her material misery. Hunger was, however, an undeniable reality. Lee took any job she could to survive—painting china and hats, modeling nude for other artists. (In fact, Lee’s fear of poverty born during that period would color her actions for the rest of her long life.)33


Using his Prix de Rome, Igor escaped the early Depression by setting off to study in Europe. During that same period, and though she would never use her degree, twenty-four-year-old Lee took the practical step of enrolling in a teachers college. “I wasn’t counting on marriage to solve my financial problems,” she explained.34 And at night, wearing silk pajamas, she waited tables in a basement nightclub called Sam Johnson’s on West Third Street between MacDougal and Thompson in Greenwich Village in exchange for dinner and tips.35


The club was run by the poet Eli Siegel and a former rabbi known merely as Deutsch. Siegel entertained by giving readings of his Gertrude Stein–inspired poetry and, when he and Deutsch felt generous, they would allow the artists and writers who congregated there to eat and drink for free. Because Prohibition had not yet been lifted, drink at that time meant coffee, and the mavericks who hung around Sam Johnson’s drank it by the gallon.36 One of the regulars was a giant of a man who had made the daring decision to abandon his law degree to write poetry and fiction. Lee said he talked of writing a novel “that’s going to make Dostoevsky look like a dwarf.” His name was Harold Rosenberg and everything about him was dramatic.37 At six foot four, with coal-black hair, thick eyebrows above piercing eyes, and a large mustache, Rosenberg had a Byronic gait that caused him to swing his leg rather than bend it when he walked.38 He was described by some as a “great Jewish prophet,” and by others as a “buccaneer” who was “death to women.”39 Lee wasn’t swayed by the romance surrounding Harold when she first met him. She thought he was cheap. Nearly a half century later she still recalled, “Harold and his brother Dave, they would come in and spend the night at a table and then leave no tip—especially Harold. That was so long ago and I’m still furious about it.”40 Though no doubt sincerely angry with Rosenberg, at some point she forgave him. Lee and Harold would become close friends, collaborators, even housemates. And, with her Russian aristocrat boyfriend abroad, Lee would receive her first lessons in political radicalism from Rosenberg and his coterie.


In the early 1930s, young Jewish intellectuals like Rosenberg from New York’s outer boroughs swelled the Village scene. When they and their fellow artists and writers gathered in coffee shops, they didn’t talk aesthetics; they talked activism amid the colossal failure of capitalism that began on Wall Street.41 The initial reaction to the cataclysm had been shock. It was inconceivable that so much could be lost so quickly and affect so many. Within three years of the first financial earthquake, nearly 25 percent of the U.S. population was unemployed, and a quarter of U.S. banks had been wiped out.42


As the government tried to downplay the severity of the crisis, shock turned to anger. Strikes spread throughout the country. In lower Manhattan, Union Square seethed day and night with protests. People demanding jobs, demanding food, demanding an end to the suffering that had befallen them, but for which they were in no way responsible, clogged the avenues with marches.43 Despite newly completed architectural triumphs—the Empire State Building and the George Washington Bridge—that signified man’s potential, New York at that time had for many an end-of-days aspect that transfigured the city and the people in it. Some adopted what one observer called a “coyote mentality,” stealing and scavenging what they could from those who still possessed something. For most, however, the legendary New York bustle became a pitiful shuffle; enterprise was replaced by survival. Mercifully, respite was available. For the price of a ten-cent movie ticket, Depression-era audiences flocked to gangster films, cheering every successful heist, every well-placed thrust of a blade against authority.44


The artists and intellectuals in the Village sought their relief at the John Reed Club, which was a cultural offshoot of the Communist Party. By the spring of 1933, two hundred artists and writers had become members.45 “It wasn’t a lack of love for the United States so much as thinking some other system would correct this blasting horror of hunger,” explained playwright Jack Kirkland.46 In 1934 in a loft on Ninth Street, the Artists Union was formed out of the John Reed Club. The Union’s emblem featured a fist holding paintbrushes, and its goal was to protect that most abstract of concepts, “artists’ rights,” by trying to ensure that if jobs for artists arose, they would know about them.47 Lee joined the Union, along with Harold and the “Picasso of Washington Square,” Vosdanik Manoug Adoian, who as a child had watched his mother die of starvation while the family fled the Armenian genocide. Wearing a look of eternal suffering, he even changed his name to reflect his pain. He became Arshile Gorky: Arshile for Achilles, and Gorky, which meant “bitterness” in Russian.48


A legendary figure among artists, Gorky worked, and worked, and worked at his studio on Union Square, painting all day, only to scrape the paint off the canvas at night because it was not enough; it was never good enough.49 He seemed to be struggling to produce a work that would justify his having escaped the slaughter that killed his countrymen. Outside the studio, Gorky could be seen in a long black coat pacing off his angst in the company of two wolfhounds and two good friends: the Dutch painter Willem (Americanized to Bill) de Kooning and the mad Russian Ivan Gratianovitch Dabrowski, whom everyone knew as John Graham and who was acclaimed by that crowd as a genius.50


Through the Artists Union, Lee began meeting that core of artists and quickly, according to Harold, became a “central figure” to whom they turned for help.51 Artist Irving Block called her a “big wheel.” “In fact, whenever there would be committees formed for functions, the artists would make these great speeches—Gorky for example would say, ‘What are we waiting for? There’s an armory on 14th Street, man the barricade!’ You know, all this silly, crazy talk would go on and then they would have to form a committee.… It always fell on poor Lee Krasner’s shoulders,” Block said. “After they made these impossible addresses, someone would say, ‘And I decline the honor of being on this committee in favor of Lee Krasner.… [Lee] became quite political, I don’t mean in a narrow sense—in a broader sense. A real campaign manager.”52


When Igor returned to the States in 1934, he found that Lee the artist had metamorphosed into Lee the champion of artists.53 Having no interest in politics, and fresh from a tour of Europe, where artists were respected and lionized, he might have had difficulty fitting into the hard-bitten life that consumed his girlfriend. At some point, Igor began earning money by doing portraits of society women, which inevitably led to affairs between the artist and his muses.54 For a time, however, he straddled both upper and lower Manhattan, and when an opportunity arose to share an apartment on 14th Street with Harold and his wife, May Tabak, Lee and Igor took it. The flat was so big, May said, the couples could have separate parties and not disturb one another.55


Living above Union Square—“Red Square,” where a cafeteria’s welcoming sign read “Where Comrades Meet”—they would have witnessed a carnival of protest.56 Using megaphones to broadcast their chants and songs, agitated masses gathered there daily demanding from the government all the things they lacked. It is tempting to say that miraculously such relief came, but it was no miracle. In 1935, relief arrived in the form of the Works Progress Administration, and among its beneficiaries were the nation’s artists. When told that painters were starving and needed federal help, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt said, “Why not?… I guess the only thing they can do is paint and surely there must be some public place where paintings are wanted.”57 With that simple concession, the Federal Art Project was born. It would be the greatest aid program for artists in American history, and a first step toward creating an environment that would revolutionize the history of art.


Most often, Lee painted scenes outside her apartment window, or she would head down to the docks with her paints. Her work was vaguely Surrealist: eerie, dark, brooding, architectural scenes devoid of people. The paintings were as bleak as the times. “New York had no atmosphere then, no ambiance. There was little support and few rewards,” Lee explained. “I felt like I was climbing a mountain of porcelain.”58 Sometimes, she drew at Greenwich House, near Sheridan Square, which had a live model available for artists who wanted to come in and sketch. It was there one afternoon that a man appeared, asking if anyone wanted a job as an artist. The offer must have struck those assembled as a joke. It was year five of the Depression. A job? As an artist? He didn’t describe what was on offer, but Lee wasted no time thinking about it. Her hand shot up. The man looked at her drawing and wrote down her name. A few weeks later, she received notice to go to a certain address if she wanted work.59 Lee had learned in the meantime that artists all over the city had heard the same offer. Harold had been at a life drawing class when “a guy came rushing in to say artists were being hired at the College Art Association. So, he said, ‘Grab your paintings and go up there and get a job.’” Even people like Harold, with only a passing interest in art, raced to the CAA, which housed the Art Project in New York. “Every artist we knew seemed to be present at the sign-up,” said May.60


Artists were lucky in the government’s choice of leadership for the Project. The head of the New York effort was a woman well acquainted with the peculiar needs of that community. Audrey McMahon had administered a much smaller program to help artists in New York State under then-governor Franklin Roosevelt.61 The overall director of the Federal Art Project was also an inspired choice. An unconventional man in the mold of Jack London, Holger Cahill (he preferred to be called Eddie) had run away from his Midwest home at thirteen, jumped a ship to China, and returned to the States to work ranches and ride the rails. At nineteen, he discovered Tolstoy and enrolled in school.62 It would take a man with a vast amount of energy—during his first year, Cahill said he worked seven days a week from eight a.m. to three a.m.—matched by a sense of adventure, to manage the five thousand artists around the country who signed up for work on the Project in the first year alone.63 Unlike many art administrators—indeed unlike most people—Cahill wasn’t afraid of them (though he identified a few of the artists as “psychopaths”) or the vanguard art some of the best in their ranks struggled to produce.64 His most recent job had been as temporary director of the Museum of Modern Art while Alfred Barr was on leave. And, at the time of his appointment to the Project, he lived in Greenwich Village with his soon-to-be wife, Barr’s assistant Dorothy Miller.65 It would be Cahill’s job to keep the artists in line and to protect them against conservative forces in Congress who wanted to eliminate the Project’s funding because they saw no value in work made by “Hobohemians.”66


For her first job on the Project, Lee was given the task of illustrating fossils. She was both thrilled by the work and the idea of being paid to do what she loved. Her next assignment teamed her with Harold assisting a rather prickly artist, Max Spivak, on a mural. Spivak didn’t want them to touch his work but, under the Project’s rules, they were required to turn up every day at his studio, so Spivak invented jobs for them. He called Harold his “reader” and Lee his “research assistant.”67 Ibram Lassaw had a studio next to Spivak’s and remembers seeing Harold stretched out in an armchair ridiculing a book by Stalin while reading it aloud, saying, “Did you ever hear anything so stupid?” When Stalin grew unbearable, Harold and Lee discussed poetry and their favored communist, Trotsky.68 For their efforts, at the end of the work week, each was awarded a check for $23.86, as were hundreds of others on the same payroll in New York.


“You can’t imagine how wonderful it was to get that money just to paint,” said artist Mercedes Matter. “It was the most important thing that ever happened to me or to this country as far as art was concerned.” The Project kept painters and sculptors alive, but it had other, unanticipated consequences. It created a community where none had previously existed. Suddenly artists who had worked in isolation began discovering one another. And it gave artists a sense of self-worth: For the first time, the government had recognized them as individuals with a talent that could benefit the broader society.69


After receiving their first Project payment, Lee and her friends pitched in and bought a bottle of liquor to celebrate the dawn of a new era.70 Significantly, women were part of that dawn. Like the Roosevelt White House, which employed more women in high positions than any administration until the 1990s, the Project existed remarkably free of gender discrimination: About one-fifth of the artists on the Project were women who received the same pay as men. That acknowledgment—that women could be, that they were professional artists—elevated them to a position they had never occupied.71


As for the men, the Project “put an end to the idea that being an artist was somehow unmasculine,” sculptor Ibram Lassaw said. In fact, the legendary image of the macho artist that came to define American painters in the 1950s first appeared in the Project. “We had no desire to look, live, or act like artists. We were, in that regard, anti-art,” explained painter Jack Tworkov of those Depression-era days. “We even dressed like workmen.… And there was a complete lack of self-consciousness, which was rather unlike the traditional artist’s attitude in this country.”


Having found on the Project the acceptance they needed from the program’s administrators and, most crucially, from one another, artists were unwilling to relinquish that newly won status or the much-needed paycheck the Project provided. In 1936, under pressure from reactionary forces in Congress, Roosevelt had hesitated to give the Project more funding. Artists took to the streets.72


Lee, who by that year had joined the Artists Union executive committee, was a veteran agitator. She declared proudly that she had seen the inside of some of New York’s best jails.73 The fight against injustice energized her. In Lee’s worldview, things were black or white, right or wrong. And to her, placing artists in the position where they had to choose between eating and painting was simply wrong and had to be prevented. One of Lee’s jobs was organizing Union protests. She got to work.74 In late November, members met at a Third Avenue beer hall to discuss a demonstration against reductions in Project funding. Men and women, even children, crowded the hall as the Union hatched an idea: They would occupy the Project’s offices in a sit-down strike until the government agreed to withdraw plans to cut artists from the federal payroll.75


On Tuesday, December 1, 1936, four hundred artists marched up Fifth Avenue toward the Project building on East 39th Street, where they faced off against sixty policemen. Some of the artists pushed their way into the building and occupied Audrey McMahon’s eighth-floor offices, while others outside formed a human chain and refused to move. As the standoff continued, police became agitated and tried to forcibly remove some of the artists.76 “Two cops on either side of me got me by my arms and ran me out,” sculptor Eugenie Gershoy recalled. “Everybody said it was so amusing because they lifted me off my feet, and I was still running while they were carrying me… my feet were going in the air, running in the air.”77 Others weren’t so lucky. Women were dragged and beaten. Some were knocked unconscious after being hit on the head with clubs. As many as fifty artists were hurt, and two hundred others hauled off in Black Marias to the 57th Street Precinct to be charged with disorderly conduct.78 One of those arrested was twenty-three-year-old Mercedes Carles.


Descended from art royalty, Mercedes was most often described as “grand” or “elegant” (and on one occasion “infuriatingly chic”). Her father, Arthur B. Carles, was a famous modern artist and her mother, Mercedes de Cordoba, a model.79 The younger Mercedes’s background was at once classically European (she was educated at finishing schools in France, Italy, and America)80 and entirely bohemian. Through her parents, she had met everyone in the art world, which meant that when Mercedes began to paint she had both the comfort of understanding what it meant to be an artist and the burden of having to follow in the footsteps of a famous father. Mercedes, therefore, made herself what her adored father could never be: a femme fatale artist in the French salon tradition. She was helped greatly in that role by the fact that she was exotic and oozed sexuality during even the most banal encounter. And, if that wasn’t enough, Mercedes was charming, intelligent, talented, and witty.


By December 1936, she had had a series of lovers in the New York art world, her most recent being Gorky, who had met her while they were collecting their weekly checks from the Project. Soon, Mercedes moved her easel into his studio and began painting next to the master, who also expanded her education to include the writings of Marx, Lenin, and Trotsky.81 It was this indoctrination that had led to her participation in the Union melee. Mercedes had heard at an Artists Union meeting that there would be a march on the Project headquarters. Inspired by her readings of Marx and his theoretical offspring, she rushed to Gorky’s studio to say they should join the protest. Painting, he refused to go, so she set out alone on what would be her virgin act of political defiance. “I remember thinking as they took me up to the police station in a wagon, that I never could have imagined, just two or three years previously… that one day I’d be traveling up Park Avenue in such a fashion,”82 she recalled.


Upon arriving at the precinct, police assigned artists to cells. Lee Krasner and Mercedes Carles found themselves locked up together. Remarkably, though they were both on the Project and part of the small circle around Gorky, they had never met. The two women had so much in common that their time in jail was as much introduction as reunion. When their cell door opened, they emerged as best friends.83


Thursday, December 3, the demonstrators were due to be arraigned. During their booking, the first artist who had been asked his name said loudly, “Jim Picasso.” Hearing this, other artists, too, used the names of famous painters or writers to identify themselves.84 “I think I was Mary Cassatt. I’m not sure. I didn’t have a big selection,” Lee said. “But it came to trial, the court clerk reading some of these names, my dear, you know, you’d hear Picasso and everybody’s head would turn around to see who had said Picasso.… It was great, just great.”85 Amid much pounding of the gavel and hilarious confusion in the court, a policeman whose job it was to call out names struggled to pronounce them—Henri Matisse, Georges Seurat, Cézanne, Rembrandt. “The judge by that time was wise, everybody was wise, and the whole place was roaring,” said Spivak, who was also involved in the protest. Having been found guilty of disorderly conduct, “we got ten days suspended sentence… in spite of the fact that the judge was laughing and enjoying it.”86


The following year, 1937, would be difficult and pivotal for Lee. Harold had begun work on the Federal Writers’ Project, which suited him much better than the Art Project, and within a year he and May would move to Washington.87 Lee and Igor, therefore, had to exchange their vast 14th Street apartment for a much smaller place on Ninth, which they shared with de Kooning’s friend Robert Jonas and former Artists Union president Michael Loew.88


During that period, Lee’s Project duties had become more administrative than artistic. “She became involved with the allocation of paintings, which was very important,” Harold said. “She had to go around and convince principals of high schools and officials of one kind or another that they would sponsor WPA art projects.… She was like the big art salesman of the art projects.”89 Her work with the Union was also increasingly vexing. The Communist Party’s influence in the organization had grown, and favoritism was being shown to artists who were Party members and painted in a social realist style, depicting the suffering of the masses at the hands of corrupt capitalists. As much as Lee may have agreed with the premise, she considered such art to be mere propaganda, which placed her at odds with some of her closest associates and threatened the leadership position she had gained in the group.90


And, as if her professional problems weren’t enough, life with Igor was a travail. Though on the Project, Igor spent most of his time on his portrait commissions, which meant enjoying the wealthy women he painted. He was also drinking heavily, and increasingly abusive to Lee. Rather than causing her to reject him, however, Igor’s misbehavior seemed to make Lee love him more. She contracted what friends called a bad case of blind devotion. “She was so madly in love with him that she forgave him anything,” said painter John Little.91 Faced all around by unwelcome and changing circumstances, Lee reassessed her situation. During the previous two tumultuous years, she appeared to have produced very few drawings or paintings. In 1937, she was ready to regain control of her life by rededicating it to art—her own art. It was that winter that Lee made her dramatic entrance at Hans Hofmann’s school.


Mercedes had been a student of Hofmann’s (and the old man’s lover) and often acted as an unofficial recruiter for his struggling enterprise.92 Lee’s friend John Little had also enrolled, and it may have been their recommendations that brought Lee to Hofmann. John said that as soon as she arrived at Hofmann’s, Lee “raised hell,” setting up her easel wherever she wanted, even if it meant displacing other students. Painter Fritz Bultman remembered her as a “fervent student, contentious, brilliant, and a general marvelous pain in the ass.”93 Though the weaker students grumbled, the stronger appreciated and absorbed her. Lillian said a group of “Lee watchers” developed at that time. “Even as a student [she] was taken seriously by the other students.… I mean she was considered a painter’s painter, a professional artist.”94


Lee had returned to her chosen path. She had asked herself what was the one thing she needed in life. The answer was art, always. With Hofmann’s help, she would break through into abstraction as the world around her—as the world around them all—began a descent into chaos.















2. The Gathering Storm





I found that I could say things with colors and shapes that I couldn’t say in any other way—things that I had no words for.


—Georgia O’Keeffe1




SINCE LEAVING THE National Academy ten years earlier, Lee had been bombarded by new art and new ways of thinking about art. The Museum of Modern Art had offered dozens of exhibitions that had included various flavors of European modernism: the Impressionists’ light, the Expressionists’ emotional confrontation with color and shape, the Futurists’ fields of motion, the Cubists’ reduction of nature to a series of angles and planes. And interspersed among those displays were shows of Mexican, African, and so-called primitive work—sophisticated in its execution and intellectually intriguing. Lee had returned time and again to see those shows and absorb the lessons on display there. What she found was that while all the pieces reflected distinctive cultures and eras, they shared a common, undeniable, and transcendent element: mystery.


Those discoveries at the Modern generated feverish discussion as the New York artists struggled to grab hold of the intangible so they could apply it to their work. At the same time, books and journal articles began to appear that sought to explain in words what had occurred on canvas. A new language for talking about art emerged, which fueled even more debate. What did Kandinsky mean by “necessity creates the form”?2 Surely the Surrealists must be right in saying that the unconscious was the source of one’s deepest thoughts, and therefore it was the wellspring of artistic creation. “If Gorky was there, he dominated the conversation,” Lee said of nights at the Jumble Shop on Eighth Street in the Village, where she and a handful of friends sat at small tables in the red-tiled room, drinking beer and talking art. “And with Gorky, it was always Picasso.… You didn’t get a seat at the table unless you thought Picasso was a God.”3 And lest the New York artists think they would never be worthy of their revered School of Paris because they were mere provincial nobodies, a Dutch painter whose life story reassured and consoled them appeared at the Modern in a burst of light.


In November 1936, Alfred Barr opened a huge Van Gogh show in the museum’s latest quarters—a former Rockefeller family home on 53rd Street. The exhibition was perhaps the first ever museum blockbuster, because of its scope and the number of people who saw it nationwide: 900,000. It was so popular in New York, where 140,000 people queued for entry, that police were called in to keep order.4 What fascinated both the general audience and the artists among them was, of course, Van Gogh’s work, which was as alive with radiant color as the day he had painted his small canvases more than a half century before. But the crowds were also attracted by his story. Van Gogh was the first modern artist whose biography was presented by a museum alongside his work. Suddenly a man, a mere mortal, was introduced as the author of painted masterpieces. Those who visited the exhibition learned that Van Gogh was the son of a shoemaker, that he had worked in obscurity, that he had given his life for his art. Van Gogh inspired because his story demonstrated that anyone, anywhere could be an artist if they were gifted and driven, and that art was a calling worth dying for if the humble artist’s offering to humanity was a grand, new way to experience the world. Van Gogh’s life, as much as his paintings, gave Lee and her fellows fresh hope and courage.5


A biographer of the Museum of Modern Art said that, during that fall of 1936, Alfred Barr offered nothing less than “a public course on the history of the modern movement, and his blackboard… was the museum.”6 The vicar of art followed his Van Gogh show with a survey called Cubism and Abstract Art, a compendium of all things abstract up to that moment: Impressionism, Fauvism, Cubism, Futurism, Expressionism. “For many [artists] it was the catalyst that served them as once the Armory Show” had served earlier artists, explained art historian Dore Ashton.7 Those who sought a new direction in their work stood overwhelmed by dozens of possible pathways. But Barr wasn’t finished. After the abstract show, he presented a massive (seven-hundred-object) Fantastic Art: Dada and Surrealism exhibit in December. It was the first comprehensive display of such art in America.8 The speed with which Barr mounted those events was breathtaking, and perhaps intentional: Some museum trustees were terrified by the art on offer. Yes, they supported “modern” work, but not this modern. They had, however, not been given the time to digest, let alone reject it. Aware that he could not risk losing the confidence of those important backers, Barr sought to reassure them with the less than comforting explanation: If the art seemed insane, it was merely a reflection of the times.9


In 1937, the museum prepared to move to a temporary space for two years, while a larger facility was built. With the number of visitors far exceeding expectations, the Modern had outgrown its five-story home. Oddly enough, the Depression had produced a cultural flowering in America.10 Social historians have suggested that because the occupations that had previously consumed society were suddenly absent, some people reevaluated their priorities and discovered that a rich life entailed more than financial success—and that “more” involved creating works of art, whether they be paintings, poems, pieces of music, or plays. “When I lost my possessions, I found my creativity,” said E. Y. “Yip” Harburg, the lyricist behind The Wizard of Oz. “I felt I was being born for the first time.”11


Others have said that government funding of the arts through the WPA triggered the cultural renaissance not only by giving artists the means with which to create, but by making the arts part of mainstream American life. Music and painting were taught in school, theater groups established a presence in towns and cities where people had never seen a play. A young Larry Rivers remembered watching a Project mural being painted in his Bronx high school and awakening to the notion of art as a living thing.12 Meanwhile, craving relief from their misery, Depression-era audiences flocked to the places where they might find it, if only for an hour or two. What they heard and saw was not just music and theater, but innovative work that created new sounds and fresh ways to communicate.13 American literature, as well, experienced a golden era. The authors the New York artists read were less interested in what was written than how it was written.14 By the mid-1930s, therefore, artists who worked with words and sound had made major strides into new territory. Lee and her friends recognized, however, that painting and sculpture in America lagged far behind. Rather than be depressed by that realization, they were exhilarated. “There was a tremendous spirit and belief in the future,” said George McNeil, who would share a studio with Lee. And the future, they believed, belonged to abstract painters.15


For an artist, Lee was unusually pragmatic. Rather than struggle alone until she unraveled, with great pain and anguish, the complicated relations among lines, planes, and color as they appeared in the work of Europeans she admired, she chose to seek answers as close to the source as she could: at Hofmann’s school. In his studio she could work independently, benefit from his criticism and that of her fellow students, and contemplate the insights he had gained among the greats in Paris during that city’s heroic pre–World War I era.


There was, however, a problem. “At least the first six months that I was there I understood not a word of what the man said,” Lee recalled. “I’d wait till he’d left and I’d call the monitor, George McNeil, over and ask him to tell me what he thought Hofmann said to me.”16 Hans’s idiosyncratic “English” bewildered all his students. “We couldn’t understand what the fuck he was talking about,” said painter Nick Carone, “but you felt your life was at stake with every word he uttered. The atmosphere worked on you; it was serious, you were serious, and therefore you were an artist.”17 If Herr Doktor had known his students didn’t understand him, it probably wouldn’t have mattered. He himself admitted, “No one can give a correct explanation of what art really is.”18 What did matter was what he imparted without words: spirit. The hulking, fifty-seven-year-old maestro was devoted to art. Hofmann believed that “to be an artist… was the most privileged existence available to man,” according to Harold.19 “He spoke… about the ‘cray-ah-teef’ as if nothing else mattered.”20


On a purely practical level, a Hofmann student needed an eraser, a box of charcoal, and two sheets of paper. By the end of class the charcoal would be gone and the student, if they had done their work, would be covered in it.21 Hofmann offered three sessions a day: morning and evening, during which students drew from a live model; and afternoon, when they drew from a still life he had constructed. Hans visited the school twice a week to look at the work that had been done, and on Friday evenings he lectured. Free of charge and open to the public, such talks were traditional for professors in Germany, where Hofmann had established his first school, but they were entirely new in America.22 Artists crowded into his sessions, as did literary types, two of whom would become the most polemical art writers of the Abstract Expressionist era: Harold Rosenberg and Clement Greenberg. Both were introduced to Hofmann and his theories by Lee.23


Those gathered for Hofmann’s lectures were well rewarded. Hans treated them to a discourse on art theory and technique that amounted to a doctrine of aesthetic liberation. Nowhere in his ideas did fealty to an exterior subject intrude. Yes, he believed artists should work from something for inspiration—they should look at a still life or a figure or a landscape as they began their work—but they should then free themselves to go beyond simply recreating that grouping or person or scene.24 The subject of a work of art should be—indeed could be nothing other than—the artist himself. As soon as the artist looked at an object, the object changed. It had become the artist’s vision of the object. (Which is not unlike Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle in science: Ours is an observer-created reality.) Likewise, as soon as the artist drew an object on paper it was doubly changed: It had become the artist’s vision of the object, transformed into a new material reality. That was the mystery. Art, if it was true, reflected the artist’s deepest thoughts and feelings made manifest. If it was stirring, it was because it was the artist’s—Van Gogh’s—beating heart. Said Hofmann,




You cannot deny yourself. You ask, am I painting myself? I’d be a swindler if I did otherwise. I’d be denying my existence as an artist. I’ve also been asked, what do you want to convey? And I say, nothing but my own nature. How can one paint anything else?25





Those who attended Hofmann’s lectures, who had abandoned the tumult of a Friday night in Greenwich Village for the rarefied atmosphere of the artist’s atelier, anticipated his pronouncements as if he were an oracle—an image he mischievously dispelled by ending his eloquent discourse with a giant belly laugh and the admonition “Vurrruk, vurrruk, vurrruk… find yourself!”26


Lee’s drawings quickly began to show a real grasp of the principles Hofmann taught. The portfolio she had used to gain entry to the school had contained drawings of highly sculpted bodies, classic in their pose and execution. Under Hofmann’s influence, and because she had studied so much advanced art in the years before she appeared in his studio, her work immediately shed its classicism. Whether Lee’s drawing began as a person or a still life, it soon became a series of mere shapes that indicated objects or figures but went far beyond their literal description. She would later say how difficult the transition had been from her National Academy training to the Cubism espoused by Hofmann, and her paintings at that time did show this struggle. But in her drawings, the shift was as swift as it was accomplished. Hofmann himself said to her, “This is so good, you would not know it was done by a woman.” Lee accepted the “compliment” grudgingly (it was, in fact, the same comment Degas had used in looking at Mary Cassatt’s work the previous century, and would be used about women who painted or sculpted for generations to come).27 Prior to Hofmann, Lee said she had never had any encouragement for her work.28


Hofmann didn’t discuss his past, but his students had heard his story. He had opened his first school in a dingy room in Munich in 1915 after being stranded there at the outbreak of the First World War. Because he was German and technically an enemy of France, he was unable to return to Paris, where he had lived for a decade as a painter among the modern masters who were then still evolving in their work. He taught in Munich until 1933, when he was stranded again by world affairs—this time in America. Adolf Hitler had become chancellor of Germany and within months began a violent campaign against modern art and those who made it. Hofmann’s wife, Miz, was still inside Germany, under threat and trying to keep his school there afloat. Hofmann was “not indifferent to world events,” according to Harold, or attacks on his friends in Germany.29 But somehow, he managed to sublimate those larger concerns and focus on his art. And in that way, too, he was an inspiration to his students. Hofmann taught them that the artist’s responsibility to society, especially during dark times, was to preserve, nurture, and glorify the human spirit. His words resonated among the downtown artists who, with alarm and apprehension, watched the storm gathering in Europe.


Since 1933 reports had appeared with alarming regularity describing turmoil in Germany, Spain, and Italy, where rightist leaders used their military and police to crush perceived enemies of the state as well as popularly elected governments. Not long after Hitler became chancellor, laws were enacted dismissing intellectuals who were found to be either too leftist or insufficiently Aryan to hold university positions. By May 1933, bonfires at the University of Berlin were fed the poems of Heinrich Heine, the fiction of Franz Kafka and Thomas Mann, and the scientific works of Marx, Freud, and Einstein. In April, New York papers began carrying reports of the murder, torture, and detention of Jews in Germany. The New York Times declared that month that Germany had gone mad.30 By 1935, Italy had made headlines, too. Benito Mussolini, il Duce, was on the march in Africa, invading Ethiopia to settle an old score. It would have been impossible to ignore his exploits while roaming the Italian neighborhood bordering the Village. Small statues of Mussolini stood in windows, tokens of thanks to the proud paesani who had donated gold jewelry to finance the fatherland’s aggression.31


At that time, discussions among downtown artists alternated between the subjects of art and the “crisis,” which before 1936 had meant the Depression but now meant rising fascism. New York artists were largely immigrants or the children of immigrants with deep familial ties to Europe. They were also tied to that continent by the art and artists they revered, both of which were under threat. On September 11, 1935, Hitler had declared that art “forms the most uncorrupted, the most immediate reflection of the people’s soul,” and therefore it must above all present a “true picture.” There was no need to ask whose truth. In Hitler’s Germany, there was only one. During breaks at Hofmann’s school, one classmate said, Lee harangued her fellow students about the situation.32


In February 1936, a three-day conference was held in New York attended by more than 360 artists, writers, designers, and photographers. “We are gathered together tonight for the first time partly because we are in the midst of what is plainly a world catastrophe,” said writer Lewis Mumford as he opened the first American Artists’ Congress. “The time has come for people who love life and culture to form a united front against [fascism], to be ready to protect, and guard, and if necessary, fight for the human heritage which we, as artists embody.”33 Stuart Davis, an abstract painter who spoke out of the side of his mouth like a gangster and was a leader among the Jumble Shop crowd, was chosen national executive of the organization.34 His fellow artists lined up behind him, readily declaring themselves engaged in the battle. But what could they do? It seemed their first act was to argue among themselves.


Wednesday sessions at the Artists Union had long been dominated by talk of job actions, sit-ins, and government funding for the Project. In 1936, they shifted suddenly and violently to battles about the duty of the artist in those troubling times. “They were hell-raising meetings,” said George McNeil.35 Artists affiliated with the Communist Party, those with social content in their work, accused abstract artists of being irresponsible elitists in the face of looming disaster in Europe. Lee and her allies shouted back that an artist could be politically engaged without producing propaganda, and that in any case “message” art was nationalistic, and nationalism was the father of fascism. “In theory,” Lee said, “we were sympathetic to the Russian Revolution—the socialist idea as against the fascist idea.” But, she added, “I, for one, didn’t feel that my art had to reflect my political point of view.”36 Any unity that had arisen in poverty among the artists began to dissolve amid the threat of war—except where Spain was concerned. Spain was a romantic fight and artists rallied to it with an almost religious fervor.


“It would have been hard to find a writer or a painter who was not profoundly disturbed by the reports from Spain, or who did not have at least one friend who had volunteered for the International Brigade,” wrote art historian Dore Ashton.37 “In the 30s,” recalled artist Harry Holtzman, “you couldn’t walk down the street in the Village without someone saying, ‘Are you going? Are you going to join?’” As Spain descended into full-blown civil war, three thousand Americans did join.38 It was, to their minds, a noble cause with clear battle lines: An elected republic of leftists, who had overthrown a military dictator and who championed a vast underclass, were pitted against the military, big business, and powerful factions in the Catholic Church. Spain was also the birthplace of Picasso. It was an artist’s duty, therefore, to protect. With Germany’s entry into the Spanish Civil War, those convictions only hardened. Hitler had begun bombing raids on behalf of General Francisco Franco in what some saw as a training exercise for a future air campaign against targets of Berlin’s own choosing.39


On April 26, 1937, Nazi planes bombed the Basque cultural capital Guernica during a crowded market day. Over a period of three hours, nearly fifty aircraft dropped one hundred thousand pounds of explosives and incendiary bombs and strafed fleeing civilians from the air with machine guns. Guernica’s fires burned for three days. A third of its population, sixteen hundred people, was killed in the first “total” air raid in history.40 Even those numbed by reports of outrages emanating from Europe were stunned. The coldness and cowardice of an aerial strike on civilians in a town with no military value beyond the fact that it was cherished by the Basque people showed that the world had truly gone mad. It was not just fascism versus liberalism, it was a war on humanity.


Spain became a vortex into which poured all the rancor, all the hatred that had gestated and mutated in the aftermath of World War I, and its people were the victims. Within two years, more than half a million Spaniards would die. By the end of the conflict, some estimates say as many as a million perished. Among the first was the beloved poet Federico García Lorca, who had returned to Spain from New York in 1930 to celebrate his country’s republic. He was executed by Franco’s soldiers in August 1936.41 George McNeil said that unless one had experienced it, it was impossible to comprehend the distress in the art community over the carnage in Spain. “You were dedicating your life to highly personal art, very self-centered, and here in Spain was a terrible, terrible crisis, which you knew was going to be a defeat for mankind. You were torn by your conscience, you had to do what you had to do in your art, but you knew what was going on.”42


With a lack of response to growing fascist aggression, Europe descended into bloody chaos with remarkable speed. And there were fears among some that it would spread inside the United States. The Depression had rent the nation’s social fabric, generating widespread anger and mistrust. “There was nothing theoretical about it,” said McNeil. “No one knew where this country was going. There was fascism, neo-Nazi groups around. None of us would have been surprised if there had been a real Nazi movement in America.”43


The tempo of life in lower Manhattan accelerated. Living meant so much more than surviving; art, too, had to have greater meaning. In the coming years, Bill de Kooning would tell his student and future wife, Elaine, that she should paint as if each stroke might be her last.44 That sentiment was born in the late thirties. Amid Depression and inevitable war (“Some of us had lived with the conviction that it would come in one form or another from the moment we first heard Hitler ranting over the radio,” said philosopher William Barrett),45 artists felt in many ways that they were painting for their lives.


Artists on the Project had become expert at the art of stretching a dollar, but that was only possible if one had a dollar. In April 1937, President Roosevelt and Congress cut WPA funds across the board by 25 percent. In response, the Artists Union launched a month of protests, including the reoccupation of New York’s Project offices, but no amount of noise could forestall the inevitable.46 Artists marked the mass dismissals in July at the ACA Gallery with an exhibition, Pink Slips over Culture. The show would be Lee’s first as a professional artist.47 Fittingly, given the times and her fiery personality, her debut would be an act of protest.


Lee hadn’t received a pink slip, but her already meager salary was reduced to about ninety-five dollars a month—even though her workload had increased. Igor, however, seemed unaware of the gravity of their financial situation or the times. Now driving a red convertible, he spent money frivolously. At some point, he also began work as a portraitist for first-class passengers on cruise ships.48 He and Lee were quite literally drifting apart. Unquestionably, Lee would have been saddened by their estrangement, and by the fact that the world Igor inhabited was one to which she had no relation. But in those trying days she may have felt that succumbing to personal sorrows or regrets would be self-indulgent and unseemly. In any case, she had too much to do.


During the summer of 1937, Lee was given the task of completing a mural that Bill de Kooning could not finish because he had resigned from the Project. (He feared deportation if it was discovered he wasn’t a citizen.)49 It was a sign of Lee’s standing that she and de Kooning would be considered interchangeable on an important project. Lee accepted and began work in a studio on East Ninth Street, which she shared with Igor and George McNeil. “[Bill’s] sketch was about four feet by six feet,” she said. “They took it and turned it over to me to blow it up.”50


Lee tacked de Kooning’s sketch on the wall and began measuring its forms, adjusting their scale upward, following the drawing’s lines and shading as religiously as possible to retain de Kooning’s original design. At the time, de Kooning painted recognizable figures—mostly men, flattened and simplified, with Picassoid eyes. For the mural, however, he had created something new. “It was hard-edged for de Kooning, and very abstract,” Lee said. He would stop by periodically to monitor her progress as she transformed his incomplete idea into a painted reality that incorporated her own.51 The mural was a remarkable collaboration between two major talents and strengthened their friendship. De Kooning was part of what Lee called “a rather intimate group of painters and their friends” with whom she associated.52 “Maybe there were ten people.” Many years later Lee would insist that this small grouping was nothing more than friends who looked at one another’s work because no one else expressed the slightest interest in it.53 In hindsight, however, it is clear that amid the deep anxiety and pervasive dread of that era, as she and her fellow artists struggled to find a way into their own work, the first signs were emerging of the movement that would redefine art and culture in America.















3. The End of the Beginning





The world about us would be desolate except for the world within us.


—Wallace Stevens1




FIRST LADY ELEANOR Roosevelt visited the East Side piers in 1939 to observe a mural project in action. A notorious champion of women’s rights, Eleanor was responsible for much of the gender equality in her husband’s administration, and would have been pleased by what she saw that day. Dressed in paint-spattered, rolled-up blue jeans and a heavy sweater against the cold, Lee led a crew of ten men at work on a six-foot-by-fifty-foot mural depicting the history of navigation—from the sailboat to the seaplane. “That mural seemed to be two or three miles wide,” Lee recalled. “That whole experience introduced me to scale.”2


It had only been four years since she was an assistant herself, but Lee’s strength and seriousness had been recognized and rewarded by her Project supervisors, in much the way her fellow artists had turned to her when they wanted problems solved in the Artists Union. There was seemingly no project too large or too complicated for her to handle. But Lee was not a manager by choice; she was an artist. She demanded that, after overseeing the navigation mural, she be allowed to design and paint one of her own. And she believed she had earned the right to paint an abstraction.3 At the best of times, Project managers had difficulty finding a business or public facility that would accept an abstract work. By 1939, it was nearly impossible. The Federal Art Project was in its dying days. No one knew how much longer money could be diverted toward art when the demands of war appeared imminent. Lee received a response that, under the circumstances, was probably all she could have hoped for: “Maybe.”


For nearly two years, Lee had been studying with Hofmann (who had moved his school to 52 West Eighth Street, where it would remain for twenty years), and her work had evolved. At the age of thirty, however, she had not yet broken through. Her paintings, unlike her drawings, still felt very un-Lee-like, very tentative. Perhaps she hoped that a major piece, a “big wall” as the Mexican muralists called it, would be the challenge she needed to fully express herself in paint.4 She was not alone among her artist friends in feeling there was an urgent need to do so. Quite unexpectedly, they had found themselves thrust onto the international art scene and made the focus of extraordinary attention.


After the bombing of Guernica in 1937, the New York artists had received a direct appeal from Picasso himself. In a statement by telephone from Switzerland to the American Artists’ Congress in December of that year, Picasso said he had hoped to attend their annual meeting but was unable to do so because the Prado Museum in Madrid had been bombed by the Nazis on behalf of Franco, and he was busy transferring art out of the facility for safekeeping. He wanted, however, to send the New York artists his greetings and a message:




It is my wish at this time to remind you that I have always believed and still believe, that artists who live and work with spiritual values cannot and should not remain indifferent to a conflict in which the highest values of humanity and civilization are at stake.5





New York museums, collectors, and critics had not yet acknowledged the American artists working in their midst, but Pablo Picasso had. That recognition and show of solidarity with the New York painters and sculptors boosted spirits in studios from Eighth Avenue to Fourth Avenue, and in every bar and coffee shop in the Village. Six months later, the Partisan Review, whose editors mingled with the downtown artists, received a letter from Leon Trotsky. Yet again, a man Lee and her friends esteemed described the critical role they as artists played in the disintegrating world around them. His letter was called “Art and Politics,” and in it he admonished American artists not to support Stalin’s Soviet Union, as many Communist Party members in the Artists Union did. Trotsky accused the Party of championing a “socialist realism” in art that depicted “events which never took place” for the cynical purposes of propaganda. Likewise, he said, artists should not serve U.S. capitalists and their “decaying bourgeois society.” Artists should work to satisfy only one patron, themselves.




Art, culture, politics need a new perspective. Without it humanity will not develop. But never before has the prospect been as menacing and catastrophic as now.… In the face of the era of wars and revolutions which is drawing near, everyone will have to give an answer: philosophers, poets, painters as well as simple mortals.…


Art can become a strong ally of revolution only insofar as it remains faithful to itself.6





Accustomed to talking to one another, the New York artists were now part of a greater dialogue. New York was not a cultural backwater, as many artists feared, populated by provincial painters who would never be accepted by their counterparts in Europe. They were of enough significance to have caught the attention of Pablo Picasso and Leon Trotsky! For the downtown artists, “art began to be seen as a way to save civilization,” Dore Ashton said. “Not political art but spiritual art in the sense of man’s spirit.”7 Inside the front cover of the August–September 1938 Partisan Review containing Trotsky’s “Art and Politics,” Lee inscribed her name, “Lenore Krassner,” as if enlisting in his cause. It was a cause she never abandoned. Some fifty years later when Lee died, that Partisan Review was still on her bookshelf.8


The artists’ new way of looking at themselves and their work had occurred as forces in Europe openly declared their intention to destroy modern art. Hitler and his henchman Joseph Goebbels understood that to create a new society they needed to create a new mythology, and for that they had to employ art. They could not allow the existence of independent voices that might trigger thoughts and stir emotions counter to their plan for a “pure” Aryan Germany populated by easily manipulated people who conformed to the Nazi ideal.9 From the beginning of his chancellorship, therefore, Hitler targeted for attack all art that did not reflect his aesthetic priorities. He further decreed that any artist who demanded the right of free expression be sterilized or “punished.”10


In the summer of 1937, coinciding with the inaugural exhibition of Nazi-approved art at the Haus der Deutschen Kunst museum in Munich, Hitler proudly made that policy official. What he said ran contrary to everything the New York artists had come to believe. Hitler declared that healthy art was not international but national and should reflect the ideals of the country. Further, he said, it was not the job of artists to express or create for themselves, but to express the yearnings of the greater Volk and to produce art for its benefit. Finally, he said any work of art that could not be immediately understood and appreciated on its surface would no longer be allowed in Germany.11 Examples of the types of works to be rejected—so-called degenerate art—were at that time on display at another location in Munich. Sixteen thousand pieces by nearly fourteen hundred artists were crammed into the facility, among them paintings by Cézanne, Picasso, Matisse, Gauguin, Van Gogh, Braque, and Max Ernst. On Goebbels’s orders, the works had been gathered from various collections by the Nazi Party’s favorite painter, Professor Adolf Ziegler (known by his critics as “The Master of the Pubic Hair,” because of his excruciatingly detailed depictions of the naked body). After the show, those “degenerate” works of international value were sold at auction, mostly in Switzerland. The rest were ordered burned.12


New York’s Museum of Modern Art found itself in the rescue business, buying as much of the outlaw art as it could and helping the artists who had created it escape Nazi-held areas. The appeals from artists, indeed from all citizens who hoped to flee Hitler, exploded at the end of the decade when it became clear that as brutal as the Nazi campaign had already been it was only beginning.13 November 9, 1938, changed everything. In towns and cities throughout German-controlled territory the sounds that night were the same: screeching tires, boots on pavement, breaking glass, gunfire, screams.


The Nazi government had repeatedly and vociferously denied reports that it had embarked upon a campaign of violence against Jews. After November 9, and the pogrom that would come to be known as Kristallnacht, the veracity of those reports was indisputable. “Every [foreign] newspaper correspondent in Germany and Austria could see and hear what was taking place,” said one historian. The events that led up to that Night of Broken Glass had begun the previous month when a Polish Jewish family living in Germany had been forced out of their home and into an internment camp. Their seventeen-year-old son, who was in Paris, had heard the news and, in a rage, went to the German embassy in Paris intent upon assassinating the ambassador. Instead, he shot a lower-ranking embassy official who died of his wounds. Goebbels described that individual act of vengeance as part of a campaign by “international Jewry” to destroy the Reich, and unleashed a retaliatory mob. During the nights of November 9 and 10, thugs burned synagogues, destroyed Jewish businesses, and vandalized schools, leaving the streets filled with shattered glass, dead bodies, broken lives. The pogrom ended, not with the arrest of those involved, but with the detention of thirty thousand Jews. The German ambassador to the United States described the reaction in America as a “hurricane.” Newspapers splashed the story across front pages. One thousand editorials condemned the attacks.14


After Kristallnacht, tight U.S. immigration laws were relaxed somewhat, allowing a trickle of people who wanted to leave Europe to enter the United States. Many of those given priority in a first wave of immigration were artists, writers, composers, and scientists, but even that very circumscribed immigration caused alarm. As late as 1939, 95 percent of Americans did not want any part of a European war.15 And, with the country’s economy still fragile, many people resented those fleeing it as needy hordes who would compete for scarce jobs and dwindling government support. Anti-immigration forces in Congress used fear as an excuse to deny foreigners entry. The House Committee on Un-American Activities was established in 1938 to investigate newcomers suspected of being communists or spies.16 Alarm and insecurity in some soon hardened into paranoia and hatred. In February 1939, twenty-two thousand people marched through Manhattan, giving fascist salutes and carrying U.S. flags as well as banners with swastikas, toward a pro-Nazi rally at Madison Square Garden.17


Amid that brewing crisis, the message to artists from the people who mattered most to them had been to focus on their art. Their job was not to fight, not to propagandize, but to create and so keep the spirit of what was best in humanity alive. That, however, was not the accepted message within the Artists Union. By 1939, it had come almost entirely under the control of the Communist Party. Not only did it show favoritism toward Party members in job placement, but it was unwavering in its support of Joseph Stalin, despite his having allied himself with Hitler. Stalin’s supporters in the Union also seemed unconcerned by his crackdown on dissent. Beginning in 1936, “show trials” held to weed out Stalin’s political enemies targeted Soviet intellectuals and artists. Trotsky had been one of the first victims; declared an enemy of the people, he was condemned to death.18


It was all too much for Lee. After years of being a major Union figure, she quit. “My experience with leftist movements in the late 1930s made me move as far away from them as possible,” she explained. “Their primary emphasis, under the domination of the Communist Party, was a quest for political power and influence.” Lee joined an alternative group, the American Abstract Artists, which had been formed three years earlier to promote abstract art and give the artists who made it an opportunity to exhibit their work.19 “Ninety percent of the American Abstract Artists were young, and most were students of Hans Hofmann,” said Mercedes, who had joined at the group’s inception. A surprising number were also women.20 Lee craved the apolitical purity of the abstractionists. She had tired of disputes and clamorous protests. Increasingly, she sought to rid herself of anything—personal or professional—that distracted her from her work.


In the early summer of 1938, Lee and Igor took a trip to Provincetown in his red convertible with Lee’s painter friends Rosalind and Byron Browne.21 They had chosen Provincetown for their holiday because Hofmann had a summer school there, which was infinitely more relaxed than his New York school. Provincetown was a business Hans operated to finance his Eighth Street atelier. It was popular among women from around the country, who were as interested in art as they were in escaping their tightly choreographed lives back home. It was thus, also, something of a private summer harem for Hofmann, who unleashed the force of his Dionysian character there. “He would praise the old ladies, and cut off the balls of the young men,” Elaine de Kooning said. “He was really like a bull elephant.”22 When his lady painters needed scolding, he was known to playfully pat them on the derriere. Sculptor Louise Nevelson, who had studied with Hans in Germany, was disgusted by his antics in America, accusing him of “kissing the asses of the rich ones.” Another friend put it more bluntly: “He fucked everything that moved.”23


In Provincetown, Hofmann was a cult figure whom the townspeople considered a “kook.” He couldn’t have been more different from the locals. Dominated by fishermen who worked out of shacks on the beach and lived in clapboard houses with peeling paint, the town enjoyed a relatively secluded life away from the mainland.24 That was the environment—relaxed and safe—that Lee sought when she and Igor decided to leave New York and their myriad personal troubles. “The problem was that Lee was getting more and more attention,” said her former flat-mate, the writer May Tabak. When Igor and Lee met as students, he had been a celebrity and he thrived in the limelight. But in the intervening years, he had not developed his talent. He was like a performer who had grown tiresome because he had not added any new songs to his repertoire. Lillian Kiesler said no one took him seriously as an artist anymore.25 Lee, by contrast, was intensely dedicated and recognized among her peers. She may not have been able to understand—let alone live with—Igor’s artistic complacency.


They rented a room near the water, and soon their party was enlivened by the arrival of Gorky and his friend David Margolies. The two men were ecstatic because they had won a windfall by Depression-era standards—four dollars—playing slot machines on the boat that brought them to the Cape. The legendarily melancholic Gorky shook off his blues, stripped down, and ordered everyone else to join him. They swam and sunbathed nude, the men wrestled in the waves, and they all listened and laughed while Gorky cracked jokes about their bodies. The trip was lighthearted; there was very little art (aside from sand drawings) and no politics.26 But there was also no revival of the relationship between Igor and Lee. Back in New York, they fought for days at a time. Finally, in the fall of 1939, Igor sent Lee a postcard from the Pimlico Race Track in Maryland saying he was on his way to Florida and to say goodbye to their friends.27 “He left one day without any quarrel,” said May. “He took a painting he had made of her and took a bus or train. He couldn’t understand the new art, and he was supposed to be a big artist. His brother had gone to Spain to fight in the civil war. Igor went to Florida where he could be in the social scene as a ‘great artist.’”28


Lee was alone. Having been placed on temporary leave from the Project, she was forced to sell a radio-phonograph to pay her bills, and finally to move to a smaller apartment at 51 East Ninth Street. By way of decoration, she asked Byron Browne, who was a talented calligrapher, to write in large letters across the wall of her studio a section of verse from Arthur Rimbaud’s A Season in Hell.29




To whom shall I hire myself out? What beast must I adore? What holy image is attacked? What hearts shall I break? What lie must I maintain?—In what blood tread?30





Browne wrote the poem in large black letters except for the line “What lie must I maintain?,” which was written in blue. Lee said the lines “express an honesty which is blinding. I believe those lines. I experienced it. I identified with it. I knew what he was talking about.”31


At that time, it was popular for artists to write poetry on their studio walls. It would be a point of discussion when other artists came to visit.32 One day, Lee’s friend Fritz Bultman brought an aspiring young playwright named Tennessee Williams to see her work. “They argued so much about [the poem] that I kicked them both out. I didn’t like what they were saying so I said, ‘Out,’” she recalled years later with unmasked pride.33 Robert de Niro Sr. and his wife, Virginia Admiral, who were both painters, also saw Lee’s Rimbaud verse. De Niro somewhat bizarrely thought it meant Lee was worried the Project was about to end and she’d need to find another job. But others saw in the selection something more telling: The perils of being an artist, and Lee’s more personal story about the man she had just broken with after a stormy and burdensome relationship, and a prediction of the complicated life she would live with the painter who would succeed Igor in Lee’s affections.34 In fact, Lee had already encountered one side of Jackson Pollock at an Artists Union dance three years earlier when he stepped all over her feet and bypassed the niceties by drunkenly asking her, “Do you like to fuck?” Lee ignored the question and forgot the encounter until five years later, after she had met the other Pollock—the sober Pollock—in his studio on Eighth Street.35 That time, she fell in love with him.


Nineteen thirty-nine was the year of Picasso. The Modern mounted a retrospective in the fall, encompassing forty years of his work. It was a show to which the New York artists returned repeatedly.36 Picasso held an exalted status among them. They had come to regard his work as the pinnacle of what had been—possibly all that could be—achieved in painting. They also aspired to his life, which so completely fused who he was with what he did that the words “Picasso” and “artist” had become synonymous. But even those most familiar with Picasso and his work were unprepared for what they encountered in May 1939 on 57th Street.


The Valentine Dudensing Gallery hosted a fund-raiser for Spanish refugees sponsored by the American Artists’ Congress. For the event, Picasso had sent over a very special painting, Guernica.37 “It knocked me right out of the room,” said Lee, who had rushed uptown to see it. “I circled the block four or five times, and then went back and took another look at it.” At eleven feet high by more than twenty-five feet wide, the painting was unlike anything she had ever seen.38 Picasso had followed in the tradition of his countryman Goya, who had used his art to document similar acts of state violence against civilians. But instead of employing Goya’s more classical visual language, Picasso used modern vernacular and stripped his work down to the color of newsprint. Nothing else would have spoken so powerfully. “The presence of a great work of art… does many things to you in one second,” Lee explained. “It disturbs so many elements in one given second you can’t say, ‘I want to paint like that.’ It isn’t that simple.” Lee was so consumed with the painting, she followed it to Boston after it left New York.39


Gorky’s response to Guernica was to call a meeting at de Kooning’s 22nd Street loft. About ten artists listened as Gorky stood up and conceded,40 “‘We have to admit, we are bankrupt,’” Lee recalled, adding, “which you have to admit is a rather startling statement.” She quoted Gorky as saying, “So, what I think we should do is try to do a composite painting.” Hands shot up around the room as artists asked him what he meant by composite. “‘Well,’ he said, ‘I think, like when you look around the room, one of us can draw better than the other, one has a better sense of color, one has a better sense of idea. We should pick a general topic and then all go home and the next time we meet, we all bring in our version of whatever this was.’” Laughing, Lee said, “I don’t think I remember a second meeting on it.”41 Each artist had to confront the challenge posed by Picasso alone.


In the spring of 1939, the World’s Fair was under way in New York, and the Museum of Modern Art timed the opening of its new building at 11 West 53rd Street to coincide with it. The inaugural exhibition was called Art in Our Time. Seven thousand men and women, in white tie, opera hats, dinner jackets, and evening gowns attended forty dinner parties arranged by museum trustees before descending upon the opening. Only ten years before, the museum had been a gamble. That evening, amid rustling silk and clouds of cigar smoke, it was evident that the gamble had paid off. “I saw New York’s four hundred en masse in an awful crush,” one guest remarked. “Evidently modern art has captured the attention of this group.”42 But maybe it wasn’t the art at all, but the time. The event was so opulent it had a Titanic quality to it, as if everyone attending expected it to be the last big bash featuring that crowd in that city for a very long time. President Roosevelt, whose Federal Art Project had helped create a new artistic culture in America, spoke to the gathering for fifteen minutes from the White House via radio broadcast.




We are dedicating this building to the cause of peace and to the pursuits of peace. The arts that ennoble and refine life flourish only in the atmosphere of peace. And in this hour of dedication we are glad again to bear witness before all the world to our faith in the sanctity of free institutions. For we know that only where men are free can the arts flourish.43





In those days, it seemed impossible to talk about art without talking about war. As the president made his toast to honor the new home of modern art and the expressions of individual artists it contained, many hearing him—perhaps most who heard him—understood that the world as they knew it was about to change forever. And indeed, by the end of 1939, Spain fell to Franco, China and Japan were at war, and Italy invaded Albania. The decisive event that year, however, came in September, when Hitler’s tanks rolled across Poland’s borders as its planes bombarded the country from the air. Two days later, Britain and France declared war on Germany.44 The global conflict that had seemed all but inevitable had begun. It was not less terrible for having been anticipated.


The day Hitler attacked Poland, a group of artists met at Isamu Noguchi’s sculpture studio on 12th Street. Gorky had started drawing and invited the others to sketch on the paper with him. It wasn’t a recreation of his earlier notion of a group painting. It was trauma therapy. As a child, Gorky had lived through war. He knew what the events unfolding in Europe would mean for those caught up in them. Together, the artists at Noguchi’s studio drew until dawn, expressing “their heart out,” one of them said, as their lines in pencil, charcoal, and colored pastels looped and slashed across each other until the paper was thick with coal, chalk, and graphite.45 They drew as if they were afraid to stop. Who knew what would happen if they did? The prospect of the morning loomed uncertain enough.
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4. Marie Catherine Mary Ellen O’Brien Fried’s Daughter





When one is young and on the threshold of life’s long deception, rashness is all.


—Françoise Sagan1




ELAINE CALLED IT a “transit encounter.”


“I met a boy I had not seen since I was twelve years old.… And he said, ‘What are you doing?’ when I met him on 34th Street, carrying books.


“And I said, ‘Oh, I’m going to Hunter College, and I have all these books and I have a lot of homework, and—’


“He said, ‘Are you painting?’


“And I said, ‘Well, I can’t. I have all these, I have to, I’m studying physics and calculus, and German.…’


“And he said, ‘But you should be, you’re an artist. You should be going to art school.… There’s an art school called Leonardo da Vinci.… It’s on 34th Street and Third Avenue.’


“That changed the course of my life. That meeting. If I had not met Larry Eccatani that day, I would never have heard of Leonardo da Vinci Art School. It was totally obscure,” Elaine said. “It was through that school that I met this guy who introduced me to Bill. Because I might not have met Bill for twenty years, if ever. So, that one chance meeting—which is very terrifying in a certain way.”2


The year was 1936. Elaine Fried was an eighteen-year-old college math major who commuted home each night by subway from Manhattan to Brooklyn.3 But that did not begin to describe who she really was. Siren, saint, creative tempest, athlete, intellect, she could seemingly do anything better than anyone. And she was so socially adept that she could convince even those she had just bested that they had all had a wonderful time in the process. “She was a genius at life, accepting every one of its conflicting opportunities, juggling all chances, reckless with the love of it all,” said her friend Rose Slivka. The painter Esteban Vicente called Elaine “a remarkable, perhaps sort of mad genius.”4 It was no wonder that Larry Eccatani expressed shock at seeing her engaged in such a pedestrian activity as going to college (which, in those days, was actually quite unusual for a young woman). The children who had grown up alongside Elaine in Sheepshead Bay thought of her as a star and an artist.5 She had considered her competition in that arena to be the Renaissance master Raphael and was briefly stricken when, at the age of ten, she discovered he had painted one of his best works at thirteen. Confident that she was up to the task, she thought, “Well, that gives me three years.”6


By the time Elaine ran into Larry, she had in fact already decided she wasn’t particularly happy at Hunter. “I didn’t feel in control,” she said. “I wasn’t choosing what to do.”7 Sometimes in telling a story Elaine collapsed the chronology to make it appear that things had happened more quickly than they did. In her memory, peripheral events didn’t exist because they didn’t matter. But it seemed in this case, her actions were swift and decisive. That very evening, after her encounter with her childhood friend, Elaine found the Leonardo da Vinci School, applied for admission, and was soon accepted.


Having dropped out of Hunter in the meantime, she entered what she called “a charmed circle”—her first fully artistic environment. “The atmosphere was free and easy, artists and students milling about in the hallways, sculptors carving stone or modeling clay in one room, students drawing from the nude in another.” Years later Elaine described the “liberation” of seeing “a naked woman and everyone just taking it completely for granted.”8 Most of the instructors at the school were “mad” Italians, and some were employed through the Project. Elaine’s first teacher was among those hires. His name was Corrado di Marcarelli—Conrad Marca-Relli. He was twenty-four and, according to Elaine, had a car “a half a block long.”9 Through Marca-Relli, who would become a lifelong friend, Elaine began to see what being an artist meant—the great joy of it but also the inherent sacrifices. “I was interested in the hard work of art,” Elaine said of herself at eighteen. “I mean, just making drawings every day, all day long, and just completely being submerged in that activity.”10


Tapping her penchant for costume, Elaine started to dress the part of the artist. “She seemed very dashing in a black trench coat and a beret. And she was very poised,” recalled fellow painter Jane Freilicher. “She had bright red hair as a young girl, in a pageboy. And she had a strange accent that didn’t make sense geographically. I don’t think it was affected, but it was definitely not Brooklyn.”11


During Elaine’s commute into Manhattan she now carried a drawing pad, pencils, and charcoal, but she was also still laden with books. Her decision to leave Hunter did not mean that she had abandoned her studies. (“I’m a ‘have your cake and eat it’ girl,” she explained.)12 One day she sauntered into Marca-Relli’s still life course and caught the eye of class supervisor Robert Jonas because she was carrying a thick book on schizophrenia. “She was very good-looking and very hip,” as was made clear by the fact that she was carrying a book on mental disorders when New Yorkers were discovering Freud, he said.13 Elaine, too, recalled their first encounter, although slightly differently. “Well, this man came in and surveyed the class and I said, ‘Oh, he’s going to come over to me’ after he looked around because I had [on] my little blue sweater. And he did. And he asked me for a date, and said he would take me to see a show of American abstract artists.”14 Elaine had spent many afternoons at the Metropolitan Museum and the Frick, looking at the art with her mother and siblings, and then later making copies of works in those collections on her own. She had come to assume that to have a painting in a museum or show the artist must be dead and European. The prospect of seeing an exhibition of modern art by living American artists had not even occurred to her.15


Jonas proved to be a competent guide for her initial foray into that world. At thirty, he painted small Surrealist works and was part of the downtown scene. He had even lived briefly with Lee and Igor that year.16 As for the show he took Elaine to see, it was an important one: the annual exhibition of the American Abstract Artists. A New York Post critic who saw its first exhibition the previous year declared that he foresaw no future for the abstract movement. For Elaine, the 1937 show was a revelation. Two decades later she could still remember the placement of the paintings and the names of the artists.17 Jonas told her that as good as the exhibition was, though, the best abstract artists—de Kooning and Gorky—weren’t in it. In Elaine’s retelling of the story, Jonas sometimes included himself among those omitted “best,” a suggestion she dismissed out of hand. To be an artist, she said, “you had to be reckless.” Elaine sensed that Jonas was terrified of life, a characteristic she could not countenance.18 Brief though Jonas’s involvement with Elaine was, he played a very important role in her story: He introduced her to Bill.


In the late 1930s, Chelsea around 22nd and 23rd Streets was a dirty, desolate patch of industrial wasteland. The area’s Civil War–era buildings had once been fashionable homes, but when the families who had lived in them migrated uptown, the structures were occupied and deformed by small manufacturers. Then, during the Depression, those businesses left, too. What remained was a veritable ghost town: building after building of empty loft space, owned by landlords who despaired of finding anyone willing to rent in that inhospitable district.19 Artists, poets, and composers, however, were willing. Edwin Denby, a poet who would be a central figure in Elaine’s life, said the artists were thrilled to occupy a neighborhood that was “unknown, uncozy, and not small scale.”20


Occasionally in those buildings, traces of what they had once been were still evident. A broom could uncover parquet flooring. Filtered light might reveal an arabesque of metal railing along what had been an elegant staircase. Breaking out a wall often exposed a fireplace, which though no longer usable was still a nostalgic reminder of warmth. But generally, the structures were dilapidated, with cracked windows, faulty wiring, toilets without baths, cold water, and steam heat only during “working hours.”21 Though a few businesses had remained operative on the lower floors—laundries, bakeries, storage facilities—at night Chelsea appeared empty. “If you took a walk at midnight, all the buildings… would be all dark, but the top floors, where the skylights were, all were lit,” Elaine said. “And that’s where the artists were, and you would hear Stravinsky” floating from the open windows.22


One evening not long after the American Abstract Artists show, Jonas brought Elaine to the Artists Union hangout, Stewart’s, on 23rd near 7th Avenue in Chelsea, to meet Bill. Lit up valiantly, the cafeteria appeared like a beacon along the darkened street on that cold evening, everything behind its massive plate glass windows made plainly visible to passersby. De Kooning sat inside, alone with a cup of coffee, reading a detective magazine. He was dressed in a thin jacket and a seaman’s cap, and Elaine noticed that his hair was so blond it had an almost greenish tint.23 “He had that limpid open gaze,” she remembered. “Anyway, he was beautiful.” Broke because he had just left the Project, Bill was nonetheless faultlessly polite, and bought the guests who sat down to join him a cup of coffee for five cents each. They nursed those drinks for hours until Stewart’s closed and then, out on the street, continued to talk as they strolled a mile south to Washington Square. In the hours between her arrival at Stewart’s and their journey back to 22nd Street and Bill’s studio, Elaine had already decided that she was going to marry him.24 She had been seduced by the man and his words. Now, inside his loft, she fell in love again—with his work. “Bill had a painting on the easel of a man, a bald man. It was a very quiet painting.… And I just knew that he was a genius. I mean.… Immediately.”25


Through the years, as she repeatedly described that first encounter, Elaine frequently seemed as struck by Bill’s vast studio as by his painting. Most probably she had never seen anything like it. She was a teenager from Brooklyn who shared a bedroom with her sister in the family home. She had only begun to meet “real” artists that year. Bill’s studio was literally a new world for her, one in which the inhabitant’s life had a single focus: art. Elaine would say later with admiration that Bill’s studio struck her because it had “clarity.” It was the clarity of a monk’s cell—whitewashed, light-filled, immaculate. And in the kitchen, Elaine found “two cups, two saucers, two plates, and two glasses.” A single suit hung in the closet.26


The Spartan severity of his studio, however, was deceptive. Bill’s life was much messier than it appeared. For several years, he had been living off and on with a dancer named Juliet Browner and the vaudeville performer Nini Diaz. The three had sometimes lived and slept together, or sometimes the two women lived apart from de Kooning but together, and at other times Juliet lived alone with Bill. He seemed to passively accept their presence when they appeared, and just as passively accept their departure.27 Neither Juliet nor Nini were in evidence during Elaine’s initial visit to Bill’s loft. All she could see was a brilliant older man with an enormous talent. Bill placed a record on his phonograph. It was “The Rite of Spring,” which he played at full volume as they sat looking at his latest work. Elaine was dazzled. “When I met Bill de Kooning,” she said, “I just knew that I had met the most important person I would ever know.”28 For his part, Bill was besotted with Elaine. “There was nothing subtle about it,” a friend of Elaine’s recalled. “He told everybody.”29


De Kooning had arrived in the United States eleven years earlier at the age of twenty-two by stowing away on the SS Shelley from Rotterdam. His interest in America had been born in movies he had seen as a boy. The people on the screen were lighthearted and enthusiastic, and the United States appeared a welcome alternative to what he viewed as a dark and tradition-bound Europe. When he arrived in the States, despite only being able to speak one word of English—“yes”—he planned to “be a commercial artist, make money and play tennis, and find those long-legged American girls” he’d seen in the pictures. He never did play tennis (“didn’t really want to”) but he had no trouble with women.30 Bill was charming. A friend said he had an “innkeeper’s mentality: you like everybody and get along with everybody.” It was a trait he picked up from his mother, who ran a sailor’s bar back in Holland.31


At thirteen, after being apprenticed to a house-painting and decorating firm, de Kooning had inadvertently begun his life as an artist. Its managers had recognized his natural talent and encouraged him to study at the academy in the evenings, which he did for at least six years. That meant that by the time he arrived in the United States he had been trained in all aspects of art—from the commercial to the classical—and immediately found work and acceptance among the downtown artists who traversed those worlds. By far his most important early encounter was with Gorky. They became “inseparable.” Soon, the tall, dark, brooding Armenian and the small, blond, easygoing Dutchman were joined by Stuart Davis and John Graham in forming a core group of artists recognized around the Village as “modern.”32 All but Graham were part of the Jumble Shop crowd Lee met up with to talk art and politics. They were in no way remarkable, simply the latest iteration of the bohemians who had called Greenwich Village home since the mid-nineteenth century.33 And like those predecessors, if there were a genius or two among them, it would likely take decades or death before they were discovered.


Elaine’s initial encounter with de Kooning had produced little more personally than an unspoken conviction on her side that they would meet again—and marry. Professionally, however, it erased any misgivings she might have had about art. In 1953, she would write about another artist in words that no doubt described her own first experience with Bill.




Almost every artist seems to meet someone at the beginning of his career who profoundly and often inexplicably affects later decisions and attitudes, someone whose personal expression is identified with the peculiar glamour of art that hits certain people so hard that they are caught up with it for the rest of their lives.34





It was that glorious, albeit ragamuffin, glamour that drew her. She returned to the da Vinci School with eyes newly opened by the art she had seen in Bill’s studio and the modern work she now sought in galleries and museums. She wasn’t necessarily looking for abstraction. She was simply hungry for art that reflected the times, her times. Under those circumstances, the classical art taught on Third Avenue, which had been wildly exciting a few weeks before, felt tame. She began to look for a new school and, through another chance encounter, found one.


Elaine had volunteered to represent the da Vinci School at a meeting held by the John Reed Club, which was trying to form a students’ wing of the Artists Union. At the organizational gathering, Elaine met a handsome, twenty-year-old Russian painter named Milton Resnick, who represented the American Artists School. He told Elaine it was the “center of the art world,” and for a young artist in many ways it was. Located on 14th Street, the school stood at the crossroads where modern art met radical politics. Students not only learned about advanced art from Artists Union painters and sculptors who taught there, they were also fully indoctrinated with leftist ideology. The Communist Party dominated the school.35 For Elaine, that environment was intoxicating. She enrolled. “I loved the conviviality of the school, the endless arguments over politics,” Elaine said. “I had been brought up as a Roman Catholic, but I felt at home with members of the Young Communist League or the opposing Trotskyite groups. Our discussions would rage on and on, night after night.”36


Elaine approached her new life with a freedom born of two assets that her elder in art, Lee, did not have: youth and money. Lee was ten years older than Elaine and, as an adult, she was self-reliant at a time when earning money was nearly impossible. By contrast, Elaine was a teenager living off her financially well-positioned father. Not to diminish her commitment to art or politics, but life for Elaine at that point was a lark. As for life as an artist, in those early days Elaine had an easier path in that regard, too. She was a carefree young novice whose teachers (all male) were eager (if not thrilled) to encourage and guide her, while Lee was a contemporary of those instructors, with whom she interacted as equals. Still, as Elaine took her first steps into the world that she and Lee would share for decades, their differences were less significant than the many attributes they held in common: talent, strength of character, and audacity, among them.


Elaine immersed herself in the school, studying—she said, from ten a.m. to ten p.m.—not just drawing and painting but sculpture and lithography, too. She had also begun working as an artist’s model. She became one of the naked women people took for granted, except in her case they didn’t. Elaine was voted “most beautiful model” by members of the Artists Union. She and Milton Resnick, meanwhile, had become friends and then lovers. That tortured young romantic, with his chiseled face and deep-set black eyes, would be Elaine’s first serious boyfriend.37 “We sat in on stormy Artists Union meetings, listened to boogie woogie at Café Society Downtown… went to foreign movies at the Rialto on 42nd Street, went dancing at Webster Hall or to the dance halls in Harlem,” Elaine recalled. “At last, every minute of my life was chosen by me. I was free of constraints.”38


Soon the pair would be joined by a third, who would become Elaine’s closest friend for life. A self-described “little girl from Louisiana,” she was a painter from Shreveport who, like Resnick, could match Elaine prank for prank, passion for passion. Her name was Ernestine, which Elaine—having no time to spare on three-syllable formalities—shortened to Ernie.39


Nineteen-year-old Ernestine Blumberg had arrived in New York by train in 1934 with six hundred dollars from her father, who had told her she could stay until her money ran out and then come back home. (Eighty-one years later, she was still in New York.) Though she had come north to attend the Art Students League, Ernestine eventually found her way to the American Artists School, where she became friends with Milton and his girlfriend, Elaine. “At that time I thought she was one of the most beautiful and intelligent women I had ever met,” Ernestine said. “She never disappointed me.”40


Elaine quickly hatched the first of what would be many plans involving Ernestine: She declared they should rent a loft. “Milton and his friend were living way uptown somewhere and Elaine decided she wanted to have a place in New York, in the city away from family,” Ernestine said, “and they persuaded me—I was the only one that had a job—to share a loft with them.” Ernestine was “color editor” of the Famous Funnies, the first retail comic books. Earning a whopping thirty-five dollars a week, she was rich by the standards of her Depression-era friends. Their first loft was at Fourth Avenue and 29th Street. “People came there, they couldn’t figure it out, what this ménage à trois was,” Ernestine said.41 It was, in fact, less a ménage à trois than a ménage à deux, in several configurations. Milton and Elaine had wanted a place to work and meet without alarming her family, and so they invited Ernestine to join them as a cover. But Elaine didn’t, in fact, live in the loft—her mother wanted her home by ten each night—and so Ernestine and Milton lived together. “Which made it very strange,” Ernestine said. “Lots of people hung out there. We were young and kind of crazy.”42


Greenwich Village was a place where it was difficult to attract attention. The denizens of Washington Square were connoisseurs of the unconventional. They were also a bit jaded when it came to pretty women; the Village was full of them. Elaine and Ernestine, however, made an impact. They were about the same height (Elaine slightly taller at five feet five), and the same shape (slender and boyish). What distinguished them was their hair: Elaine’s was flaming red, Ernestine’s golden blond. Together they made a ferociously vibrant team as they ran the streets in colored tights, outlandish shoes, and outfits cobbled together from bits and pieces purchased at a cheap department store on Union Square. “We were up to no good all the time,” said Ernestine.


Once while walking on Ninth Street, they came to a doorway and “Elaine said, ‘I hate that guy up there, Max Spivak.… Let’s make him come down,’” Ernestine recalled. “We rang the bell and we ran way.” Max wasn’t there, but the artist he shared his loft with was. The infinitely patient sculptor Ibram Lassaw stopped his work, came down the five flights to find—no one. “That was the only time he came down and there was no girl waiting for him,” said Ernestine of the man she didn’t know at the time but would marry five years later.43


Elaine’s and Ernie’s lives were fast and free, lived at the tempo Elaine craved. “She was a daredevil,” said Ernestine. “We used to go up on the roof at our loft to cool off in the summer, and Elaine would stand on the edge and walk around teetering. When we would cross the street, I wouldn’t go across if it was a red light. Elaine would walk across right in front of onrushing traffic and dare them to hit her. She never admitted she was afraid.”44 In 1960, art critic Lawrence Campbell would write of Elaine, “She herself is like a figure out of Baroque history since she does not have a sense of her own boundaries. It’s as though she could become all kinds of things, anything.”45


By the second half of the 1930s, three styles dominated American art. Many painters clung to the reassuring message of the so-called regionalism promoted by the Project for its murals—happy farmers plowing rolling fields or gangs of workers joined in common purpose. Others responded to the Communist Party’s call for “socialist realism.” Those paintings depicted the same farmers and toiling workers as their regionalist brethren but without a trace of the gladness. The realists felt it their duty to make society’s problems the subject of their work, and so they painted hollow men and women in fields parched by drought, or laborers tormented by capitalist overseers. The third group of painters, the abstract artists, looked for something that transcended narrative. They did not want their work to tell a story but for their paintings to be appreciated as painting, the way a concerto is appreciated for its sound. Lee, Gorky, and Bill were part of the latter group. Elaine, Ernie, and Milton painted in the “socialist realism” vein. “I was swept along with it,” Elaine said. “I began to paint scenes of the Spanish Civil War—women reaching toward the sky with blood running down their arms.”46


Elaine must have been proud of her work because in 1938 she ran into Bill on the street near the new loft she shared with Ernie and Milton on 22nd and Fifth Avenue and invited him in to see her paintings. Elaine said the paintings she showed him were “gorier than ever.… He just stood there a while then said, ‘Why don’t you just paint a still life?’… He suggested I come and set up a still life in his studio and paint along with him.”47 Bill told her, “‘If we both look at it then I can talk about it. When I look at this kind of painting there’s no way I can talk about it. I can simply say I like it or I don’t like it’.… And so, that’s what I did.”48 Elaine soon began working with the person who would be the second greatest influence in her life. The first had been her mother. The phenomenon who would become Elaine de Kooning was very much Marie Fried’s creation.49 In fact, without an introduction to Marie, it would be impossible to understand Elaine.


Elaine’s mother was born Mary Ellen O’Brien, but at some point she adopted the name Marie Catherine. It seemed to suit her better. She was an Irish queen like Grace O’Malley or Maud Gonne. She was meant to be someone in life. Marie’s father had owned a bar on 28th Street and Eighth Avenue, and Manhattan was her kingdom. She knew every corner of the city and fed on it intellectually and culturally. By 1917, Marie was studying law at Hunter College, a remarkable achievement for a woman at the time, but she soon discovered she was pregnant by a young self-made businessman named Charles Fried.50 They married, and for the next five years Marie was with child. (Elaine was the oldest of four children born in quick succession—two girls and two boys.) Marie may have assumed that once her years of indisposition ended she could return to her intellectual pursuits. She was mistaken. Out of concern for the children, Charles moved the family to a cultural backwater—Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn.51


A good though remote man, Charles went off every day to his job in Manhattan as a CPA at a bread company, and when he came home his world revolved around the garden and the animals—some invited, some that had simply wandered into their lives. In 1920s America, meanwhile, a mother of four young children like Marie would have been expected to seek fulfillment in cooking and cleaning, washing and ironing, in making her home a castle for her husband and a sanctuary for her children. To Marie, that was all so silly, so beside the point. She wanted a life of the mind, of creation, as she had had in Manhattan. “She was contemptuous of Brooklyn,” Elaine explained.52


While the children were young, Marie did her best to import her cherished culture into the house for them. That was her idea of mothering. She hung large framed reproductions of paintings on the walls—Michelangelo, Raphael, Rembrandt, Rosa Bonheur, Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun. “I just grew up… from an early age, assuming that… half of the artists on the face of the earth were women,” Elaine said. As soon as the children could hold them, Marie gave them “opulent art books.”53 Literature? “My mother was my chief reading guide until I was sixteen,” Elaine said. Marie wouldn’t just give her a book by an author, she gave her everything that author had written so Elaine could understand the scope and development of their talent. Dickens, Shaw, Proust, George Eliot, Jane Austen, the Brontës. Again, Elaine stressed, her mother wasn’t making a point of introducing her to the works of women. “It was just the natural order of things.”54 When Elaine was five, Marie decided her daughter was ready to experience art firsthand at the Metropolitan Museum. “I remember it very vividly,” Elaine said. “Immediately it grabbed me… but I never, it never occurred to me that people made [the art on the museum’s walls].” This was the case until she was seven or eight, when her mother told her to stand still so she could draw her. “And she made a drawing, and as soon as she made it—it was very primitive—I immediately became competitive. I thought I can do better than that. And suddenly I realized that those little drawings that I was making” were part of a greater tradition.55


Marie gave all her children that education. She didn’t support them, she challenged them. Elaine’s brother Conrad remembered his mother announcing one day, “Now we all have to learn the Greek alphabet.”56 When Conrad was old enough, Marie enrolled him, during subsequent years, in the best high school in New York and the worst. “She thought that was an education for him,” said Conrad’s son, Charles Fried. (As an adult, Conrad would design the prototype for the ubiquitous bar code.)57 Almost every week Marie brought the children into Manhattan to see a play, visit a museum, or scour the library. But she saved her special attention for Elaine. “She taught Elaine to dream very big. She once took Elaine by cab to Canada. She was eccentric and she inspired a brand of eccentricity in Elaine,” said her nephew Dr. Guy Fried, adding that Marie “was fabulous at high-end things, but she didn’t have time for the kitchen.”58 Despite Charles’s good salary, the children had to “scrounge for food.”59 Neighbors began to notice that the Fried children were dirty and disheveled, and that they seemed hungry.


In that middle-class district of neat homes, clothes flapping on the lines, cookies baking in sparkling kitchens, and pie recipes exchanged on porches, there is no doubt the neighbors were suspicious of Marie. She was obviously not one of them. Her face was caked in white makeup (one friend said it looked as though she had stuck her head in a barrel of flour) and then recolored with rouge. She wrapped her head in scarves, wore dangling earrings when most women wore discreet pearl clasps, and sometimes piled bracelets all the way up to the elbow.60 That enigmatic figure could be seen riding her bicycle around the neighborhood.


When Elaine was six, while her father was in the city at work, police came to the house to take Marie away. They had received a complaint of child neglect because the neighbors said the children looked malnourished. Marie refused to leave. “So, they grabbed her and dragged her out screaming” as the children stood watching her kicking and clutching the banister in a futile effort to stay, recalled Elaine’s brother Conrad. “She wasn’t crazy,” said Ernestine. “Marie was a totally frustrated woman.”61 Marie was institutionalized for a year at a psychiatric facility in Queens. “Institutions were for rich people who were not obeying their husbands,” said Elaine’s nephew Guy. “‘For her own good,’ the institutions would ‘fix’ them. In hindsight, you say, perhaps the institution was wrong.”62


Marie was unchanged by the experience. Once released, she would remain just as eccentric as she had been prior to being locked up and continue to be a “bad” mother by educating her children rather than doting on them. But Elaine was changed.63 As an adult, she would never allow anyone to take her freedom or in any way restrict or restrain her. She would do what she wanted without regard for the consequences. “Marie and Elaine were both free—then, it was revolutionary and unsafe,” said Guy. “They were doing exactly what their hearts said, and society shifted to catch up with them.”64 Eventually, that is. But first, Elaine and her fellow women had a great many barriers to overcome.















5. The Master and Elaine





Life is discovery or it is nothing; life is adventure or it’s jail.


—May Natalie Tabak1




ELAINE ARRIVED AT Bill’s studio for her lesson. He gave her a random mix of everyday objects with which to build a still life—a coffeepot, a large shell, a yellow cup, a blue cotton shirt, an army blanket. Elaine’s idea was to construct an arrangement that Cézanne might paint. Bill wanted her to try something different. A photographer friend who lived in the building next door, Rudy Burckhardt, had been doing a series of still life photos Bill liked. He positioned the objects apart from one another, like isolated individuals, rather than grouping them in an overlapping composition as was traditional for the genre. Bill pointed to the yellow cup and described how much more intriguing its shape would be if it stood alone. He found its contours remarkable against the space that it had “displaced.”2 “He’d say, ‘Look how this sits there’… He’d use that term often, and it would be as if you’d never seen a cup before,” Elaine said. It’s unlikely de Kooning was consciously trying to train Elaine’s eyes to see. The close observation he described was simply how he worked. Every aspect of the process mattered to him, and he was imparting what he knew to her. “When he talked, it was as if I were lifting weights. Not as if he were giving an opinion,” she said, “but as if he were demonstrating something that was absolute and true, but that I had never seen before. As if he were telling me what E = mc2 means. I had to strain. It was that kind of consciousness.… Not dodging things. It was making it as hard as possible.”3


It was also an extremely intimate approach that would have heightened the physical chemistry between them as they stood side by side, quietly considering the pile of junk that had been transformed into precious artifacts as Bill described their unique visual and tactile qualities. Elaine would say that after she’d listened to de Kooning talk for an hour about a drawing or painting she would collapse on the bed “brain-tired.”4 She had been challenged to think in a new way, certainly, but her exhaustion went beyond the merely intellectual. She had been overwhelmed by an aesthetic experience almost sexual in its intensity and ability to transport. The Spanish painter Joan Miró would say, “Painting or poetry is made as one makes love—a total embrace, prudence thrown to the winds, nothing held back.”5 That is the world to which Bill introduced her. Elaine had sought art. This was it. It required commitment, mind and body. It was spirituality and it was sensuality. It was life. Of her initial session with Bill, a sated Elaine said, “It was just absolutely terrific, and I really felt as though I could spend my entire life painting still lifes and express everything I wanted to express through them.”6


Elaine’s artistic world was now split between the American Artists School and Bill’s studio. There she would spend days setting up still life compositions and months painting them on canvases he had stretched for her. She felt as though she was developing what she called “the wordless part of the brain,”7 which made her antagonistic to the social realism taught at school. She began to argue with her instructors because she could not reconcile their lessons and Bill’s, and she believed de Kooning’s to be the “purer” approach. “Bill to me was the master,” Elaine said, “and it’s one of those attitudes that has prevailed throughout my life.”8 That student-teacher connection, however, was only part of their burgeoning relationship. By 1938, Juliet Browner had moved out (she would later marry photographer Man Ray), and Elaine had become the woman at Bill’s side. “I don’t think he had fallen in love with anyone before,” said Ernestine. Women “had just sort of moved in on him and he accepted them.… He was very passive about it.” Rudy Burckhardt agreed, saying, “Bill was incredibly in love with her.”9 Another friend expressed absolute shock over de Kooning’s transformation after meeting Elaine, saying that Bill had suggested, “and I believe he was telling the truth—that he was prepared to be monogamous, that he didn’t want any other woman. Just Elaine.”10


In 1938, de Kooning was thirty-four and Elaine just twenty. As the “master” he appreciated the seriousness with which she approached her work and her evident respect for him and his art. As a man, he loved her vibrancy, wit, social grace, but most especially her thick red hair and, yes, her long American legs. Bill was also extremely proud of her. He had become the envy of his friends, who congratulated him on his “cute trick.”11 Gorky and his fellow Armenian, the sculptor Raoul Hague, often accompanied Bill and Elaine to the Metropolitan to savor a bit of vicarious happiness in those bleak times. Gorky would pontificate, his melodic voice echoing down the great halls. Then they might wander behind the Met for a stroll in the park. During one such journey, Elaine won the older men’s hearts by offering to play gondolier, rowing a small boat around Central Park Lake while they relaxed. “They all loved it. Gorky said to Bill, ‘That’s very smart to have a teenager American girl. They’re very strong.’” Elaine laughed at the memory. Hague recalled Bill’s fury when he thought he caught Hague and Gorky trying to look up Elaine’s skirt while she rowed.12


Gorky was Elaine’s and Bill’s near-constant companion at the Metropolitan. He considered it his museum. He could talk for an hour about the corner of a tapestry or a portion of a Greek sculpture. Sometimes he would approach people who had stopped in front of one of his pet paintings and offer a lengthy, unsolicited explication of the piece. The painter Peter Busa, who occasionally went to the museum with Gorky, Elaine, and Bill, said the experience was “like going to church.”13 Such was Gorky’s otherworldly presence that once, while sitting in the Met looking at a Rembrandt, “a woman stared at him and finally said, ‘Pardon me, but you look like our Lord, Jesus Christ!’ Gorky stood up. He was insulted!” recalled a friend. “‘Madam. My name is Arshile Gorky!’”14


Having Elaine around boosted Gorky’s spirits when he was at a very low point. An artist friend had recently starved to death in the Village. (De Kooning had also lost a Dutch painter friend in the Village to starvation.)15 Gorky, too, was dangerously broke. He supplemented a meager teaching salary by offering private lessons at fifty cents an hour, which Barr’s assistant Dorothy Miller and her husband, Project chief Eddie Cahill, took because they could not bear to see such a talented artist suffer.16 And he had had a series of unsatisfactory love affairs—one that resulted in a six-week marriage to a woman he had only known for ten days. His friends said he married her because he thought she looked like a Picasso model. Gorky described the 1930s as the “bleakest, most spirit-crushing period of his life.”17 His agony might have been diminished somewhat by Elaine’s tonic presence.


For her part, Elaine understood that she occupied a privileged position. Bill and Gorky were exceedingly generous in their attention and instruction. “Years later I asked Bill if I had been a seventeen-year-old boy, would I have been allowed to sit in and put in my two cents on everything. And he said, ‘Are you kidding?’” They had offered her access to all they had learned and she diligently absorbed it.18 “Their reverence and knowledge of their materials, their constant attention to art of the past and to everything around them simultaneously, established for me that whole level of consciousness as the way an artist should be,” she said.19 “I thought, I have come as the crow flies to the real artists in America.… I just knew there couldn’t be anyone better than these guys.”20 That was Elaine’s true academy of art. A third man, however, would be crucial to all of them by underpinning their work with theory. That man was John Graham.


In the great debate over whether the artists associated with Abstract Expressionism constituted a movement, it is often said that they did not because there was no manifesto that united and guided their work. In fact, there was: John Graham’s System and Dialectics of Art, which was published in 1937, a full decade before discerning outsiders began to detect that something was happening in New York. Graham wrote his book in catechism form, like the Communist Manifesto, by asking a series of questions, beginning with “What is Art?,” “What is Abstraction?,” and “What is the purpose of Art?”21 He responded with concise and elegant statements that would become the spiritual, aesthetic, and social basis of advanced American art during the crucial first decade of its development. Those who read it when it was published—mostly Graham’s artist friends—devoured it quickly and discussed it endlessly. And, in the meantime, Graham himself became a kind of celebrity seer for all things aesthetic in the Village. A former Russian cavalry officer (he could do somersaults while riding his horse at a gallop), he walked the Village streets like an aristocrat—dressed in a suit jacket, his back ramrod straight, his shaved head held disdainfully high.22 Lee called him a “mad, wild, beautiful person.” He once told her, “I was born to power and trained to rule.”23 Instead, he became an artist.


Graham held forth on a bench in Washington Square and in an Italian pastry shop on Bleecker Street called Pasquale’s. There, Bill, Elaine, Gorky, and Milton Resnick, and later Lee and Pollock, among countless others, would gather to listen to him talk.24 He was a true heir of the Russian intelligentsia, which was alienated from society long before such estrangement became fashionable with the advance of French Existentialism in the late 1940s. He loved women, wine, and art. Money, which he did not have despite his noble appearance, failed to move him. He even told artist friends that he would no longer associate with them if they were ever critically or financially successful.25 For the New York artists, he was, like Hofmann, a well-traveled elder with links to Paris. He had known the painters there and made regular reconnaissance missions to France to check on artistic developments.


The message he brought back was not that the American artists should strive to be like their better-established European counterparts but that they should strive to be themselves.26 Graham was one of the earliest advocates of the modern work being produced by painters and sculptors in New York. Whether he intended it or not, his System and Dialectics of Art became a theoretical guidebook for them as they began their struggle in a cultural environment that neither recognized nor encouraged their work. To survive, he said, they must reject the world that scorned them and forge ahead amid their tight colony of artists. But how and where to go? Graham’s book was like a sign posted over a darkened doorway that read “Enter Here.”


Graham defined art as a “process of abstracting” thought and emotion by use of paint or metal or stone. Because art was therefore intrinsically abstract, the duty of the artist would be to push abstraction “fearlessly to its logical end instead of evading it under the disguises of charm or being ‘true to nature.’”27 The artist created for society, he said, but if that society didn’t like what he or she had produced, the artist “does not trade his ideals for success. Martyrs and saints love luxury and success just as much as ordinary people, only they love something else even more.” Graham said, if the artist is a true genius, he can expect to be misunderstood and alone. “The beauty of genius is frightful to behold, few can envisage it. Others find subterfuge in skepticism.”28 The abstract artist, he said, would be repeatedly challenged by such skeptics asking, “‘What does it mean?’… ‘Is it a sky, a house, a horse?’” To which they should respond with confidence and honesty, “‘No, it is a painting.’”29


Finally, Graham said, of all the arts, painting was the most difficult because one false move on a canvas could mean the difference between a great painting and a failure. A writer could always resurrect a word, but a line or a shape was so ephemeral that, once changed, it was almost always lost for good. “To create life one has to love. To create a great work of art one has to love truth with the passion of a maniac. If society does not perceive this love, humanity perhaps will.”30 Graham’s book also included a history of art—from prehistory to the twentieth century. It therefore not only consoled and encouraged, it instructed. The artists who read it came away, as they did from Hofmann’s lectures, feeling as though they were not aberrations but part of a long and proud tradition of individuals who had ignored fashion to create culture.


Shortly after the Valentine Dudensing Gallery caused a sensation in the New York art world in the spring of 1939 by exhibiting Picasso’s Guernica, a museum opened nearby that produced a similar commotion. The Museum of Non-Objective Painting reinforced Graham’s ideas by featuring artists who had dared to push abstraction beyond Picasso and into the realm of pure spirit. Fittingly, Graham was an adviser to the director of the enterprise—the Baroness Hildegard Anna Augusta Elisabeth Rebay von Ehrenwiesen—known in New York simply as Hilla Rebay. A Bavarian-born painter, ten years earlier she had begun working with Solomon Guggenheim to build what would become New York’s Guggenheim Museum collection. But until that facility could become a reality, Solomon had financed a museum in a townhouse on 54th Street to showcase the art Rebay championed: art that did not have an identifiable subject other than itself.31 Cubists, Fauves, Impressionists, Surrealists, and German Expressionists all abstracted reality, but their works included things. People might be flattened and twisted, tabletops painted at rakish angles, the fruit resting on them distorted nearly beyond recognition—but not quite. They would remain discernible as objects. Rebay’s museum featured works that went past that type of recognition. Her most important artist was Vassily Kandinsky, the first painter of modern times to employ pure abstraction and expressionism. For artists who had been fed a steady diet of Cubism and were trying to find a way out of it, Kandinsky offered the key.32 And in Rebay’s museum, he was on offer in profusion.


Often the importance of Rebay’s museum is downplayed in the history of the New York art scene because she was herself so controversial. Rebay employed many artists and had a reputation among them for being a “tyrant,” although she also offered stipends to help support artists who worked in a nonobjective style. Because she was German, she was suspected of Nazi sympathies, though her personal letters showed that she abhorred Hitler and his cronies, whom she called “idiotic asses.” (In 1937, when so-called degenerate art in Germany was at risk, Guggenheim, under Rebay’s guidance, bought as many works as he could to save them.)33 Some dismissed her as the manipulative lover of a rich old man, others as a middle-aged screwball. (The painter Peter Busa recalled that she often wore very loose pants, which would fall off while she was talking about a work of art. Undaunted, he said, “she’d leave them on the floor and move on to the next painting.”)34


But her personal quirks and the museum’s own “cosmic” atmosphere of piped-in Bach and silver and gray decor did not diminish the impact of the work it contained on the artists who saw it.35 When the museum opened, those artists were trying to assimilate all the various directions in art to which they had been exposed in the previous decade. They were also, as were Americans in all fields, preparing for war. Kandinsky spoke with great prescience directly to artists in this position. In 1914, just as the previous global conflict was about to explode, he wrote, “When religion, science and morality are shaken, and when the outer supports threaten to fall, man turns his gaze away from the external and towards himself.”36


By the beginning of 1939, Elaine was still living at home and still sharing a loft with Ernestine and Milton, who was still technically Elaine’s boyfriend. Her life had become very complicated. Ernestine had never met Bill, and Elaine insisted that she do so. In fact, she thought Ernestine should take lessons from him, no doubt to give Bill a little extra income. “He had never had a show. He had never sold anything except to a friend to pay the rent,” Ernestine said. “He did come to give me a lesson, but it didn’t exactly turn out to be a lesson. So, that was the end of it. This is something I’ve never told. He made a pass and I was shocked because I knew,” Ernestine’s voice trailed off. “That was the end [of the lessons], not the end of my friendship—I adored Bill, he was our friend for many, many years. But in those days, that’s what men did.” His clumsy overture did not mean the situation between Bill and Elaine had changed. Ernestine said with absolute certainty, “He was in love with her.”37


Indeed, Elaine and Bill had become lovers and, given Bill’s jealousy and her desire to meld her life with his, she had decided to break up with Milton. “Milton was devastated,” said Ernestine. Not only was he devoted to Elaine, but he and Ernestine had both become part of Elaine’s family in Brooklyn. Milton had abruptly left his own when he was seventeen and had gladly assumed the role of the eldest daughter’s boyfriend, hanging around with her brothers, eating Sunday meals with the Frieds.38 Undoubtedly, he had expected that their relationship would end in marriage and the eccentric and brainy bunch in Sheepshead Bay would be his family, too. “Elaine de Kooning was my sweetheart,” Milton would say many years later, “and she kind of got seduced by him, and he said, ‘I’ll teach you to draw’ and she went over and he screwed her, and then it became something between us. She couldn’t leave me, and then it was back and forth.” Milton finally met with Bill and, Milton said, after they realized Elaine “was a pain to both of us,” the two men became friends.39


Milton moved out of the loft, and Ernestine and Elaine lived alone together on East 22nd Street between First and Second Avenues. Bill ostensibly lived in his place down the same street to the west but, with Milton gone, he increasingly used his studio for work and stayed overnight with the two women. “That was the first place they lived together. Elaine got the bedroom, I got the living room, and the kitchen was there and the hall,” Ernestine recalled. “Bill painted the bedroom in different shades of that famous pink that he used in many of his paintings, and I cooked most of the meals. We had it for a year. We had fun.… Bill liked to cook potatoes.”


Elaine made a pretense of going home for part of the week so the family didn’t think she was living with Bill, but Ernestine said, “They laughed about Elaine. They knew her. Her brothers and sister.… I don’t know what Marie knew.”40 Elaine’s siblings—Marjorie, Conrad, and Peter—were intimately involved in all of her activities. Their closeness may have stemmed from the year their mother was institutionalized, when they had looked out for one another. Elaine and Marjorie were especially close. Eighteen months younger than Elaine, Marjorie was just as smart, just as feisty, and a favorite among Bill’s friends. John Graham was “mad” about her. “He kept proposing to her,” Elaine recalled. “He said, ‘Teenage girls should always marry fifty-year-old men.’”41 That was, coincidentally, an age Graham hadn’t quite reached but was fast approaching.


It was evidence of the seriousness of their relationship that, after breaking up with Milton, Elaine brought Bill to Brooklyn for a Sunday dinner with her family. Bill was nervous about meeting Elaine’s father, perhaps because he had never really known his own. His parents had divorced when he was a young child and his one attempt to live with his father and his father’s new wife, when Bill was just five, had ended when she became pregnant. They didn’t want him around when the new baby arrived. He had, therefore, little experience with that creature called a father, and Charles Fried might have seemed a terrifyingly upright version of one. “They first shook hands. There was a pause. The silence began to lengthen. Then Charlie Fried reached over and put an arm companionably around de Kooning’s shoulders.” It was an unfamiliar expression of paternal affection that the younger man welcomed.42


Marie’s response to Bill, however, was something else entirely. “She didn’t care for him,” said Ernestine. “He was old, she thought [and] had bad teeth.”43 Bill’s friend Joop Sanders said Marie “absolutely loathed him. And it was reciprocal.” Marie and Bill managed to hide their true feelings from Elaine, and Bill became Charles’s “third son,” helping him with chores, seeking his advice, and visiting the family home often. Eventually Bill began to see the area around Sheepshead Bay as a little Rotterdam where, instead of being the son of an abusive barkeep, he was a member of the kind of American family he’d seen in the movies.44 Bill believed Elaine would give him the things he craved, including stability. Elaine imagined her life with Bill would be one of liberation. Both would ultimately discover they were mistaken, but by that time what they had hoped to receive from each other no longer mattered. They had found something better: a curiously abiding and unshakable love.


In 1939, the mayor of New York was that rarest of breeds, a Republican socialist. His name was Fiorello La Guardia. Elaine and Bill loved to listen to him on the radio as he delivered his favored oratory, the righteous harangue.45 (Once when Gorky met La Guardia at a Project opening, the mayor declared, “If that’s art, I’m Tammany Hall!” to which Gorky replied, “Do we ever really know ourselves?”)46 At that time the talk in the city—and from the mayor—was dominated by war and the New York World’s Fair, which was scheduled to open in April on a plot in Queens the size of downtown Manhattan. Called “Building the World of Tomorrow,” the event had been conceived as a bookend to a past that had seen a devastating First World War and a global economic depression.47 But much had happened between its conceptual planning in 1935 and its inauguration. The future, by 1939, was ominous indeed.


La Guardia, who had successfully challenged New York’s entrenched Democratic political machine, used the fair to poke a stick in the eye of an even bigger adversary, Hitler. The mayor declared there would be no German pavilion included (an easy stance to take, since Germany did not intend to open one) and called instead for a “chamber of horrors” for that “brown-shirted fanatic.”48 Bill, Elaine, and their friends cheered on the mayor, though conscious that this comic shadowboxing had little effect on the dangerous conflagration looming just over the horizon. The climate of fear was so pervasive that the year before Orson Welles had been able to trigger a mass panic by broadcasting a mock Martian invasion on the radio.49 Everyone knew war was coming—they just didn’t know when.


In anticipation, President Roosevelt had ordered a large-scale upgrade of the U.S. military arsenal. And at the same time, a nationwide propaganda campaign began to condition the American public for battle. Through newsreels at cinemas and radio programs at home, Americans heard the repeated message that intervention was better than isolation, that America’s duties extended beyond its shore, that if called its men would have to serve.50 By the end of that most difficult decade, the 1930s, the drumbeat of war had reached a crescendo. There was no declared conflict involving the United States, but a war mentality pervaded the country. Want and fear had a new companion: urgency. And yet all one could do was wait—for the U.S. tanks to move and bombs to drop—while engaging in more modest personal activities. In this unsettled time, Elaine did just that. She had turned twenty-one that year and could make decisions on her own. Her first was to give up her studio. Her second was to move in with Bill.51
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6. The Flight of the Artists





“But many artists are like that. They’re not sure of existing, not even the greatest. So they look for proofs; they judge and condemn. That strengthens them; it’s a beginning of existence.…”


“And what about you?” Rateau said. “Do you exist?”…


“No, I’m not sure of existing. But someday I’ll exist, I’m sure.”


—Albert Camus1




ARTISTS HUNGRY FOR news could find it in the cafeterias, in Washington Square, or on any number of street corners from Chelsea to Fourth Avenue. But on a cold winter’s day, the best place was Leonard Bocour’s paint shop on 15th Street. While he ground colors, artists basked in the heat of his powerful radiators, exchanging gossip. One day in early October 1940, the shop talk was about Mondrian. The Dutch master had fled Paris. Bocour said he was in town. “It was like reading about a sudden big reinforcement joining the allies at the war front,” said sculptor Philip Pavia. Mondrian was only the latest European painter to seek safe haven in New York, but he would be one of the most important. Among downtown artists he was legend, though his work was difficult to find and most knew it only through poor-quality magazine reproductions. As for the man himself, Mondrian was an enigma. He had taken a place on 34th Street, and some who caught a glimpse of him described him as small and very thin. He looked “modest and unheroic,” Pavia said, which only made him more intriguing.2


The events that had brought Mondrian and other artists, composers, philosophers, poets, psychoanalysts, and scientists to the United States in a great tidal wave of migration was Hitler’s inexorable march through Europe. It has been said many times, but it is worth repeating because it is so remarkable, that countries fell like dominoes before Nazi tanks, troops, and planes: April 1940, Denmark and Norway; May 15, Holland; May 29, Belgium.3 Germany had been rearming for years, to the great concern of its neighbors, but when Hitler finally made use of his weapons it was almost as if he had taken Europe by surprise. That was especially true of France.


After bombing Paris on June 3, Germany began moving its troops into France two days later. Within ten days, what remained of the French leadership was busily signing an agreement to divide the country in proportions that heavily favored Hitler. Three-fifths of France would be under German occupation and two-fifths under French control in what would become known as the Vichy government. (Vichy would be “independent” but sympathetic to the Nazis, so, essentially, Germany had conquered all of France.) On June 23 Hitler entered Paris like an emperor, driving under a huge swastika that hung below the Arc de Triomphe. Though he loved the city, the exigencies of war meant he could only stay for one day. He therefore ordered that the best of Paris be brought to him. Hitler wanted all the city’s art—that owned by the state and that held by French Jews—dispatched to Germany. Returning to Berlin triumphant aboard his train, Amerika, he was welcomed by one million people waving red swastika flags.4


For Germany, the capture of Paris was laden with symbolism. It had taken the French capital once before, in 1870, but had been unable to do so in the First World War. Much of Hitler’s stated intention in launching his own attacks had been to remedy supposed wrongs and humiliations suffered by Germany in that earlier global conflict. In his mind, and perhaps in the minds of his countrymen, the conquest of Paris would help atone for that earlier misadventure. But there was another, more profound reason to take Paris. Like Hitler’s campaign to manipulate German mythology and culture in order to fashion the pure Aryan society he envisioned, controlling Paris would allow him to dominate the capital of international culture—what Harold Rosenberg called the “laboratory of the twentieth century… the Holy Place of our time.”5


French, Italian, Spanish, Russian, German, Dutch, Belgian, and Swiss artists and their intellectual colleagues from around the world had been gathered in Paris for decades to work in an environment that stimulated both their creativity through its inherent beauty and their minds through a free exchange of ideas. It was from Paris that much of the “degenerate” art Hitler loathed emanated. If he could dominate that city, he could stifle the art that offended him at its source. He could also muzzle those individual expressions of liberty that took the form of words and pictures and were as dangerous to a tyrant as a resistance fighter’s gun. If Hitler controlled Paris, he would take a step toward dominating not just geography, but thought itself. When composer Oscar Hammerstein saw Hitler on the Champs-Élysées, he wrote the lyrics to the song “The Last Time I Saw Paris.”6 Artists began packing up. They understood what Hitler was after and, as German loudspeakers mounted on trucks drove through the streets announcing a nightly eight o’clock curfew, they plotted their escape.


No place in continental Europe or North Africa was safe. The Nazis weren’t alone in their aggression—Italy had invaded Greece and took the war to Libya, Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Somaliland. Britain, in turn, was bombing Genoa, Turin, and Italian bases in Africa. If an artist were inclined to go as far afield as Asia, parts of it, too, were on fire due to Japanese expansionism. England had not been invaded by land, but Nazi planes engaged British aircraft almost daily over the British Isles during the summer of 1940. Then, on September 17, three hundred German bombers and six hundred fighter planes began hitting London in waves of attacks. On the first day, as church bells tolled throughout the city, nearly four hundred tons of bombs were dropped on London. And the bombing continued.7 It seemed the only place an artist could be assured of the safety to live and work was across the Atlantic, in New York.


Alfred Barr and his wife, Marga Scolari-Barr, had lived in Germany in 1933 while Barr was on a mental health sabbatical, seeking relief from the stress of directing the Museum of Modern Art. They had seen Hitler’s rise to the chancellorship that year and witnessed the widespread acts of repression that had begun soon after. “We saw the first yellow buttons. We saw the first department stores closed” in the Nazi campaign against Jewish-owned businesses, Marga said. “We became ferociously anti-fascist.” The Barrs were also on hand to see the revolutionary art academy, the Bauhaus, closed by Hitler’s followers and the growing clampdown on artists engaged in advanced work. In a rage over the dangerous cultural nationalism the fascists championed, Barr penned nine articles under the title “Hitler and the Nine Muses,” describing the immediate threat faced by artists and intellectuals in Germany. No one in the United States would publish them, recalled Marga, who decades later still expressed shock at such willful blindness. Barr then did all that was within his power as a mere individual confronted by a regime determined to destroy modern art. He rolled up as many paintings as he could and smuggled them out of Germany in his umbrella.8


No one in New York, therefore, was better placed to help artists than Alfred Barr or better acquainted with the urgency of the situation. When artists trying to escape France began clamoring for assistance, Barr responded immediately. He was also quick to answer pleas from European museums that wanted the Modern to store precious works—Titians, Michelangelos, Donatellos, in addition to many avant-garde paintings—while the continent descended into chaos. Among the first to be sent for protection was Guernica.9 How Picasso himself was faring in France, however, remained a mystery. “There was just no knowing what was happening to whom,” Marga said. “We didn’t know where they were.… We kept always thinking, would Picasso want to come?”10


Barr and Marga had set up an office in their Beekman Place home to coordinate efforts to rescue artists fleeing Europe.11 Their counterpart in that effort was Barr’s former Harvard classics chum Varian Fry. Armed with lists of names compiled by Barr and author Thomas Mann, Fry began operating the ad hoc Emergency Rescue Committee out of Marseilles, resorting to any means at his disposal (among them forgery, theft, and bribery) to smuggle out of France those artists and intellectuals who had the most to fear from Nazi persecution. Clandestine work didn’t come naturally to Fry. He said the only thing he knew about subterfuge on such a scale was what he had seen in the movies. But he accomplished it admirably, some might even say miraculously, given the constant surveillance and threat he was under. Fry stashed fugitive artists in homes and villas in the hills surrounding the Mediterranean port city, hiding them from the Gestapo and Vichy authorities, while Marga, Barr, and others worked on the State Department to secure U.S. entry visas. Each person entering the United States also needed a sponsorship pledge of three thousand dollars—about three times the average annual U.S. salary in 1940. That, too, was left up to the Barrs and their friends to secure.12


More than one thousand artists and intellectuals would ultimately be ferried to safety through Fry’s network.13 “In the artistic imagination these refugees represented everything valuable in modern civilization that was being threatened by physical extermination,” said artist Robert Motherwell. “It had never been more clear that a modern artist stands for civilization.” Painter Al Leslie called the refugee artists the “lean masters.”14 And there was none leaner than sixty-eight-year-old Piet Mondrian. Bypassing the Marseilles exodus, he had fled Paris for safety in London, only to find himself in the middle of German bombing raids there. He fled again, booking passage on a ship to the States. After a month-long journey, dressed in one set of clothes and a life jacket for the duration of his trip, Mondrian arrived traumatized.15 But he fell instantly in love with that most vertical of cities, New York. “Mondrian saw New York as Gauguin saw Tahiti,” said his friend Carl Holty. He even liked the noise.16


Since Lee’s former lover Igor had left her in the dead of night destined for Florida, she had had only sporadic news of him. There was a report that he was working the southern aristocratic circuit as a portrait painter, and generally relying on his charm rather than his talent to steer him through life. In 1940 he wrote Lee a cheery letter, on which she scrawled the word “idiot.” She was doing just fine without him. Lee lived alone in a small studio apartment on Ninth Street and, independent of Igor and released from her consuming Artists Union duties, she was thriving.17 With the time to focus on herself and her art, she had finally begun to break through in her painting. Gone were the tentative daubs of muted color she had favored under Hofmann’s influence three years before. Her shapes, outlined in black, now had clear definition, as did her colors, which tended toward primary blues, reds, and yellows. Her paintings were also completely nonobjective; there was not a recognizable vase, apple, or torso in them. That was due in part to Hofmann, who had been lecturing during the previous year on Mondrian. He said the Dutchman had reduced painting to its ultimate purity with his lines and rectangles, open white spaces, and judicious use of color. Lee tried out his method.18 Over a series of canvases, her former Cubist-inspired shapes became simpler, cleaner, more geometric until, finally, she had reached the point of producing “Mondrians.” Ironically, she had no inkling that not long after she had completed those tribute exercises she would befriend the artist himself.


In January 1941, the American Abstract Artists had invited Mondrian and French artist Fernand Léger to join the group. Mondrian had just arrived, but Léger had been living in New York since 1935.19 He was already a favorite among the American artists for his work, his lust for life, and his lack of pretense. Expecting to meet a “god” when he was first introduced to Léger, Bill de Kooning said, “He looked like a longshoreman.… His collar was frayed, but clean. He didn’t look like a great artist; there was nothing artistic about him.”20 Bill and Mercedes had been assigned to a mural project with Léger, with Mercedes also acting as a translator. She and the Frenchman became good friends, and it was he who had introduced her to Swiss photographer Herbert Matter. In 1939 Mercedes and Matter moved in together, and in 1941 they were married. In addition to family, attending their wedding were Lee; Hofmann’s wife, Miz (who had safely arrived from Germany); and two of Mercedes’s former lovers.21


Unlike the voluble and reckless Léger, Mondrian quite simply was his art: stark and rigid. Critic Clement Greenberg would describe Mondrian’s work as “passion mastered and cooled,”22 and that described the artist as well. He had set up his studio in a Victorian house with curved arches, but in order to live among rectangles, he had squared them off with pieces of cardboard.23 A dry and brittle little bachelor in wire-rimmed glasses, he wore his necktie knotted tightly and suit jacket buttoned top to bottom. His rather tired smile seemed a mere concession to civility rather than an expression of joy. Mondrian embodied restraint—physical and spiritual—but he had two secret vices: coffee (he hid his pot so this weakness wouldn’t be discovered) and, inconceivably, dancing. He had a Victrola and a stack of Blue Note jazz records to which he danced barefoot in his studio.24 Though he had taken lessons in Paris to learn the fox-trot and the tango, he preferred improvisation. One dance partner called him “terrifying.”25


Léger and Mondrian accepted the invitation to join the American Abstract Artists group (Mondrian, who had no money, paid his dues promptly; Léger who had money, never paid) and the artists George L. K. Morris and Suzy Frelinghuysen gave an afternoon party in their honor. Léger arrived with a gaggle of women on his arms, said his hellos in French, and left quickly. Mondrian arrived alone and stayed until ten that night. He “was the life of the party,” said Morris.26 In talking to Mondrian, Lee discovered that they both liked jazz, so they made a date to meet at Barney Josephson’s Café Society.27


A Village version of a Harlem jazz club, Café Society flaunted its policy of racial integration during a time of segregation and leftist politics while the government busily hunted “Reds.” In the foyer, an effigy of Hitler hung from the ceiling alongside “papier-mâché send-ups of well-known Manhattan society icons.” It was a club for social anarchists.28 For the painters, it was a place to dance, and that was what drew Lee and Mondrian. “I’m a fairly good dancer,” said Lee, “that is to say I can follow easily, but the complexity of Mondrian’s rhythm was not simple in any sense.” No matter the music, Mondrian danced in a “staccato” manner with his head thrown back.29 “It seems to me his movement was all vertical, up and down,” Lee said, though she conceded, “maybe I had been too affected by his painting before I met him.”30


They would have been a remarkable pair even apart from Mondrian’s dancing. Lee was more than thirty years his junior and, in heels, several inches taller. She was also voluptuous, saucy, and stylish in net stockings and a tight skirt. Mondrian would have seemed a mere wisp of a fellow next to her as he bobbed frantically to the music inside his head. Lee found the bizarre experience exhilarating. “I loved jazz and he loved jazz, so I saw him several times and we went dancing like crazy.”31


Soon after her initial date with Mondrian, the American Abstract Artists held their fifth annual show. Léger and Mondrian were among the thirty-three artists with paintings and sculpture in the exhibition.32 During the opening, Mondrian escorted Lee as they walked around looking at each of the works on display. He didn’t have much to say, but he offered a few words about every piece. “He asked, ‘Who is this?’ and then made his comments. Now we came to Lee Krasner and he says, ‘Who is this?’ And I say, ‘Mine,’ and you know, feeling queasy,” Lee recalled of the moment. “He said, ‘Very strong inner rhythm. Stay with it.’”33 Those few words from Mondrian would have had great significance for Lee, and not just because a man of such artistic weight had uttered them. To an artist in those days, having “rhythm” meant one’s painting had unity and “spirit,” that it wasn’t just a series of haphazard strokes on a canvas. Hofmann himself said that “the highest quality in a painting is always the rhythm.”34 Mondrian’s recognition of that quality in Lee’s work remained with her for the rest of her life “in a little corner somewhere,” she said. “I try to stay with it wherever it may take me.”35


Lee had stopped doing “Mondrians” at around the time she met the artist, but the exercise had greatly strengthened her own work. The change was evident in her next series of paintings, which combined the influences of Mondrian, Picasso, Matisse, Miró, and Gorky. They were arresting in their exuberance over concepts understood and techniques mastered, which allowed her to make a purely individual statement. Lee herself, in all her brassy strength, was finally revealed on canvas in an intense palette of thickly applied paint and a liberal use of black line, with which she could slash a plane in two using a straight, hard edge, or pirouette into infinity in a whimsical curve. Lee was flying. It was thrilling to behold, not least because it had taken such a painstaking effort on her part to reach the point of being able to declare as a painter, “I am.”


Lee’s new work caught the attention of the Art Project officials charged with deciding whether an artist deserved the opportunity to paint their own mural. In 1941, the head of New York’s mural division invited Lee to submit sketches for WNYC radio. She was one of four artists (among them the American abstract patriarch Stuart Davis) asked to paint a mural for the station’s studios.36 The work that had earned her such regard was due in large part to the education she had given herself, not merely by making art but by studying vast quantities of it. Lee understood that being a great painter involved more than hand and wrist. One had to be able to see, and that skill, like any other, took time and training. (Mondrian thought his eyes so powerful that he kept them downcast so as not to look directly at other people.)37 Lee had developed her eyes to see like a master. Clem Greenberg said of her, “During the forties, Krasner had the best eye in the country for the art of painting.”38


In early November 1941, Lee bumped into the Greek painter Aristodimos Kaldis outside her building at 51 East Ninth Street. Kaldis was an enormous mess of a man, with a potbelly and long uncombed black hair tumbling around his head. His companion that day was his physical opposite—a trim, elegantly dressed fellow with no hair at all. The trim man looked at Lee and said, “‘You are a painter.’” Lee recalled thinking, “My God, that man has magical insight, and I said, ‘How do you know?’ He pointed to my legs. I had specks of paint on them.” Kaldis introduced him. The observant man was John Graham.39 Lee had read Graham’s System and Dialectics of Art and had been greatly influenced by it, especially his ideas on the unconscious as the source of images.40 Remarkably, given the overlap between her artistic circle and his, they had never met. Lee decided to remedy that situation by inviting the two up to her studio to see her work. They saw, they talked, the men left, and that was the end of it. Until several days later when Lee received a note in the mail.




Dear Lenore,


I am arranging at an uptown gallery, a show of French and American painting with excellent publicity etc. I have Braque, Picasso, Derain… Stuart Davis and others. I want to have your last large painting. I will stop at your place Friday afternoon with the manager of the gallery. Telephone me if you can.


Ever GRAHAM41





“Whoo, big moment!” Lee said. “The fact that he invited me was overwhelming.”42 It was “big-time stuff. Graham is arranging a show of European greats and just a few Americans… and he wants to include me.”43 Lee had learned that, in addition to Picasso and Braque, Matisse was also to be in the exhibition. “I felt pretty damn good about that… I was going to be showing with painters like Matisse… my gods.”44 When the initial shock subsided, Lee began to wonder which of her contemporaries Graham had selected. “I didn’t write to ask Mr. Graham, whom I’d only just met… because that might have broken the spell.” Instead she asked everyone she knew if they were aware of the exhibit or who was in it. “No, no, no” were the responses.45 No one knew a thing. “Shortly after that I was at an opening at the Downtown Gallery and… I ran into someone called Lou Bunce who I knew from the Project, and we were chatting and he said, ‘By the way, do you know this painter, Pollock?’ And I said, ‘No, I have never heard of him. What does he do, and where is he?’ And he said, ‘Oh well, he’s a good painter. He’s going to be in a show that John Graham is doing called French and American Painting.’” That was all the information Lee needed. “What is his address?” she demanded.46


At that time, Lee said, you could fit everyone in the downtown art world on the head of a pin. She had learned the names of the other Americans in the show: de Kooning, his ex-girlfriend Nini Diaz, Stuart Davis, Walt Kuhn, H. Levill Purdy, Pat Collins, David Burliuk, and Jackson Pollock. She knew all of them except the last. It irritated her that she had never heard of him, and even more so when she learned that he lived around the corner from her on Eighth Street, next to Hofmann’s school.47 She set out to find him. Years later, in an unpublished essay on Pollock, Lee described their first meeting:




He and his brother Sandy [sic] and Sandy’s wife had the top floor; each had a half. As I came in, Sandy was standing at the top of the stairs. I asked for Jackson Pollock, and he said, “You can try knocking over there, but I don’t know if he’s in.” I later found out from Sandy that it was most unusual for Jackson to answer. When I knocked, he opened. I introduced myself and said we were both showing in the same show. I walked right in.


What did I think? I was overwhelmed, bowled over that’s all. I saw all those marvelous paintings, I felt as if the floor was sinking.… I must have made several remarks on how I felt about the paintings. I remember remarking on one, and he said, “Oh I’m not sure I’m finished with that one.” I said, “Don’t touch it!” Of course I don’t know whether he did or not.


He was not a big man, but he gave the impression of being big. About five feet eleven.… His hands were fantastic, powerful hands. I wish there were photographs of his hands. All told he was physically powerful.48





Through the years, Lee had often described the impact of seeing her first Matisse, saying that his paintings had been so new she had needed time to recover from the impact of her initial encounter with them. The same had occurred with Picasso’s Guernica. Lee had been forced to leave the gallery because it had literally taken her breath away. Seeing Pollock’s paintings stacked around his studio hit her the same way. “It was a force, a living force, the same sort of thing I responded to in Matisse, in Picasso, in Mondrian. Once more I was hit that hard with what I saw.”49 Looking with her expert eye at five or six of Jackson’s paintings, Lee said, “I was confronted with something ahead of me. I felt elation. My God, there it is. I couldn’t have felt that if I hadn’t been trying for the same goal myself. You just wouldn’t recognize it.”50


Lee found his work to be an exciting combination of Expressionist and Cubist technique, which he used to tap the unconscious through Surrealist, mythological, and primitive imagery.51 He, too, had read Graham’s book. One painting in particular, Magic Mirror, stunned her. “We talked about this painting and the others and the conversation was totally easy and marvelous. He seemed happy that I liked his work so much. It was only later I learned that people didn’t just walk into Pollock’s studio… how guarded and tortured he was about his work, his person, his life.”52 Lee discovered that Pollock was, in a sense, working in a vacuum. He had been a student of the regionalist Thomas Hart Benton, and had worked with the Mexican muralist David Siqueros. He didn’t, however, know many of the advanced artists who would be better equipped to understand his work and among whom he would be more apt to thrive. Lee determined to introduce the remarkable man she had discovered to her downtown world.53


Eleven years earlier, Pollock had followed in the footsteps of his older brother, Charles, and come to New York from California to study art with Benton at the Art Students League. Born in Cody, Wyoming, Pollock spent most of his childhood drifting around the southwestern United States with his family in search of social and economic stability. As for academics, by the time he reached high school the only subject that really interested him outside the studio was, for a time, theosophy. It taught him that his inner thoughts were paramount and that, historically, “the wise men have lived apart from the norm.” In 1929, Pollock was expelled from school for distributing protest literature. Though he was eventually re-instated, a break with formal education had been established in his mind.54 He wanted to head east to be a sculptor like that first tormented modern artist, Michelangelo. On the long cross-country car trip, he and his brothers decided that if Pollock really wanted to be an artist, his given name, Paul Pollock, wouldn’t do. It would be better if he used his middle name. And so, the man who within two decades would revolutionize the art of painting arrived in New York as Jackson Pollock.55


His start, however, proved discouraging. Pollock enrolled in the Art Students League on 57th Street, but he was so intimidated that he was left speechless and could not draw. Resorting to his preferred social crutch—alcohol—Jackson retreated to a speakeasy behind the League in search of his voice and the courage to be a new self, an artist like Benton. While Pollock studied with him, the most important lessons he learned were not about painting but about Benton’s approach to life as an artist, and that approach was macho to the core: Benton was a fighting, cursing, woman-abusing drunk. He was also a staunch anti-communist.56 Pollock grew to adore him.


Eventually, no doubt due to Benton’s encouragement, Pollock overcame his fear of the League students and started to work again. His early paintings in oil looked like small, crude copies of his mentor’s. As for his drawing, at a time when Lee was a student at the nearby National Academy drawing fluid, classical nudes, Pollock’s sketches were agonizingly stiff and deliberate, giving no real indication that the artist had any natural talent. Perhaps partly because of that struggle, and because Benton announced that he planned to leave New York, Pollock’s drinking turned destructive. After Jackson was arrested for assaulting a policeman, it became clear to his family that he couldn’t live alone. He moved in with his brother Charles, who had a fifth-floor apartment on Eighth Street—the future Abstract Expressionists’ “Main Street.” With its nightclubs and jazz clubs, which bellowed music and emitted clouds of smoky air, Eighth Street would be Pollock’s home until 1945.57


Pollock’s integration into the New York art scene had been largely through Benton and certain California connections—the artists Philip Guston and Reuben Kadish—in addition to a League friend, Peter Busa.58 People outside that group had heard of Jackson but mostly because of his drunken antics. Nineteen thirty-seven had been a year of binge drinking. Nineteen thirty-eight was even worse. By June of that year, Pollock was admitted to an institution in White Plains, New York, that specialized in alcoholic psychosis and anxiety disorders. Meanwhile, the duty of caring for him had been transferred from Charles to their brother Sande and his new wife, Arloie, who had moved into the Eighth Street apartment when Charles took a job out of town.59 Sande, like Jackson, was on the Project, but his full-time occupation was keeping his younger brother sane and healthy—a nearly impossible task. As soon as Pollock left White Plains, the drinking resumed. In January 1939, he had another breakdown.60


Two things would happen that year to help shift Pollock’s focus from alcohol back to painting. He began therapy with a Jungian analyst whose discussion of the unconscious reminded Pollock of his prior interest in theosophy. And he met John Graham. Pollock had read an article, “Primitive Art and Picasso,” that Graham had published in the Magazine of Art in 1937 and was so intrigued that he sought Graham out.61 That was extremely uncharacteristic for Pollock, who was both intellectually insecure and excruciatingly shy when sober. But what he had read spoke to him directly, and when the two finally met—as different in every way as they were—their admiration was immediate and mutual. Graham entered the young man’s life as a new mentor and father figure.


Artistically, Graham weaned Pollock from Benton’s provincialism and introduced him to the School of Paris. Personally, Graham acknowledged but was not overly disturbed by Pollock’s wild behavior. He believed that, to society, a genius always looked like an outlaw. Graham simply tried to help Jackson redirect his mad energy into his work. The sculptor David Smith said Graham kept a list of the most promising artists in New York and, by 1940, Pollock had topped it.62 That was the Jackson Pollock whom Lee met in late 1941. She did not know about his troubled history. She only knew what she could see: an affable, humble man whose paintings she loved.63 Lee went into action on his behalf—and then she stopped. Everything stopped.


In 1941, the economic crisis that had crippled the nation for more than a decade was over. The miracle was due to the massive government effort to upgrade its military equipment, and an arrangement with U.S. allies to supply the ships, tanks, and guns they needed to defeat Germany. The American economy had become a war economy.64 For its part, Germany appeared unperturbed by America’s support of its allies. Hitler had signed a mutual defense pact of his own with Italy and Japan and, by mid-June 1941, he appeared truly unstoppable. Germany controlled eight European capitals and territory from the Arctic Ocean to Crete in the Mediterranean. And still Hitler wasn’t finished; he had set his sights east as well. On June 22, Germany invaded the Soviet Union, and Moscow went from being America’s communist foe to its anti-fascist ally. Stalin, too, would now receive U.S. assistance.65 Responding to those events, the U.S. economy went from moribund to supercharged in a matter of months. Up and down the military supply line, the previously unemployed were working around the clock. Prosperity, which had been so long absent it was almost a forgotten concept, returned with a vengeance. For the first time in years, the average American’s main occupation was not economic survival.66


The year before, Roosevelt had initiated the country’s first peacetime draft—all the while promising Americans, as he ran for reelection, “Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign war.”67 Such was the trust he had engendered among Americans for having guided the country through the Depression that he won an unprecedented third term. Everyone knew, however, that he wouldn’t keep his word about the war. In New York, the streets were already filled with soldiers and sailors whiling away the hours in Broadway theaters or looking for a few nickels’ worth of love in Italian brothels.68 Most often they could be found slumped over any number of bars in midtown, uptown, or the Village as they waited for the news they knew would come—that they were shipping out to fight Hitler. Life had become a matter of acute anticipation. New York had become a “metropolis clouded by war.”69 But many Americans would have agreed with New York Times journalist Russell Baker, who described his youthful response to the war in Europe: “It wasn’t my world that was on fire.… Sheltered by two great oceans, America seemed impregnable. I was like a person on a summer night seeing heat lightning far out on the horizon and murmuring, ‘Must be a bad storm over there someplace.’ It was not my storm.”70 On Sunday, December 7, 1941, it became America’s storm.


New York was unusually warm and beautiful that day. For the first time in ten years the pre-Christmas bustle was not a mere ritual. People had money in their pockets and could afford to buy what they saw in store windows. Carnegie Hall was packed with families enjoying an afternoon concert.71 A Sunday in December could not have been more cheerful. Until the whispers began at about two o’clock Eastern time.72 Did you hear the news? The manager at Carnegie Hall walked to the center of the stage. The music halted. He said, “The Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor.”73 While the stunned audience tried to comprehend his words, which were so incongruous with the festivities around them, the decorations, the furs, the pretty dresses, the polished shoes—What is Pearl Harbor? Where is Pearl Harbor?—the conductor spoke in hushed tones to his orchestra and waved his baton. The music that rose from their instruments was the national anthem.74 It sounded like a funeral dirge.


Sports broadcasts and radio serials were interrupted regularly by the phrase “More news from Pearl Harbor” until there was nothing but news from Pearl Harbor.75 Three hundred sixty-six Japanese planes hit American warships. At Penn Station, New York, the loudspeakers squeaked and crackled with the bulletin for passengers coming out of their trains who didn’t know that the world had changed during their journey.76 People on the street looked into the blinding winter sun to see if the sky above them was clear, or if it, too, was filled with bombers. At 2:25 p.m., President Roosevelt announced the attack over the radio from the Oval Office.77 It would take days to learn the full extent of the damage—twenty-four hundred people killed; seven battleships, three light cruisers, three destroyers, four auxiliary craft sunk or capsized; more than one hundred aircraft destroyed—but during those first hours the details didn’t matter. Men who had already enlisted were mentally packing their bags. Men who hadn’t yet done so made plans to volunteer the next day. Roosevelt called December 7 “a date which will live in infamy.”78 He declared war on Japan the next day. On December 11, Japan’s allies Germany and Italy responded. They were at war with the United States of America.


Two years earlier, in 1939, The Magazine of Art had asked the wrenching question “Good God, how can you go on chattering about sculpture and painting when the children of Poland lie slaughtered by Hitler’s bombs?”79 In December 1941, for the artists in New York, that question had replaced all others. How could they continue to focus on art in a world on fire? In a letter that summer to Lillian Kiesler, Hofmann had written, “Our world has become so ugly that it is great to die as a simple man who can say before his end, ‘I had nothing to do with this mess directly or indirectly.’”80 But that was no longer enough. Absolving oneself of guilt generated a guilt of its own. In the great debate over an artist’s role in war, the poet Archibald MacLeish had argued in The Nation,




Artists do not save the world. They practice art. They practice it as Goya practiced it among the cannon in Madrid. And if this war is not Napoleon in Spain but something even worse than that? They practice art. Or they put the art aside and take a rifle and go out and fight. But not as artists.81





By early 1942, many artists had put down their brushes and as soldiers picked up guns.















7. It Is War, Everywhere, Always





Estragon: I can’t go on like this.


Vladimir: That’s what you think.


—Samuel Beckett1




THE PLANES AND ships heading west from Europe to New York were on rescue missions, their human cargo destined for a life free of fear from the indiscriminate cruelty of war. The planes and ships heading east from the United States to Europe, and the trains traveling west across the midwestern plains toward the Pacific, were on death missions. Their human cargo consisted of young men and boys terrified of the unknown that awaited them, and of the very real possibility that the vastness of their lives might be reduced to a daily bestial choice between killing and being killed. After Pearl Harbor, five million of them had volunteered. The decision had been easy—it was simply a “moral necessity,” as painter Lutz Sander would say.2 The ramifications of that choice, however, were monstrous. The person who enlisted would be but a distant memory to the person who returned home, if he returned home. “During the thirties, we were young and optimistic,” said Lee’s former studiomate George McNeil, “but then the war in Europe started and everything turned to dirt and grit. All the fantasy in life came to an end.”3


The events that had led up to the bombing of Pearl Harbor had been a direct result of the turmoil in Europe. Echoing Hitler, the Japanese government that came to power in 1940 had announced its desire to establish a “new order in greater Asia” dominated by its own citizens as a “master race.” Because European countries with territory in Asia were busy defending themselves against Germany, Japan’s expansionism proceeded quickly until it came within range of U.S. interests in the region. The United States responded in July 1941 by imposing an embargo against Japan and seizing its assets in the United States. Britain did the same, and the combined action left Japan cut off from three-quarters of its overseas trade and 90 percent of its imports. Repeated attempts at diplomacy failed to ease the tensions. In December, Japan reacted by launching attacks against U.S. and British targets.4


As the headlines in daily newspapers began to focus on the Pacific, the names of places where soldiers and seamen were sent to fight and die were largely unknown. For the majority of Americans at the time, there was no deep bond with Asia; their parents and grandparents had not emigrated from its lands. By contrast, many U.S. troops en route to Europe were heading home: they spoke German, Italian, French, Polish, or Dutch. They had extended family throughout the British Isles or Scandinavia, they understood the culture of Europe, they could blend in with its people. And yet that familiarity in no way diminished the threat those soldiers would face or the barbarism they were sure to encounter.


On the battlefront, Germany had shown in April 1941 that it was willing to murder on a mass scale to consolidate power when it bombed Belgrade as Orthodox Christians celebrated Palm Sunday. Seventeen thousand people died that day.5 After Yugoslavia’s surrender, Hitler turned his military on the Soviet Union, quickly taking its third largest city, Kiev, and by November arriving within sixty-five miles of Moscow. The cost on all sides was horrendous. In Leningrad, two hundred thousand people would die of starvation or cold, and untold numbers of other civilians would be slaughtered as the Nazi army first advanced through Soviet territory, and then withdrew in bitter defeat. Hitler would sacrifice two hundred thousand German troops in his mad attempt to take Moscow during the coldest winter in nearly a century and a half.6 In both movements, east and west, the order of the day was butchery.


The other story emerging from Europe was even more chilling. It had begun to come into focus for Americans by the fall of 1941 when the New York Herald Tribune used the phrase “systematic extermination” to describe the murder of civilians. In August, reports of massacres—of Jews, homosexuals, Romanies, intellectuals—perpetrated by Hitler’s forces and those allied to him had begun to appear in the press. Those initial reports were so beyond credulity that they were at first met with skepticism. But, in late October, after the New York Times confirmed the machine-gun murder of fifteen thousand Jews in Galicia, reports of similar atrocities began appearing with terrifying regularity. Alarming accounts emerged that Jews were being sent to “Jewish Reservations” in Poland. American reporters picked up a story from a Cologne paper that stated as dispassionately as if it were describing a mere transfer of commodities: “All the Jews in Luxembourg had been transported eastward.”7 It had become clear that the campaign against Germany’s Jewish population, begun in the 1930s, had grown catastrophically to include Jews throughout Europe.


What was unknown at that point was Hitler’s plan to accelerate the slaughter. On December 7, 1941, as the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, he had begun a secret program to gas Jews in the back of vans to stem outrage over mass executions that had previously occurred in public. The method proved so efficient and discreet that when the Nazi leadership met in January 1942 to map out a “Final Solution,” they decided poison gas would be an integral part of their plan to exterminate Europe’s Jewish population.8 Inconceivably, those men had come together and agreed that the preferred course at that point in twentieth-century history was murderous lunacy on an industrial scale.


The streets and cafeterias where artists had routinely gathered through the 1930s, the benches they had claimed as their own in the northwest corner of Washington Square, even Bocour’s paint shop were eerily desolate after Pearl Harbor. One by one, the men who had roamed those streets and exchanged gossip in those cafeterias or stores had enlisted: George McNeil, Elaine’s brokenhearted ex-boyfriend Milton Resnick, Ibram Lassaw, Conrad Marca-Relli, and Lutz Sander, to name just a few. Those left behind were deemed either too old (Gorky), or had a physical or mental disability that prevented them from serving. (Pollock had a “schizoid disposition.” Bill had a bad knee.)9 Lee had said before the war that the downtown art community was so small it could fit on the head of a pin. After the United States entered the war, that pinhead seemed positively roomy. The first official glimpse of what remained of the shrunken scene occurred at the opening of John Graham’s French and American Painting show on January 20, 1942, at the McMillen antique furniture store on 44th Street.


Lee caused a stir by appearing on the arm of an artist who was also in the exhibition. Jackson Pollock was the first romantic attachment she had paraded before her fellow painters since Igor’s departure in 1939. Like Igor, twenty-nine-year-old Pollock was movie-star handsome. Tall, blond, boyishly rugged, he flashed a beautiful smile that awakened three distinctive dimples.10 Unlike Igor, however, Jackson appeared quiet, reserved, polite, deferential. For her part, Lee seemed deliriously happy, and not only because of her new man. As she surveyed the greats on display in McMillen’s shop—Picasso, Bonnard, Modigliani, Rouault, de Chirico, Derain—she came to her own work and discovered Graham had hung her Abstraction between Matisse and Braque!11 Lee had not considered her own work “unique” at that point, but seeing it alongside two deans of the School of Paris she experienced it as if for the first time. The work she had created no longer seemed to belong to her, it was now part of a great tradition of art—she was part of that great tradition. And what was more, her painting held its own. “My own excitement around it was overwhelming,” she said.12


Graham’s show was curiously prescient about the art world that would emerge out of the war. In addition to Lee, he had selected de Kooning and Pollock for the exhibition. At that time, Bill had never been in a show and was virtually unknown outside a tight circle of friends, and Pollock was even less established. Lee admitted that Graham went “out on a limb” in mounting the display. And yet, connoisseur that he was, he knew he was right. He had been able to see, in the works of those Americans he chose, the future direction of art. Graham had also understood that the painters in New York, even at that early stage in their experimentation, were beginning to nudge aside the well-established Paris masters. The latter had been artistic revolutionaries during their own great war in the first decades of the century. In 1942, there was a similarly changing reality and it would take a new generation of artists to describe it.13 None but Graham and the artists involved, however, understood the significance of the McMillen event. It would generate only one review. In it, The Art Digest did not mention Lee’s Abstraction or Pollock’s entry, Birth (which he gave to Lee), but it did illustrate its article with a painting, Portrait of a Man. The Digest described the work’s creator, “William Kooning,” as a “strange painter” with “a rather interesting feeling for paint surfaces and color.”14


De Kooning and Pollock had never met, so Lee introduced them. In fact, Lee made it her mission to introduce “this totally unknown” young artist to everyone.15 It was not just that she thought he was a great painter. In that most inauspicious climate, when war clouded everyone’s lives and dominated every conversation, Lee had fallen in love. “I resisted at first, but I must admit, I didn’t resist very long. I was terribly drawn to Jackson… physically, mentally—in every sense of the word.”16 She joked that she was attracted to him because he was “one hundred percent American… at least five generations back.” For weeks, she bragged to friends, “I’ve met a real American.” (Milton Resnick said at that time the “guys… were all ethnics. When Pollock came along it was like an American among a bunch of ethnics.”17)


And what did Jackson see in Lee? When they met, Lee was a formidable figure in the art world as a habitué of the scene, as a respected leader in the fight for artists’ rights, and as a talented artist.18 Friends said that while Pollock was “riddled with doubt,” Lee was “remarkably sure of herself.” “She barely touched the floor and that effortlessness in her attracted Jackson,” said Ethel Baziotes, who knew them both well. Lee was also an expert at the “mechanics of living,” according to Ethel, while Pollock had demonstrated convincingly with his binge drinking and arrests that he was not.19 Finally, Pollock’s friend Peter Busa said Lee was “absolutely catalytic” in charting Pollock’s future course. “Jackson got into modern art… through Lee.”20


In describing Jackson’s importance to her work, Lee once said that occasionally an individual “appears on the horizon and opens a door wide. We all live on it for a long time to come, until the next individual arrives and opens another door.”21 In fact, that would be her role in Pollock’s life. Elaine saw Pollock’s work for the first time at the McMillen show and felt that of the two, Lee was much more “aware” as a painter. “Lee had a great, big, aggressive painting and Jackson’s painting struck me as lyrical and it was almost as though Jackson took over something that Lee had had,” Elaine said.22 In other words, the formative Pollock drew from all of Lee’s strength, even her strength on canvas. Lee, however, would never have acknowledged that Pollock had learned something from her paintings. Or perhaps she did know but didn’t think it significant because her work was a mere drop in the sea of influences that helped create him. In any case, she insisted that theirs was not a “student-teacher relationship, but a relationship of equals.”23 She was simply willing to give him anything he needed to nurture his talent. “I had a conviction when I met Jackson that he had something important to say.”24


Lee learned in the spring of 1942 that her long-planned mural for WNYC radio had become a casualty of war. The government was no longer interested in funding the Art Project. Instead, it had decided to employ artists in a new War Services Department. Furious about her mural’s cancellation, Lee protested the decision and the War Services Department responded with a counteroffer. She would be a supervisor in what the artists called “the genius department.”25 Lee was asked to select a team of eight people to create war-related public service displays for twenty-one department store windows in Manhattan and Brooklyn, and, later, to make posters for navy recruiting stations. The jobs would last a year. Peter Busa, who would be on the navy crew, said it was “the most unregimented group of artists that you can imagine as far as carrying out a project.”26 Jackson was Lee’s only hire for the duration of the work. In fact, through 1942 the pair was inseparable except while painting. “We shared the bedroom—there was no problem about that—but not the studio,” Lee explained.27 From quite early on, Ethel Baziotes said, Lee and Jackson became “psychologically embedded in each other.”28


Lee had kept her studio on Ninth Street and Pollock his on Eighth but increasingly, he spent the night at her place. There were the usual domestic discoveries to be made. At the start of their relationship, Lee had asked Pollock if he wanted a cup of coffee. After he said yes, he was shocked to see Lee get up to leave her apartment. “You don’t think I make it here?” she asked incredulously. Lee had never used her gas stove and wasn’t even sure it worked. Coffee, to her, was something you bought at a cafeteria and sat drinking with friends. Coffee to Jackson was something you brewed yourself and sipped quietly at the kitchen table.29 And then there was the question of books. Lee said she hadn’t seen a trace of a book in Pollock’s studio and asked him, “Don’t you ever read anything?”


“Of course I do,” he said.


“Why don’t I ever see a book?”


“All right, I’ll show them to you,” he said, and took her to a back closet where he opened a drawer crammed with books.


“Well, Jackson, this is mad! Why have you got these books pushed away, locked up?”


“When somebody comes into my place, I don’t want them to just take a look and know what I’m all about.”30


But mostly their hours together involved endless discussions about art. “From the very beginning I found that we thought alike. In an uncanny sense, this was truly so,” Lee said.31 “We had a helluva lot in common—our interests, our goal. Art was the thing, for both of us.”32 Reuben Kadish, who had known Pollock since high school in California, said he was surprised at how easily Jackson expressed his ideas to Lee. And she, in turn, challenged him on them. As late as 1942, Pollock still used the language he had learned from Thomas Hart Benton to talk about art. It was a language Lee believed inadequate to describe what Pollock did or, more important, was capable of doing.33 She became for him a new authority on art as he ventured into virgin territory on canvas and searched for diverse influences in exhibitions. Both had discovered Miró at the Modern, and both had read and looked at Kandinsky at Hilla Rebay’s museum. They were also exploring the unconscious through Jung’s writings.34 After intense talk, intense lovemaking, intense “merging” of their lives, as Lee would say, they would return to their studios and apply what they had learned and felt to their canvases.35 Pollock was eager for her reaction to his new work. “He did keep saying, ‘Come and look, what do you think?’” Lee recalled. “That was a constant. So I take it that some part of my response was essential.”36


The pair quickly became so intimate with each other’s paintings that at times they took shocking liberties. Once, when Lee returned to her studio she felt something amiss. Looking at the painting on her easel, she said, “That’s not my painting! And then the second realization was, he had worked on it. And in a total rage, I slashed the canvas… and I guess I didn’t speak to him for some two months, and then we got through that.”37 Until the next time. Jackson noticed Lee’s paintings weren’t signed, and he insisted she do so. While she delivered a series of cogent pros and cons for signing or not signing, Pollock loaded a brush with black paint and wrote in large letters on the bottom of every painting in the room, “L. Krassner.” He thought she was a “damn good woman painter” and wanted her to start claiming credit for her work.38 Back in Pollock’s studio, Lee got her revenge. While talking near his canvas, she gesticulated with a paint-laden brush dangerously close to the painting’s surface. Jackson stood tormented watching the brush circle ever nearer until, finally, Lee made contact, leaving a red daub on the canvas. Storming out of the room, Pollock shouted, “You work on the Goddamned painting.” Peter Busa, who witnessed the tiff, said they “were like two kids.”39 Artist Fritz Bultman said Pollock and Lee “complemented each other, but it was almost like an antagonism.”40 In later years, their clashes would be truly horrific, but in those early days they were just having fun.


On meeting Pollock, some of Lee’s friends were perplexed. They didn’t know what she saw in him.41 May Tabak recalled visiting Lee during a trip to New York from Washington. In the studio was a “silent looking man in dungarees.




He just sat there and Lee didn’t introduce him. She didn’t say anything about him then, or at lunch afterwards. On the way out I said goodbye to him. I thought he was a janitor, or somebody who was deaf or half-witted, and she was giving him little jobs to do. When I came back the next time, I was shocked to find him there again. Then Lee told me that this was Jackson Pollock.42





But those fumbled introductions and puzzled reactions were minor compared with the famous “rough meeting,” as Lee described it, between Pollock and Hofmann.43 Lee had invited her teacher to see Jackson’s work. “I brought Hofmann to Pollock’s studio, as I knew Hofmann, I had studied with him, and I thought he would certainly, you know, dig this,” Lee recalled.44 “That wasn’t quite what happened.”45 Hofmann’s abstraction was rooted in nature; he believed an artist had to look at something as a starting point to trigger individual creativity. Pollock, however, didn’t need outside stimulation for his work. His ideas were internally generated. “Well… [Hofmann’s] response was, ‘You are very talented, you should join my class, you work by heart, this is no good,’” Lee recalled.46 He then looked at Pollock’s palette and picked up a brush. An entire can of hardened paint came up with it. “With this, you could kill a man!” Hans exclaimed. Finally, glancing around the room and seeing no still life or model stand that would indicate Jackson ever worked from life, he warned, “You will repeat yourself, you should work from nature.” Pollock positively growled his response, “I am nature.”47


Other friends proved more receptive to Jackson. They liked him and his work. Among those were Mercedes and Herbert Matter. “We hadn’t seen Lee for weeks; she had disappeared saying she ‘really liked someone now,’” Mercedes recalled. “We had a lot of catching up to do, and I remember Lee having said Jackson should study with Hofmann. [Later] when I saw his things, I told her she was crazy: ‘He’s already made his own world. He doesn’t need to study with anyone.’”48 For his part, Jackson was taken by the Matters. When they met, Mercedes was pregnant. Jackson fantasized about having a brood of his own and, voluptuously beautiful, Mercedes would have embodied his ideal of an earth mother. The two couples became close, and when in July Mercedes gave birth to Alexander Pundit Nehru Matter they celebrated together that new life born in a time of so much death.49


The friend, however, who would stimulate Lee and Pollock the most during their first year together, and who would be of critical importance to their life’s work, was John Graham. After the McMillen show, they spent many afternoons in his company. Graham loved to host Saturday teas at his Greenwich Avenue studio, to which he invited different satellites of friends. There was a painters’ circle with Hedda Sterne, Barnett (Barney) Newman, Mark Rothko, and Fritz Bultman, among others. Then there was a more eclectic group: the composer Edgard Varèse, the architect Charles Rieger, Bill de Kooning, Elaine, and her sister Marjorie. With Lee and Jackson, however, Graham did not invite any other guests.50 From start to finish, the visit between those three was overwhelming in its focus.


Graham’s studio was always freezing because he didn’t believe in steam heat, but he walked around wearing only a towel as if he were in the tropics.51 Cluttered with exquisite artifacts, the place was more museum than residence. African art, antiques, bits and pieces from his childhood in Russia, cooking utensils that he thought were as beautiful as sculpture covered surfaces and walls.52 “Then, if he asked you for tea, he did it in the best Russian manner. He’d have the finest linen tablecloth, the best teas you can imagine, brewing in a samovar,” Lee said. Once settled, the host soliloquized. “You didn’t talk, you listened. There were so many marvelous things for the eye to absorb,” she said. “Between that and the elegant tea and listening to what he had to say, it was quite enough.”53


Graham spoke of Freud, Jung, and Marx, Surrealism, primitive art, and Picasso. He was also deeply involved in the occult. Part magus, part analyst, alternating between biting cynicism and wild humor,54 Graham talked about the artist in society, saying that society would never recognize true genius, that the real artist would always be angst-ridden, that despite such torment he or she must nurture the creative spark within before self-doubt and the demands of daily life combined to snuff it out. “Fear automatically closes inner chambers of the unconscious mind,”55 Graham explained, which is ruinous to an artist because the unconscious “is the creative factor and the source and the storehouse of power and of all knowledge, past and future.”56 To those who wondered how to access the unconscious, he advised simply, “Experiment wildly… only these explosions constitute art.”57


Those words would have been a soothing balm and a stimulant for those two artists, who were only just beginning to find themselves. Graham told Lee and Jackson they were at the most wonderful part of their artistic journey because they were unknown and therefore free, and that there was only one thing they had to dread: fame.




How many men of great talent on their way to remarkable achievement in the present day are ruthlessly destroyed by critics, dealers and public while mediocre, insensitive hacks, who by intrigue and industrious commercial effort have gained recognition and success, will go down in history with their inane creations. Success, fame, and greatness coincide very seldom. The great are not recognized during their life-time.… Poe, Van Gogh, Rembrandt, Cezanne, Gauguin, Modigliani, Pushkin, Rimbaud, Baudelaire, and others could not make even a miserable living out of their art.58





As Graham described it, true art could never be of the world because it was always steps, decades, light-years ahead of it. Artists, therefore, had no need to be part of the world, either. Their only duty was to persevere. Humanity, he said, depended upon it.59


Lee and Pollock left Graham’s studio in the exalted state of religious revelation. Indeed, everything associated with Graham was quixotic, even the most mundane encounters. Once, when Lee, Pollock, and Graham were walking on the street, they met a very small man in a very long overcoat who turned out to be the famous Viennese architect Frederick Kiesler. Graham introduced Kiesler to Pollock with a flourish, saying, “I want you to meet the greatest painter in America.” The little man took off his hat, bowed low to the ground, and as he came up whispered, “North or South America?”60


For Lee, 1942 would be one of her most exciting years so far as an artist. By the spring, she had been in two exhibitions, hanging alongside the greats of modern art: the McMillen show in January and the American Abstract Artists annual in March, which had declared it a “privilege and necessity” to make and show abstract art as an affront to fascism. Lee exhibited there with Mondrian and Léger, as well as the Bauhaus master Josef Albers and Hungarian artist László Moholy-Nagy.61 The significance of the show was personal but also political because it demonstrated that the language of art was universal and transcended national boundaries. Lee had also attended Mondrian’s first-ever solo show, which was held at the Valentine Dudensing Gallery, where Guernica had been on display three years earlier.62 And finally, Lee had met Pollock, which meant she had a new “cause” to fight for. In May, however, she discovered just how challenging that would be.


One morning in May, Jackson’s brother Sande knocked on Lee’s door to tell her that their mother was in New York and that Jackson was in the hospital. The arrival of Jackson’s powerful mother, Stella, had sent him on his first epic drinking bout since Lee had come into his life. “He was in the Bellevue ward,” Lee recalled. “He had been drinking for days. I said to him, ‘Is this the best hotel you can find?’” Sande told her to take him to her place and sober him up in time for a family dinner. Though “shell-shocked” by the experience, Lee managed to make him presentable for Stella. No doubt expecting a family drama, Lee was surprised to encounter what appeared to be a lovely older woman who had prepared a “fabulous” home-cooked meal. “I thought Mama was a peach,” Lee recalled.63


At that point, she had no understanding of the destructive bond between Pollock and his mother. What she did understand was that the man she loved possessed two violently opposing characters. The first was the charming, shy artist in whose paintings she could see the future of art. The second was the violent drunk who hated everyone but most especially himself. Another woman might have reconsidered their relationship. Lee, however, was not like other women. “She is at her best when she is fighting,” said her friend Betsy Zogbaum. “She’s a terrific fighter.”64 Eyes newly opened to what life with Jackson would entail, Lee moved in with him when Sande took a war industry job in Connecticut. The family was relieved that someone as competent as Lee had stepped in to care for Jackson.65 Even his analyst was confident Lee could handle him. “She knew exactly what she was doing and she was exactly what he needed at that time,” said Dr. Violet de Laszlo.66


Lee would use all the tools she possessed to save Jackson’s life and help him develop his extraordinary art. She would call it “doing” for Jackson.67 That, in addition to her own painting, would constitute her life’s work.
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