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HIS BLUE PERIOD
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For anyone who has met Meyer Anspach since his success, his occasional lyrical outbursts on the subject of his blue period may be merely tedious, but for those of us who actually remember the ceaseless whine of paranoia that constituted his utterances at that time, Anspach’s rhapsodies on the character-building properties of poverty are infuriating. Most of what he says about those days is sheer fabrication, but two things are true: He was poor—we all were—and he was painting all the time. He never mentions, perhaps he doesn’t know, a detail I find most salient, which is that his painting actually was better then than it is now. Like so many famous artists, these days Anspach does an excellent imitation of Anspach. He’s in control, nothing slips by him, he has spent the last twenty years attending to Anspach’s painting and he has no desire ever to attend to anything else. But when he was young, when he was with Maria, no one, including Anspach, had any idea what an Anspach was. He was brash, intense, never satisfied, feeling his way into a wilderness. He had no character to speak of, or rather he had already the character he has now, which is entirely self-absorbed and egotistical. He cared for no one, certainly not for Maria, though he liked to proclaim that he could not live without her, that she was his inspiration, his muse, that she was absolutely essential to his life as an artist. Pursuing every other woman who caught his attention was also essential, and making no effort to conceal those often sleazy and heartless affairs, was, well, part of his character.


If struggle, poverty and rejection actually did build character, Maria should have been an Everest in the mountain range of character, unassailable, white-peaked, towering above us in the unbreathably thin air. But of course she wasn’t. She was devoted to Anspach and so she never stopped weeping. She wept for years. Often she appeared at the door of my studio tucking her sodden handkerchief into her skirt pocket, smoothing back the thick, damp strands of her remarkable black hair, a carrot clutched in her small, white fist. I knew she was there even if I had my back to her because the rabbits came clattering out from wherever they were sleeping and made a dash for the door. Then I would turn and see her kneeling on the floor with the two rabbits pressing against her, patting her skirt with their delicate paws and lifting their soft, twitching muzzles to her hands to encourage her tender caresses, which they appeared to enjoy as much as the carrot they knew was coming their way. My rabbits were wild about Maria. Later, when we sat at the old metal table drinking coffee, the rabbits curled up at her feet, and later still, when she got up to make her way back to Anspach, they followed her to the door and I had to herd them back into the studio after she was gone.


I was in love with Maria and we all knew it. Anspach treated it as a joke, he was that sure of himself. There could be no serious rival to a genius such as his, and no woman in her right mind would choose warmth, companionship, affection and support over service at the high altar of Anspach. Maria tried not to encourage me, but she was so beaten down, so starved for a kind word, that occasionally she couldn’t resist a few moments of rest. On weekends we worked together at a popular restaurant on Spring Street, so we rode the train together, over and back. Sometimes, coming home just before dawn on the D train, when the cars came out of the black tunnel and climbed slowly up into the pale blush of morning light over the East River, Maria went so far as to lean her weary head against my arm. I didn’t have the heart, or was it the courage, ever to say the words that rattled in my brain, repeated over and over in time to the metallic clanking of the wheels, “Leave him, come to me.” Maria, I judged, perhaps wrongly, didn’t need her life complicated by another artist who couldn’t make a living.


I had the restaurant job, which paid almost nothing, though the tips were good, and one day a week I built stretchers for an art supply house near the Bowery, where I was paid in canvas and paint. That was it. But I lived so frugally I was able to pay the rent and keep myself and the rabbits in vegetables, which was what we ate. Maria had another job, two nights a week at a Greek restaurant on Atlantic Ave. Because she worked at night she usually slept late; so did Anspach. When they got up, she cooked him a big meal, did the shopping, housekeeping, bill paying, enthused over his latest production and listened to his latest tirade about the art establishment. In the afternoon Anspach went out for an espresso, followed by a trip downtown to various galleries where he berated the owners, if he could get near them, or the hired help, if he couldn’t. Anspach said painting was his vocation, this carping at the galleries was his business, and he was probably right. In my romantic view of myself as an artist, contact with the commercial world was humiliating and demeaning; I couldn’t bear to do it in the flesh. I contented myself with sending out pages of slides every few months, then, when they came back, adding a few new ones, switching them around, and sending them out again.


On those afternoons when Anspach was advancing his career, Maria came to visit me. We drank coffee, talked, smoked cigarettes. Sometimes I took out a pad and did quick sketches of her, drowsy over her cigarette, the rabbits dozing at her feet. I listened to her soft voice, looked into her dark eyes and tried to hold up my end of the conversation without betraying the sore and aching state of my heart. We were both readers, though where Maria found time to read I don’t know. We talked about books. We liked cheerful, optimistic authors: Kafka, Céline, Beckett. Maria introduced me to their lighthearted predecessors, Hardy and Gissing. Her favorite novel was Jude the Obscure.


She had come to the city when she was seventeen with the idea that she would become a dancer. She spent six years burying this dream beneath a mountain of rejection, though she did once get as close as the classrooms of the ABT. At last she concluded that it was not her will or even her ability that held her back, it was her body. She wasn’t tall enough and her breasts were too large. She had begun to accept this as the simple fact it was when she met Anspach and dancing became not her ambition but her refuge. She continued to attend classes a few times a week. The scratchy recordings of Chopin, the polished wooden floors, the heft of the bar, the sharp jabs and rebukes of the martinet teachers, the cunning little wooden blocks that disfigured her toes, the smooth, tight skin of the leotard, the strains, pains, the sweat, all of it was restorative to Maria; it was the reliable world of routine, secure and predictable, as different from the never-ending uproar of life with Anspach as a warm bath is from a plunge into an ice storm at sea.


Anspach had special names for everyone, always designed to be mildly insulting. He called Maria, Mah-ree, or Miss Poppincockulous, a perversion of her real surname, which was Greek. Fidel, the owner of a gallery Anspach browbeat into showing his paintings, was “Fido.” Paul, an abstract painter, who counted himself among Anspach’s associates, was “Pile.” My name is John, but Anspach always called me Jack; he still does. He says it with a sharp punch to it, as if it is part of a formula, like, “Watch out, Jack,” or, “You won’t get Jack if you keep that up.” Even my rabbits were not rabbits to Anspach, but “Jack’s-bun-buns,” pronounced as one word with the stress on the last syllable. If he returned from the city before Maria got home, he came straight to my studio and launched into a long, snide monologue, oily with sexual insinuation, on the subject of how hard it was to be a poor artist who couldn’t keep his woman at home because whenever he went out to attend to his business she was sure to sneak away to visit jacksbunbuns, and he didn’t know what was so appealing about those bunbuns, but his Miss Poppincockulous just couldn’t seem to get enough of them. That was the way Anspach talked. Maria didn’t try to defend herself and I was no help. I generally offered Anspach a beer, which he never refused, and tried to change the subject to the only one I knew he couldn’t resist, the state of his career. Then he sat down at the table and indulged himself in a flood of vitriol against whatever galleries he’d been in that day. His most frequent complaint was that they were all looking for pictures to hang “over the couch,” in the awful living rooms of “Long Island Jane and Joe,” or “Fire Island Joe and Joey.” He pronounced Joey, “jo-EE.” Sometimes if he suspected I had another beer in the refrigerator, Anspach would ask to see what I was painting. Then and only then, as we stood looking at my most recent canvas, did he have anything to say worth hearing.


I don’t know what he really thought of me as a painter, but given his inflated opinion of his own worth, any interest he showed in someone else was an astonishing compliment. I know he thought I was facile, but that was because he was himself a very poor draftsman, he still is, and I draw with ease. Anspach’s gift was his sense of color, which, even then, was astounding. It was what ultimately made him famous: then Anspach’s passion for color was all that made him bearable. It was the reason I forgave him for being Anspach.


His blue period started in the upper right-hand corner of a painting titled Napalm, which featured images from the Vietnam War. A deep purple silhouette of the famous photograph of a young girl fleeing her burning village was repeated around the edges like a frame. The center was a blush of scarlet, gold and black, like the inside of a poppy. In the upper corner was a mini-landscape, marsh grass, strange, exotic trees, a few birds in flight against an eerie, unearthly sky. The sky was not really blue but a rich blue-green with coppery undertones, a Renaissance color, like the sky in a painting by Bellini.


“How did you get this?” I asked, pointing at the shimmery patch of sky.


“Glazes,” he said. “It took a while, but I can do it again.” He gazed at the color with his upper teeth pressed into his lower lip, a speculative, anxious expression in his open, innocent eyes. Anspach fell in love with a color the way most men fall in love with a beautiful, mysterious, fascinating, unattainable woman. He gave himself over to his passion without self-pity, without vanity or envy, without hope really. It wasn’t the cold spirit of rage and competitiveness which he showed for everything and everyone else in his world. It was unselfish admiration, a helpless opening of the heart. This blue-green patch, which he’d labored over patiently and lovingly, was in the background now, like a lovely, shy young woman just entering a crowded ballroom by a side door, but she had captured Anspach’s imagination and it would not be long before he demanded that all the energy in the scene revolve around her and her alone.


In the weeks that followed, as that blue moved to the foreground of Anspach’s pictures, it sometimes seemed to me that it was draining the life out of Maria, as if it were actually the color of her blood and Anspach had found some way to drain it directly from her veins onto his canvas.


One summer evening, after Anspach had drunk all my beers and Maria declared herself too tired and hot to cook, we treated ourselves to dinner at the Italian restaurant underneath my loft. There we ran into Paul Remy and a shy, nearsighted sculptor named Mike Brock, whom Anspach immediately christened Mac. Jack-and-Mac became the all-purpose name for Mike and myself, which Anspach used for the rest of the evening whenever he addressed one of us. After the meal Anspach invited us all to his loft to drink cheap wine and have a look at his latest work. It was Maria’s night off; I could see that she was tired, but she encouraged us to come. She had, she explained, a fresh baklava from the restaurant which we should finish up as it wouldn’t keep. So up we all went, grateful to pass an evening at no expense, and I, at least, was curious to see what Anspach was up to.


The loft had once been a bank building. Anspach and Maria had the whole second floor, which was wide open from front to back with long, double-sashed windows at either end. The kitchen was minimal—a small refrigerator, a two-burner stove, an old, stained sink that looked as though it should be attached to a washing machine and a low counter with a few stools gathered around it. Their bedroom was a mattress half-hidden by some curtains Maria had sewn together from the inevitable Indian bedspreads of that period. In the center of the room was a battered brick red couch, three lawn chairs and two tables made of old crates. Anspach’s big easel and paint cart were in the front of the long room facing the street windows. The best thing about the place was the line of ceiling fans down the middle, left over from the bank incarnation. It was hellish outside that night, and we all sighed with relief at how much cooler the loft was than the claustrophobic tomato-laced atmosphere of the restaurant.


Maria put on a record, Brazilian music, I think, which made the seediness of the place seem less threatening, more exotic, and she poured out tumblers of wine for us all. The paintings Anspach showed us fascinated me. He was quoting bits from other painters, whom he referred to as “the Massas,” but the color combinations were unexpected and everywhere there was a marvelous balance of refined technique and sheer serendipity. These days he fakes the surprise element, but his technical skill has never failed him. When Anspach talked about paint it was like a chemist talking about drugs. He knew what was in every color, what it would do in combination with other mediums, with oil, with thinner, on canvas, on pasteboard. He could give a quick run-down on all the possible side effects. Even then he didn’t use much in the way of premixed colors, he made his own. His blue was underpainted with cadmium yellow, covered with a mix of phthalo green and Prussian blue and a few opalescent glazes that he called his “secret recipe.” The images were recondite, personal. I was pleased to see that he was leaving the Vietnam subject matter behind with the cadmium red he’d given up in favor of the blue. The blue allowed him to be less strident, more interior. He pointed at a section of one large canvas in which a woman’s hands were grasping the rim of a dark blue hole—was she pulling herself out or slipping in? The hands were carefully, lovingly painted, extraordinarily lifelike. “That,” Anspach said, “is what I call painterly.”


Paul turned to Maria. “Did he make you hang from the balcony?” he said, for, of course, we all knew, the hands were hers.


“Something like that,” she said.


Later, when we were sitting in the lawn chairs and Maria changed the record to something vaguely Mediterranean, interrupted now and then by a high-pitched male voice screaming in agony, Anspach caught me watching her. I was looking at the long, beautiful curve of her neck—she had her hair pulled up because of the heat—and the prominent bones at the base of her throat which gleamed in the dim lamplight as if they’d been touched by one of Anspach’s secret opalescent glazes.


Anspach shot me a look like a dagger. “Miss Mah-ree,” he began. “Oh Miss Mah-ree, dat music is so nice. Why don’t you do a little dance for us boys, Miss Mah-ree, Miss Poppincockulous, I know these boys would love to see the way you can dance, wouldn’t you, Jack-and-Mac? Mr. Jack-and-Mac would especially like to see our Miss Mah-ree do a little dance to dat nice music.”


Maria looked up. “Don’t be silly,” she said.


Anspach refilled his glass. Cheap wine brings out the worst in everyone, I thought. Then he swallowed a big mouthful and started up again, this time a little louder and with a wounded, edgy quality to his voice, like a child protesting injustice. “Oh Miss Mah-ree, don’t say I’m being silly, don’t say that. Don’t say you won’t dance for us boys, because we all want you to dance so much to dat nice music, and I know you can, Miss Mah-ree, Miss Poppincockulous, I know you like to dance for all the boys and you can take off your shirt so all the boys can see your pretty breasts, because she does have such pretty baboobies, don’t you know boys, Mr. Jack-and-Mac and Mr. Pile, I know you boys would love to see Miss Mah-ree’s pretty baboobies, especially you, Mr. Jack-and-Mac, Miss Mah-ree don’t say no to these nice boys.”


Maria sent me a guarded look, then raised her weary eyes to Anspach, who was sunk deep in the couch with his arms out over the cushions, his head dropped back, watching her closely through lowered lids. “I would never do that,” she said. “I would be too shy.”


Anspach made a mock smile, stretching his lips tight and flat over his teeth. “She’s too shy,” he said softly. Then he closed his eyes and whined, “Oh, please, Miss Mah-ree, don’t be shy, oh don’t be too shy, oh pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease, my Miss Mah-ree, don’t be shy to dance for us boys here to that nice music, and take your shirt off, oh pleasepleasepleaseplease, I know you can, I know you’re not too shy, oh pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease.”


“For God’s sake, Anspach,” I said. “Would you leave it alone.”


Anspach addressed the ceiling. “Oh, Mr. Jack-and-Mac, look at that, he don’t want to see Miss Mah-ree dance, he has no interest at all in Miss Mah-ree’s pretty breasts, can you believe that? I don’t believe that.”


Paul groaned and set his empty glass down on one of the crates. “I’ve got to be going,” he said. “It’s late.”


Anspach leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Pile has to scurry home,” he said. “It’s much too late for Pile.”


“Yeah, me too,” said Mike. “I’ve got to be downtown early.”


I looked at Maria, who was standing with her back to the record player. She hadn’t moved during Anspach’s tiresome monologue. She looked pale, ghostly, her eyes were focused on empty space, and as I watched her she raised one hand and pressed her fingertips against her forehead, as if pushing back something that was trying to get out. I too maintained that I was tired, that it was late, and pulled myself out of my lawn chair while Paul and Mike, exchanging the blandest of farewell pleasantries, followed Maria to the door. I stood looking down at Anspach, who was slumped over his knees muttering something largely unintelligible, though the words “too late” were repeated at close intervals. I was disgusted and angry enough to speak my mind, and I thought of half a dozen things to say to him, but as I was sorting through them, Maria, turning from the doorway, caught my eye, and her expression so clearly entreated me to say nothing that I held my tongue and walked out past the couch to join her at the door.


“I’m sorry,” she said when I was near her.


“Don’t be,” I said. “You didn’t do anything.”


“He’s just drunk,” she said.


I took her hands and looked into her sad face. She kept her eyes down and her body turned away, toward Anspach, back to Anspach. “You look tired,” I said. “You should get some sleep.”


She smiled dimly, still averting her eyes from mine, and I thought, he won’t let her sleep. As I walked through the quiet streets to my studio I blamed myself for what had happened. I should not have stared at her so openly, so admiringly. But couldn’t a man admire his friend’s girlfriend, was that such a crime? Wouldn’t any ordinary man be pleased to see his choice confirmed in his friend’s eyes? Of course the fact that Anspach was not, in any meaningful sense of the word, my or anyone else’s friend, gave the lie to my self-serving protest. That and the fact that what I felt for Maria was much more than admiration and I had no doubt it showed, that Anspach had seen it. He knew I wanted to take Maria away from him. He also knew I couldn’t do it.


After that night I saw less and less of Maria. Sometimes she still came by in the afternoons when Anspach was in town, but she never stayed long and seemed anxious to be back in their loft before he got home. She had picked up a third, grueling, thankless job, three days a week at an art supply house in Soho. The pay was minimum wage but she got a discount on paint, which had become the lion’s share of her monthly budget. Anspach was turning out paintings at an astounding rate, and the cadmium yellow that went into his blue was ten dollars a tube. The discount went to his head, and more and more paint went onto each canvas. He was cavalier about the expense, passing on his nearly empty tubes to Paul, because he couldn’t be bothered to finish them. Paul had invented a special device, a kind of press, to squeeze the last dabs of color from his paint tubes.


It was about that time that I met Yvonne Remy, Paul’s sister, who had come down from Vermont to study art history at NYU. She was staying with Paul until she could find a place of her own and the three of us soon fell into a routine of dinners together several nights a week, taking turns on the cooking. Yvonne was quick-witted and energetic, and she loved to talk about painting. Gradually we all noticed that she was spending more time at my place than at her brother’s, and gradually we all came to feel that this was as it should be.


Yvonne was there that afternoon when I last saw Maria. She hadn’t visited me in three weeks. She looked exhausted, which wasn’t surprising, but there was something more than that, something worse than that, a listlessness beyond fatigue. The rabbits came running as they always did when Maria arrived, and she brightened momentarily as she bent down to caress them, but I noticed she had forgotten to bring a carrot.


Yvonne responded to her with that sudden affinity which women sometimes show each other for reasons that are inexplicable to men. She warmed the milk for the coffee, which she did not always bother with for herself, and set out some fruit, cheese and bread. When Maria showed no interest in this offering, she got up, put a few cookies on a plate and seemed relieved when Maria took one and laid it on the saucer of her cup. Maria leaned over her chair to scratch a rabbit’s ears, then sat up and took a bite of the cookie. “John,” she said, her eyes still on the docile creatures at her feet. “You’ll always take care of these rabbits, won’t you?”


“Of course,” I assured her. “These rabbits and I are in this together.”


When she was gone, Yvonne sat at the table idly turning her empty cup.


“She seems so tired,” I said.


“She’s in despair,” Yvonne observed.


Then a few things happened very quickly. I didn’t find out about any of it until it was all over and Maria was gone. Anspach was offered a space in a three-man show with two up-and-coming painters at the Rite Gallery. This coup, Paul told me later, with a grimace of pain at the pun, was the result of Anspach’s fucking Mrs Rite on the floor of her office and suggesting to her, post-coitus, that she was the only woman in New York who could understand his work. I didn’t entirely believe this story; it didn’t sound like Anspach to me, but evidently it was true, for within three months Mrs Rite had left Mr Rite and Anspach was the star of her new gallery, Rivage, which was one of the first to move south into Tribeca.


Paul maintained that Anspach told Maria about his new alliance, omitting none of the details, though it is possible that she heard about it somewhere else. Mrs Rite was not bothered by the gossip, in fact, she was rumored to have been the source of much of it. As far as Anspach was concerned, he had seized an opportunity, as what self-respecting artist would not, faced with the hypocrisy and callousness of the art scene in the city. He had decided early on to enter the fray, by bombast or seduction or whatever it took, marketing himself as an artist who would not be denied.


Maria had narrowed her life to thankless drudgery and Anspach. She had given up her dance classes, she had few friends, and she had never been much given to confiding her difficulties to others. She was, as Yvonne had observed, already in despair. However she heard it, the truth about Anspach’s golden opportunity was more than she could bear. Anspach told the police they’d had an argument, that she had gone out the door in a rage, that he assumed she was going to weep to one of her friends. Instead she climbed the interior fire ladder to the roof, walked across the litter of exhaust vents and peeling water pipes, pulled aside the low rickety wire mesh partition that protected the gutters and dived headfirst into the street. It was a chilly day in October; the windows were closed in the loft. Anspach didn’t know what had happened until the Sicilian who owned the coffee bar on the street level rushed up the stairs and banged on his door, shouting something Anspach didn’t, at first, understand.


There was no funeral in New York. Maria’s father came out from Wisconsin and arranged to have her body shipped back home. It was as if she had simply disappeared. I didn’t see Anspach; I purposely avoided him. I knew if I saw him I would try to hit him. Anspach is a big man; he outweighs me by sixty pounds, I’d guess, and he’s powerfully built. So I may have avoided him because I was afraid of what would happen to me.


Paul told me that a few weeks after Maria’s death, Anspach moved in with Mrs Rite, and that he’d sold two of the nine paintings in the group show. At his one-man show the following year, he sold everything but the four biggest, proving his theory that the public was intent on hanging their pictures over the couch. Paul Remy saw the show and reported that Anspach’s blue period was definitely over. The predominant hue was a shell pink and the repeated image was a billowing parachute. This irritated me. Everything I heard about Anspach irritated me, but I couldn’t keep myself from following his career, stung with frustration, anger and envy at each new success.


In the spring, Yvonne and I moved a few blocks south, where we had more room for the same money and a small walled-in yard which soon became the rabbits’ domain. They undertook amazing excavation projects, after which they spent hours cleaning their paws and sleeping in the sun, or in the shade of an ornamental beech. I kept my promise to Maria; I took good care of the rabbits for many years. They lived to be old by rabbit standards, nearly eleven, and they died within a few weeks of each other, as secretly as they could, in a den they’d dug behind the shed I’d put up for Yvonne’s gardening tools and our daughter’s outdoor toys. After Yvonne finished school she moved from job to job for a few years until she settled in the ceramics division at the Brooklyn Museum. I took what work I could find and kept painting. Occasionally, always through friends, I got a few pictures in a group show, but nothing sold. Storage was a continual and vexing problem. My canvases got smaller and smaller.


Paul and I were offered a joint show at a new gallery on the edge of Tribeca, an unpromising location at best. The opening was not a fashionable scene, very cheap wine, plastic cups, a few plates strewn with wedges of rubbery cheese. The meager crowd of celebrants was made up largely of the artists’ friends and relatives. The artists themselves, dressed in their best jeans and T-shirts, huddled together near the back, keeping up a pointless conversation in order to avoid overhearing any chance remarks about the paintings. I was naturally surprised when there appeared above the chattering heads of this inelegant crowd the expensively coiffed, unnaturally tan and generally prosperous-looking head of Meyer Anspach.


“Slumming,” Paul said to me when he spotted Anspach.


I smiled. David Hines, the gallery owner, had come to riveted attention and flashed Paul and me a look of triumph as he stepped out to welcome Anspach. Greta, a friend of Paul’s who painted canvases that were too big for most gallery walls, and who was, I knew, a great admirer of Anspach’s, set her plastic cup on the drinks table and rubbed her eyes hard with her knuckles.
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