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Praise for Tortured Artists




“From Lenny Bruce’s separation anxiety, Charles Schulz’s melancholy, Joey Ramone’s OCD, and Mozart’s maybe-it-was-Asperger’s/maybe it was Tourette’s, Tortured Artists offers a fascinating and funny look into those mysterious gifts that create beauty yet spring from the wells of darkness. An inspiring and addictive (no pun intended) read.”

—Jessica Pallington West, author, What Would Keith Richards Do?

“For even the most casual aesthete, Tortured Artists is a chillingly familiar and clarifying journey. Christopher Zara’s prose is at once simple and hauntingly complex. Required reading for any creative spirit—not to mention the unfortunate souls who have to put up with us.”

—Dana P. Rowe, theatrical composer, 
The Witches of Eastwick, Zombie Prom, Brother Russia

“I hate the cliché of the tortured artist, but this book shows that there is truth in the stereotype. It made me think about my own pain as an artist. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be in volume two.”

—Casey Spooner, artist/performer
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For Christina, a remarkably efficient whip cracker who kicked my ass out of bed every morning.

What more could a guy ask for in a muse?





Introduction

“Every portrait that is painted with feeling is a portrait of the artist, not of the sitter.”

—Oscar Wilde

It is sometimes said that all great art comes from pain. Van Gogh painted Starry Night while in emotional torment; Lennon and McCartney forged their creative partnership following the death of their respective mothers; Milton penned Paradise Lost after losing his wife, his daughter, and his eyesight. Such unremitting grief would send even the most grounded among us into a frenzied Xanax binge and associated fetal position, but these celebrated artists chose not to recoil in passive suffering. Instead, they turned their sorrow into something the world would cherish.

This book examines the maladies that drive creative types to the brink of despair and the inspired works that are born from their anguish. It will reveal, through the parallels hidden within the life stories of artists from all backgrounds and eras, the common thread that drives artistic expression of every conceivable sort—whether it’s the magnum opus of a Renaissance master, a three-chord riff from a seventies punk band, or a keenly strewn allegory by the beloved children’s book author Dr. Seuss. In the end, I’m convinced, it all starts with the same thing: a shot of intractable unpleasantness, bubbling to the surface from deep within a tortured soul.

Portrait of the Tortured Artist: 
Why It’s More Than a Catch Phrase

On a quiet street in Leytonstone, a remote section of East London, a six-year-old boy exits the greengrocery that bears his family name. Clutching a note that his domineering father had placed in his hand a few minutes earlier, the boy starts off toward the local police precinct a few blocks away. He stops for traffic, which in 1905 is mostly horse-drawn streetcars, then proceeds nervously to the precinct walkway.

The boy is homely by any definition. He’s plump, with a round face and protruding bottom lip. His overt shortcomings are compounded by a debilitating shyness that cripples him in the presence of authority figures. Still, the boy’s father gave him explicit instructions: Take the note to the station and hand it to the policeman on duty. Knowing that he had misbehaved earlier in the day, the boy is terrified that some form of punishment awaits him at his destination. Nevertheless, he carries out his father’s orders. He enters the station and hands the note to the officer at the front desk. The officer reads it in silence and looks down with an impassive stare.

“Come with me,” he says.

The two of them start down a long corridor and approach an empty jail cell, where the officer orders the boy to enter. With escape not an option, the boy does as he’s told. He comes to the center of the cell and awaits further instructions, but before he can turn around, he hears the rumbling sound of hinge bearings rolling along the iron doorframe until the cell doors clank shut behind him. He turns to face the officer, who meets his gaze with narrowing eyes.

“This is what we do to naughty boys.”

The boy watches helplessly from behind the cold, rusty bars as the officer disappears around the corridor, leaving the child alone to ponder his incarceration. Minutes pass—five, maybe six. However, they feel like hours to the boy, who spends the time wrestling with the apparent injustice of the situation. Even at this early age, he understands the concept of cruel and unusual punishment with perfect clarity. It’s true he had misbehaved, but this sentence is harsh by any standard. And why was he not given a chance to defend himself? A tremor weakens the boy’s knees as he is overcome by a burgeoning sense of powerlessness, until finally he is devastated by the idea that he has been forced, without cause, to surrender control to authority.

After a few more minutes, the police officer returns and unlocks the door. He smiles and pats the lad on the head, explaining how the boy’s father, a personal acquaintance, had requested in the letter that his son be taught a lesson for misbehaving. However, what the boy truly learned that day went beyond a lesson in manners. He felt the helplessness of being wrongfully accused, the frustration of excessive punishment, and the complete loss of dignity that accompanies such a predicament.

Fast-forward to 1959. The boy, now pushing sixty and pudgier than ever, attends a screening of his latest film, North by Northwest, which he had just directed for MGM. Audiences and critics alike are riveted by the fast-paced story of a Madison Avenue ad exec, played by Cary Grant, who is mistaken for a government agent and accused of crimes he didn’t commit. The film is a huge hit, and its director, Alfred Hitchcock, couldn’t be more pleased.

After the screening, members of the Hollywood press, always eager to pigeonhole a person of complex talent, ask Hitchcock about his obsession with stories involving falsely accused heroes. It’s a theme in Hitchcock’s work that had already been well established: Richard Hannay was the target of a nationwide manhunt in The 39 Steps; Robert Tisdall was wrongfully accused of murder in Young and Innocent; and as for The Wrong Man, well, the title pretty much speaks for itself. Some years later, Hitchcock explains to his biographer, Charlotte Chandler, how the incident at the police precinct in Leytonstone has always stayed with him, how he never forgot the sound of the cell door clanking behind him, how a fear of incarceration and wrongful accusation has plagued him throughout his life. Many of his movies, which have come to define the suspense genre for British and American cinema, are, quite simply, an expression of that fear.

For anyone fascinated with art, and the more doleful aspects of the creative process, Alfred Hitchcock’s story offers a comforting answer to a question that seems eternally elusive: “Where does art come from?” The connection between pain and art—i.e., the tortured-artist phenomenon—is probably as old as art itself. Admittedly, we have no evidence of cave painters drowning their sorrows in absinthe at trendy cafés around Paleolithic Europe, but we do know that, even then, art represented some of the most enduring hardships of society. Prehistoric paintings often depicted violent scenes of Cro-Magnon hunters being trampled by wounded animals. They were ancient obituaries, and they offer a telling window into the roots of art itself, showing pain and suffering as elementary components of the creative process.

One of the earliest written acknowledgments of the link between creativity and mental distress appears in Plato’s Phaedrus, a dialogue in which Socrates asserts that the Muses themselves must inflict Greek poets with a “divine madness.” Centuries later, Shakespeare likened his own literary vocation to insanity. “The lunatic, the lover and the poet / Are of imagination all compact,” he wrote in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

These days, the image of the tortured artist has become something of a stereotype, whether it’s Emily Dickinson condemning herself to social seclusion or Kurt Cobain bemoaning the pressures of rock stardom. But how common are these cases? Are they extreme exceptions, romanticized by a society that loves a great tragedy, or is there truth to the old cliché?

First, the science: the so-called mad-genius phenomenon has been studied in some scientific capacity for at least a century. Sigmund Freud believed that creative genius came from early childhood experiences. In fact, he didn’t consider creative genius a form of genius at all but rather a sign of neurosis. (To be fair, he also thought cocaine made a great antidepressant.) In more recent decades, research from various studies has revealed a measurable correlation between creativity and mental disorders, particularly bipolar disorder, which is characterized by unusually intense emotional states that occur in distinct periods of overt joy and extreme hopelessness.

The most famous of these studies was conducted in 1989 by Dr. Kay Redfield Jamison, author of the popular bipolar memoir An Unquiet Mind. Jamison studied forty-seven British writers and visual artists and found that 38 percent of them had been treated for a mood disorder, compared to about 7 percent of the general population. Jamison also noted that, among her subjects, the surge in creative output was often marked by an elevated mood shift, characteristic of bipolar disorder. The results led Jamison to postulate the existence of a “creativity disorder.”

Does it follow, then, that we should link every last expression of human creativity to some festering hardship? Are we to see every painting in the MoMA, every movie in our Netflix queues, every song on our iPods, as the product of an antagonistic force grating on the restive psyche of some poor suffering artist? To answer yes might sound cynical, as we would all like to believe that there is, somewhere, at least one happy artist living among us. There isn’t, of course, but then the truth that artists are universally miserable is not as bleak an interpretation as it sounds. After all, if pain and suffering are necessary ingredients for great art, then great art gives us a reason for pain and suffering. In that sense, the story of Alfred Hitchcock’s prepubescent jail sentence can be consoling. It brings purpose to the unjust incarceration of a little boy and to the psychological damage it inflicted. The adult Hitchcock may have had some serious unresolved issues, but because he had issues, we have Rear Window, The Birds, and Psycho.

Everything humans do is the product of struggle. We invented clothes because we were cold. We built houses because we were getting rained on. We created laws because we were killing each other. You might ask why art should be any different. It’s different because, even though we invented clothes, houses, and laws, we still get cold, we still get rained on, and we still kill each other. Art brings meaning to all that. It puts our pain in perspective.

Who’s in This Book (and Who’s Not): 
A Simple Explanation for Why Taylor Swift Didn’t Make the Cut

According to Nielsen SoundScan, Taylor Swift is the most successful digital artist in the history of music, with 34 million songs downloaded to date. That number may induce winces from listeners who find the singer’s high-gloss finish to be better suited for MOP & GLO than music, but it does raise interesting questions, such as whether or not 34 million people can really be wrong, or to what extent we can blame 34 million people for having eardrums of tin. At any rate, the reigning princess of pop-country came up while I was choosing artists for this book, largely as an exemplar of someone not to include. Mind you, this is not an excuse to pick on poor Taylor (inasmuch as someone on Forbes magazine’s “Most Powerful Celebrities” list can be described as poor). She is, after all, an attractive, hugely famous singer, and more power to her. She also makes a lot of money, as do stockbrokers and the CEO of Chase bank. But including her in a book about genius, madness, and creativity would be like cyber winking at your cousin on OkCupid. You just know it’s wrong.

For Tortured Artists, I chose to profile seminal creative figures from as many different disciplines and eras as possible—artists, living and dead, who not only excelled in their respective crafts but also brought something new and meaningful to them. Admittedly, picking the artists was not an exact science, but the ones who made the cut exemplify the book’s title in the most quantifiable sense, which is to say they were “tortured” in a way that Johnny Cash was and “artists” in a way that Taylor Swift isn’t.

WHY BEING TORTURED MATTERS

Okay, so Johnny Cash was tortured but Taylor Swift isn’t. If that’s true, how exactly does one measure the extent to which pain and suffering affected Johnny’s art—or anyone’s art, for that matter? In the 1980s, the Brown University psychiatrist Arnold Ludwig sought to answer that question with what is probably the most extensive tortured-artist study to date. Ludwig researched the lives of 1,004 prominent men and women in various fields over a period of ten years. His conclusion, as documented in his 1995 book, The Price of Greatness, is that people who succeed in the creative arts “suffer from more types of mental difficulties and do so over longer periods of their lives than members of the other professions.”

To be fair, though, not everyone in the psychiatric community is convinced that mental anguish leads to greater artistic achievements, or even that the two are connected. Albert Rothenberg, a Harvard psychiatrist, argues in his 1990 book, Creativity and Madness, that the prevailing data fails to show any invariant link between the two. The data is flawed, he says, because it relies on the testimony of artists who themselves buy into the whole tortured-artist myth—folks weaned on, for instance, romantically tragic tales of van Gogh and Sylvia Plath. To further debunk the tortured-artist myth, Rothenberg cites evidence suggesting that creative people who do suffer from mood disorders are actually more productive when they are treated for their illnesses.

It may turn out, as Rothenberg asserts, that happy, well-adjusted people are ultimately more productive. But are they more creative? More important, are they more artistic? The problem with scientific answers to these questions is that science tends to assume that all creative output is equal, which, let’s face it, is the same as assuming that all art is equal. True, this is an absurdly subjective area, but if we can at least agree that “great” art is the art most valued by society, then the tortured-artist paradigm is bound to prevail, if only because—it bears repeating—tortured people produce better art.

One easy way to demonstrate this point is by contrasting two works by the same artist, created under different emotional circumstances. For argument’s sake, let’s consider the wayward career of the popular Canadian singer Alanis Morissette, who at the beginning of 1993 was approaching nineteen and already on her way to becoming a has-been. Morissette’s first two albums had been studio-
manufactured attempts to capitalize on the bubblegum dance craze of the late eighties, which was already a fading trend by the time the albums were released. Though she had earned the dubious distinction of being dubbed “The Debbie Gibson of Canada,” Morissette did not attract much attention outside of her native country, and the albums were never released in the United States. (We already have a Debbie Gibson, thank you.)

Then the singer’s personal life took a turn for the dramatic. Her record label dumped her, and, in an instant, it seemed as if her dreams of pop stardom were over. She decided to ditch her insular hometown of Ottawa, moving first to Toronto and then Los Angeles, where for the first time in her life she was on her own. She encountered strife, hardship, bad relationships. But as her life sputtered out of control, Morissette discovered something entirely new to her—namely, something interesting to write about.

And write she did, channeling the anger, pain, and heartbreak of her sputtering life into the 1995 rock album Jagged Little Pill. The album became a runaway sensation, spending more than a year on the U.S. Billboard 200. Its gutsy, unapologetic lyrics inspired a new generation of female rock singers, and Morissette went from being compared to Debbie Gibson to being christened a modern-day Janis Joplin. Unfortunately, Morissette’s newfound status as a revered musical phenom came with a downside. With enormous success and adoration, the angry, embittered singer found herself significantly less angry and bitter. The change was great for her personal life but not so great for her efforts to write new music. Three years later, her long-awaited follow-up to Jagged Little Pill, the clumsily titled Supposed Former Infatuation Junkie, enjoyed a strong debut, but then it dropped quickly from the charts, with sales of less than 20 percent of its predecessor’s. Critics and fans were not oblivious to the abrupt shift in Morissette’s lyrics, which had traded anger and aggression for contentment and serenity. Suddenly, the jilted vixen who scratched her nails down some guy’s back out of spite for an ex-lover was making spiritual pilgrimages to India, and the result failed to resonate with audiences. When Morissette lost her pain, her art lost its way, and audiences noticed. That change, in a nutshell, signifies the role of pain in the creative process.

THAT’S GREAT, BUT WHAT IS ART?

Because critics, philosophers, and other intellectual beard strokers argue over the definition of art, we often make the mistake of assuming that its definition must be complex. Richard Wollheim, the late philosopher of aesthetics, has said that trying to define the nature of art is “one of the most elusive of the traditional problems of human culture.” And yet we never seem to have a difficult time defining art for ourselves. Mark Rothko’s Abstract Expressionist painting No. 5/No. 22 is hanging in New York’s Museum of Modern Art for one reason: Someone thought it was art. You or I may happen to think it looks like a swath of Russian salad dressing, but then we’re not the curators of MoMA.

For Tortured Artists, I was more concerned with whether something could be considered art in the categorical sense. Is its primary purpose an aesthetic one? If not, I couldn’t include it. This means that the book does not feature profiles of, for instance, architects, who employ a great deal of artistry in their work but who ultimately create utilitarian structures for which aesthetic considerations are secondary. Buildings can be beautiful, but they’re not art. And with all due respect to all those mean reality-show chefs, food is not art either.

Admittedly, the line between artist and artisan is not always clear. Alexander McQueen, the tortured fashion designer who in 2010 hanged himself with his “favorite brown belt,” often created costumes whose only purpose was aesthetic in nature. He would have made a fascinating profile, but I had to make a judgment call not to include fashion designers.

Ultimately, I wanted Tortured Artists to comprise the broadest sampling of eras and artistic genres possible, without telling the same repetitive stories about poor alcoholics whose mothers never loved them. Of course, this is not a complete list. Arthur Rimbaud, Jimi Hendrix, Spalding Gray—although these artists are mentioned in the Tortured Artists Timeline at the back of this book, I would have liked to include full profiles on each of them, not to mention countless others. Naturally, space prohibits a profile on every influential tortured artist who has ever lived, but if choosing Sylvia Plath over Virginia Woolf seems arbitrary, that’s because it is, at least partially. Taste is a highly idiosyncratic sense, after all. How else can we account for the tremendous but logic-defying popularity of Taylor Swift? Poor, rich Taylor Swift.





PART I

The Demons





1

The First 
Twelve Years

Death, Disease, Abuse, 
Neglect, and Other Sordid Tales 
of Prepubescence

Childhood trauma increases our risk for pretty much every affliction on the planet. It is the launching point for all the things that can go wrong with our bodies, our minds, our lives. The scientific explanation for this is simple: Early stressors lead to emotional problems, which lead to risky behaviors, which lead to diseases or accidents, which lead to death. And yet, ironically, the creative world owes a great debt to childhood trauma, which can plant the seeds for brilliant artistic achievements. Imagine, for instance, how Josephine Baker’s life might have been different had she not witnessed the race riot of East St. Louis, in 1917. At the age of ten, the future “Bronze Venus” of the Ziegfeld Follies was ripped from her bed by her mother, who pulled her to safety as the city exploded in flames and African Americans were hunted down and clubbed in the streets before her eyes. Would Baker, without this experience, have fled the United States for France? Would she have gone on to become the first African-American female to achieve international stardom?


[image: ]

Josephine Baker



To cite another example, the country singer Patsy Cline had a serious throat infection as a child. Although the disease nearly killed her, Cline later boasted to reporters that she recovered from the infection sounding like Kate Smith, the golden-voiced singer who popularized the song “God Bless America.” Most of us view childhood afflictions as tragic, and they are. However, artists like Baker, Cline, and the ones covered in this chapter prove that a good childhood trauma doesn’t have to go to waste.

These are the tales of how some of the world’s most tortured artists first became tortured.
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Pablo Picasso

(1881–1973)

Abstract: A million little pieces

Birth name: Pablo Ruiz y Picasso

Birthplace: Malaga, Spain

Masterwork: Guernica

Demons: Devastation and restoration

“With me, a picture is a sum of destructions.”

—Interview with the art critic Christian Zervos, 1934

Perhaps the easiest way to gauge the illustriousness of any historical figure is by putting his or her last name through the insult test. The more famous the name, the more effectively it doubles as an insult when coupled with a negative adjective. Hence the math challenged among us are said to be “no Einsteins,” the poor are “no Rockefellers,” and if your charcoal sketch of a nude woman looks like something out of the Orphanet Journal of Rare Diseases, you will probably be told that you are “no Picasso.” The ironic bite of such insults resides in knowing how impossibly high their eponyms set the bar. A lousy artist may be no Picasso, but then who is? The foremost painter of the twentieth century has one of those names that far outstrip the medium for which they are known.

Rebelliousness, innovation, obsession—for each of these notably Picasso-esque qualities, the artist could thank his father, José Ruiz y Blasco, an art teacher and museum curator. It was José, first and foremost, who recognized Pablo’s extraordinary artistic talent and gave him the training to capitalize on it. Truth be told, it was even José from whom Picasso inherited his famously overactive libido. (José was an avowed bachelor until the age of forty, which doesn’t sound like much until you consider that life expectancy at the time was only forty-two.) When Pablo was seventeen, José handed his paints and brushes to his son and swore off painting for good. Pablo was the genius of the family; that much was clear. In fact, the only thing outpacing Pablo’s talent was his ego, and, before long, the obstinate young artist abandoned all that his father valued in art, including the idea that an artist should be formally trained. However, obstinacy alone does not make a creative pioneer, and had it not been for one horrific incident in Pablo’s early childhood—years before his artistic gifts surfaced—he may have never emerged as the watershed figure of modern art.


“the only thing outpacing Pablo’s talent was his ego”



On Christmas Day, 1884, the Great Andalusian Earthquake rocked southern Spain, killing as many as 900 people and destroying more than 14,000 houses and buildings. Among those caught in its wake were a three-year-old Pablo and his family, who took refuge in a cave as the city of Malaga crumbled to pieces around them. The trembling ground induced Pablo’s pregnant mother into labor, and the toddler watched with his mouth agape as she gave birth to his younger sister. Though the adult Pablo rarely spoke of the earthquake that almost ended his life, its influence on his psyche became evident years later when the concept of a broken reality emerged as the hallmark characteristic of Cubism, the revolutionary artistic movement that Picasso, along with the French painter Georges Braque, pioneered.

It doesn’t take a neo-Freudian art therapist to view Picasso’s most famous Cubist works as verification that the artist’s inner child had become permanently fractured.

Objects in Cubist works are broken up, analyzed, and reassembled in abstract form. The technique, a bold departure from the Post-Impressionism of the era, abandons modes of perspective that had been used by artists since the Renaissance, renouncing logical space in favor of abstract representations of objects shown from multiple angles at once.

Is it a stretch to trace Picasso’s visionary artistic style to an earthquake? Some experts don’t think so. In her 1988 book, The Untouched Key, the Polish psychologist Alice Miller, who until her death in 2010 was one of the foremost experts on childhood trauma, argued that because the earthquake took place when Picasso was so young, the experience made a permanent mark on his developing mind. Even Picasso’s infamous preoccupation with sex and the female body, Miller reasons, might have been the result of seeing the birth of his sister under such violent circumstances. “How does a woman giving birth look to a three-year-old boy,” Miller asks, “and what happens in the young boy’s psyche when the woman writhing in pain happens to be his mother?”

To be sure, Picasso’s fate as a successful artist was sealed early in his life. But before he had displayed any prodigious gifts, before he rebelled against his father, before his hormones kicked in, he learned, in one fleeting instant, that reality is easily breakable and difficult to restore. It’s interesting to ponder what path he would have taken had the earthquake not shaken his world at such an impressionable age. Given his natural talents, it’s safe to say that Picasso would still have enjoyed a very pleasant career in art. But then he would have been no Picasso. [image: ]
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Clara Bow

(1905–1965)

Abstract: The star who almost wasn’t born

Birth name: Clara Gordon Bow

Birthplace: Brooklyn, New York, USA

Peak performance: As Betty Lou Spence in It, 1927

Demons: Abuse, neglect, indigence, more abuse

“No one wanted me to be born in the first place.”

—Interview with Motion Picture Classic magazine, 1928

In February 1927, eight short months before minstrel Al Jolson sang “My Mammy” to enthralled moviegoers who had never before heard pictures talk, the ill-fated silent movie industry had itself one last fling: Paramount Pictures’ romantic comedy It, about a flirtatious flapper who develops a crush on her wealthy playboy of a boss, became a runaway box-office hit thanks to the uncompromising sex appeal of its twenty-one-year-old leading lady, Clara Bow. For a medium that required no dialogue, Clara had the perfect tools. Her giant black eyes were as expressive as they were haunted, and her beguiling flits of exuberance could evoke lustful tingles from an audience of asexual spores. She had no formal acting training but could wow directors by laughing hysterically one minute and crying on cue the next. In this fledgling art form called motion pictures, which was less than three decades old and still highly self-conscious, Clara introduced something entirely original: a complete lack of onscreen inhibition. Dubbed the “It” girl, she quickly became a national sensation, personifying the new, sexually liberated woman of the Roaring Twenties. F. Scott Fitzgerald called her “the quintessence of what the term ‘flapper’ signifies … pretty, impudent, superbly assured.” By the spring of 1927, young girls across the country were emulating this brash gadabout who smoked in public, drank gin, flirted openly, cursed, and listened to jazz.


“young girls across the country were emulating this brash gadabout who smoked in public, drank gin, flirted openly, cursed, and listened to jazz”



There were other flapper-era starlets, of course—Louise 
Brooks, Greta Garbo—but they were poseurs by comparison. Unlike Brooks, who was from rural Kansas, and Garbo, a Swedish immigrant, Clara was a true Jazz Baby, raised in the slums of Brooklyn by an alcoholic father who neglected her and a mentally ill mother who once tried to slice her open with a butcher knife. From the very beginning, she was unwanted and underestimated: Born in July 1905, during a record heat wave that pushed the infant mortality rate to 80 percent, Clara was not expected to survive birth, and in fact her parents never bothered to obtain a birth certificate.

Her earliest years were spent in a poverty-stricken tenement neighborhood where epidemics of smallpox and cholera were the norm and ill-kempt drains filled the hallways with human waste.

When Clara was three, her grandfather, the only relative who had ever shown her any affection, died of a heart attack while pushing her on a swing, prompting her mother to coldly remark to the toddler, “Clara, I wish it had been you.” Clara’s father, a trollish ne’er-do-well who spent most of his time in brothels and saloons, would disappear for days and weeks at a stretch, leaving Clara and her mother to fend for themselves.

On days when Clara’s father was home, he was either ignoring Clara completely or rapping her across the face with his leather razor strop. At school, Clara was tormented by classmates who mimicked her stutter and ridiculed her homemade clothes, which were usually fashioned out of her mother’s old shirtwaists. It was a dreary childhood, a nightmare of Cinderellic proportions, but as Clara once said in an interview, there was at least one place she could go to escape it all: “That was to the motion pictures. I can never repay them what they gave me.”

In an age when we spend every waking hour with our eyeballs glued to computer screens, smart phones, Kindles, iPads, and televisions, it’s easy to forget that there was a time, not so long ago, when none of these things existed. Clara Bow, born at the dawn of the twentieth century, belonged to a unique cohort—the first to grow up watching moving images on a screen. Accordingly, she and her peers were the first to have their minds molded by the subversive ideals of a hilly West Coast district known as Hollywood. As movies took their place atop the entertainment totem pole, their larger-than-life allure gave rise to a new breed of fame-chasing American youth, one that coveted the adoration showered upon the likes of Mary Pickford and Wallace Reid. To the ignored, unloved young Clara, hiding from the world in a dark movie house, such adoration seemed as though it would validate her very existence. All she needed was a break, which came at the age of sixteen when her portrait won the annual “Fame and Fortune” photo contest run by Brewster Publications. Clara, despite the fact that she had never performed on camera, naively hoped to parlay the modest accolade into a full-time movie career.

Her lack of experience turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Whereas other stars of the early screen were victims of their own expertise—theater-bred thespians determined to “act” for the camera lens—Clara knew only how to be herself. Her performances were impulsive and erratic but never contrived. Like the title of her hit film suggested, Clara had “It,” the elusive quality that separates stars from the rest of us. Her intense natural spark helped define a broad new spectrum of femininity—the flirt, the life of the party, the Hollywood sex symbol—but all of these exhibitionist personas were driven by the same unquenchable need for attention and love, two things she never knew in childhood.

After It, Clara became one of the top box-office draws in Hollywood, but her popularity was short lived. On October 6, 1927, Warner Bros. released The Jazz Singer, the first sound-synched feature film, prompting a technological shift of unprecedented speed and unstoppable force. Within two years, nearly every studio release was a talkie. Clara Bow, like Chaplin, Valentino, and scores of other silent stars, did not successfully make the transition to sound. Her millions of adoring fans had yet to hear her speak, and when she finally did, she sounded more like a sailor than a starlet, spewing a profanity-laced, G-dropping Brooklynese that no amount of dialect coaching could correct. Clara’s cultural cache soon gave way to Betty Boop, the iconic cartoon flapper created partly in her image by animator Grim Natwick. Overnight, the vivacious young actress became a caricature, a relic of the previous decade, whose hard-partying socialite image seemed frivolous and out of touch amid the ensuing years of the Great Depression. In 1933, disgusted and discouraged after a string of commercial failures, Clara quit the film business forever. She was twenty-six. [image: ]


Cel Damage

In 1930, Fleischer Studios premiered Dizzy Dishes, the first cartoon to feature Betty Boop, a character modeled after Clara Bow. While Clara’s thick Brooklyn accent thwarted the actress’s attempt to transition to sound films, that same trait ironically became one of Betty’s most endearing trademarks. A few years later, however, in what might be described as a bit of cartoon karma, Betty suffered the same fate as Clara, failing to transition successfully into color cartoons.
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Johnny Cash

(1932–2003)

Abstract: Black on the inside

Birth name: J. R. Cash

Birthplace: Kingsland, Arkansas, USA

Masterworks: “I Walk the Line,” “Ring of Fire”

Demons: Guilt

“There’s no way around grief and loss. You can dodge all you want, but sooner or later you just have to go into it, through it, and, hopefully, come out the other side.”

—From Johnny Cash: The Autobiography, 1998

Anyone who grew up north of the Mason-Dixon Line has heard the phrase “I hate country music.” What’s interesting, though, is how often we unapologetic Yankees qualify that declaration with the addendum, “but I love me some Johnny Cash.” And why wouldn’t we? The brooding, black-clad singer bridged a stark divide that emerged in the recording industry in the 1950s, as post-Elvis pop singers diverged into two camps and audiences aligned themselves with either the sideburned rebels of rock ’n’ roll or the cowboy-hatted twangsters of country music. Cash, if nothing else, proved that the latter genre is not just for beer-bellied good ole boys who adorn their Ford pickup trucks with busty-girl mud flaps. Everyone, from politicians to pole dancers, can appreciate Johnny Cash (no less than five U.S. presidents have declared themselves fans of the singer), and it’s not just because he looked cool in black and had a baritone voice that could cut through raw iron. Cash endures because his most well-known songs—“I Walk the Line” and “Ring of Fire” among them—weave deeply personal narratives with which listeners of all stripes can effortlessly identify. In short, the guy knew how to tell a good story, a skill he may have never discovered had it not been for what is probably the most singularly traumatic childhood event out of any in this chapter.

Imagine going through life feeling responsible for the death of your own brother. Such was the deeply felt—though unearned—guilt that served as the framing device for Johnny Cash’s perpetually black core. His brother’s death occurred just as Johnny was crossing the delicate threshold from preteen to manhood. At that time, he still went by his legal birth name, J. R., so christened because his parents, apparently, could not agree on what to call him.

One morning in May 1944, when J. R. was twelve, he set out to go fishing while his older brother Jack prepared for work at the high school agriculture shop where he had a job cutting timber. The job paid only $3 a day, but the fourteen-year-old Jack felt a strong sense of responsibility to help provide for the struggling Cash family, which included his parents, who picked cotton for a living, and six brothers and sisters. But something did not seem right on that Saturday morning. Both J. R. and Jack were overcome by a lingering sense that tragedy awaited Jack at the wood shop. It was one of those eerie premonitions that, after the fact, leave us wondering why we didn’t just trust our gut instincts. Indeed, J. R. did urge Jack to trust that gut instinct, begging his older brother to blow off work and go fishing with him instead, but Jack, a dutiful lad to a fault, opted for the more responsible choice.

Later that day, the boys’ premonition came to harrowing fruition. Jack, who was apparently working without adult supervision, lost his balance while trying to cut a board. He fell onto a giant head saw, whose whirling, jagged blade sliced him almost in half, creating a gash from his ribcage, down through his stomach, all the way to his groin. The boy did not die instantly, however. Instead, he suffered for several days in a hospital bed, and at one point even showed signs that he might actually get better, despite his doctor’s insistence that a full recovery was impossible. “I had to take out too many of his insides,” the physician told the boy’s parents. Jack succumbed to his injuries the next day. As for 
J. R., the future country-music legend never shook off the feeling that he could have somehow prevented the tragedy.


“the future country-music legend never shook off the feeling that he could have somehow prevented the tragedy”



J. R.’s feeling of guilt was exacerbated by his father, Ray, who often bluntly pointed out the irony that the hardworking Jack was killed while J. R., the good-for-nothing layabout who chose fishing over work, lived on. Ray Cash was not exactly an even-tempered sort to begin with (he once shot the family dog because it ate too many table scraps), but Jack’s death opened up a channel through which the hardened old man expressed his favoritism more viciously than ever. Like Clara Bow’s mother decades earlier, Ray Cash made his callous druthers entirely clear, telling J. R. flatly that it should have been he, not Jack, who died on that fateful day. Even the most stoic among us would be wounded by that, but J. R., a Baptist for whom guilt was written into his DNA, carried the burden of his brother’s death for the rest of his days.

“[He] had this real sad guilt thing about him his whole life,” Cash’s daughter Kathy once said of her father. “You could see it in his eyes. You can look at almost any picture and see this dark, sadness thing going on.”

In the months following Jack’s death, the young J. R. became obsessively fixated on the incident. In the summer of 1944, he went to Boy Scout camp and talked of nothing but Jack; however, somewhere between pitching tents and learning how to tie square knots, J. R.’s fellow scouts grew tired of hearing him drone on about his dead brother. Eventually they told him it was time to give it a rest. “I got the message,” Cash said. “I quit talking about Jack altogether. Everybody knew how I felt and how my mother felt; they didn’t need us telling them.”

Cash rarely spoke of the tragedy after that, but then it’s not the kind of thing one shrugs off either. Instead, the grieving boy entered puberty in an endless pursuit of escapist reveries, losing himself in radio dramas, westerns, and oral tales of the Old Frontier told by the various vagabonds who passed through his small Arkansas town. These seemingly pedestrian pastimes taught J. R. something invaluable about the art of storytelling. He learned that stories have to have purpose, a core, something for people to grab onto. Aimless blathering, he soon realized, does not appeal to listeners’ sympathies, even if it concerns something as profound as a brother’s death. J. R.’s informal education in storytelling equipped him with skills to craft sharp, accessible narratives, a talent he used when later writing the songs that would bring him worldwide acclaim. From his first commercial hit, “Cry, Cry, Cry,” in which the protagonist laments the trysts of his unfaithful lover, to the folk-inspired “Folsom Prison Blues,” in which a convict listens longingly to the sounds of the outside world, Cash’s songs gave a crisp structure to willfully somber topics.

The day Jack Cash died was the day the sad, soulful, brooding Johnny Cash was born. It created the heaviness of spirit that transformed him into the original Man in Black—a country star whose dark wardrobe was less a style choice than the reflection of a perpetually dark inner being. [image: ]
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Andy Warhol

(1928–1987)

Abstract: The unsightly celebrity apprentice

Birth name: Andrew Warhola Jr.

Birthplace: Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA

Masterworks: Campbell’s Soup Cans, Brillo Boxes

Demons: Disease and self-hatred

“I usually accept people on the basis of their self-images, because their self-images have more to do with the way they think than their objective-images do.”

—From The Philosophy of Andy Warhol, 1975

You have to hand it to Andy Warhol. For a silly-looking guy reminiscent of Gollum in a mad-scientist wig, he had, and still has, the ability to ruffle feathers among folks who take art seriously. The seminal pop artist was an interesting character, no doubt, but was he a true artist? Such is the question that has occupied critics, aesthetes, and pretty much anyone who has an opinion about art since Warhol first surfaced in the 1950s.

Long before Andy emerged as the timid oddity of New York City counterculture, he was the timid oddity of Holmes Elementary School in Depression-era Pittsburgh. From his earliest interactions with his peers, Andrew Warhola, the son of Slovakian immigrants, was beset by hypersensitivity—a kid for whom socializing was an ordeal of the most terrifying variety. On his first day of kindergarten, he got slapped in the face by a little girl and, through tears, vowed to his mother that he would never return to school again.


“the experiences pushed him further and further into isolation”



But it was in 1936, when Andy entered the third grade, that he went from mere oddity to object of ridicule. His life was upended that year by a serious bout with chorea, a neurological condition thought to be a complication of scarlet fever. Undiagnosed at first, the disease covered him with reddish-brown blotches on his face, back, chest, arms, and hands. It also caused thinning hair and involuntary muscle movements. The eight-year-old Andy was tormented by his classmates, who would mock his shaking hands when he tried to write on the blackboard. The experiences pushed him further and further into isolation until finally, after a doctor identified the condition, his mother took him out of school altogether.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/28-01.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/32-01.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/24-01.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/21-01.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/20-01.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/leaf.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
From Picasso and Monroe
to Warhol and Winehouse, £
the Twisted Secrets of the










OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.png





