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For John as always and in honor of Alice Baber and all women artists whose works have remained hidden in museum storage for decades.

May they see the light of day.









INTRODUCTION

Alice Baber (1928–1982) produced exquisite abstract paintings of vibrantly colored shapes that sometimes create an illusion of floating light. Upon her premature death on October 2, 1982, Baber, just fifty-four years old, was hailed by The New York Times as an “artist of lyrical abstractions.”1 In New York, her work had already entered the permanent collections of the Museum of Modern Art, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, and the Whitney Museum of American Art. Yet, how could such an accomplished body of paintings have since fallen into near obscurity?
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At the time of Baber’s passing, the New York art world had shifted its focus to neo-expressionism and young male artists like Jean-Michel Basquiat, who was just then meeting Andy Warhol, with whom he would collaborate. But, even among women artists, attention was elsewhere, ignoring so-called lyrical abstractionists like Baber. In the wake of activism by feminist artists like Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro throughout the 1970s, by the early 1980s, when Baber died, younger conceptual artists, like Barbara Kruger or Jenny Holzer, were attracting attention for political art containing provocative texts.

Baber died just a few years before the founding in New York in 1985 of the Guerrilla Girls, an anonymous group of women artists, initially formed to protest the Museum of Modern Art’s An International Survey of Recent Painting and Sculpture exhibition in the summer of 1984, which, out of 165 artists, included only thirteen women. The activist group worked to highlight gender and racial bias in museums and elsewhere in the art world, injustice that Baber herself had tried to correct.

Baber became one of the activists who worked to find ways to advance not only their own careers but also those of others—despite the bias that stood in their way. In the late 1970s, Baber spoke out on a public panel against discrimination in the art world that limited opportunities not only for women but also for Black people, immigrants, and veterans. At the time, few were speaking out for the disenfranchised.

In fact, we can thank feminist activism for raising the current consciousness that some very talented women artists, like Alice Baber, deserve our attention and await rediscovery. Despite finding early acceptance, Baber left no spouse, nor children, nor a dealer dedicated to marketing her surviving work. Thus, she fell from public awareness.

Born in Charleston, Illinois, Baber arrived in New York City in 1951, still in her early twenties. Ambitious, she met with early success, even after she began, from 1959 to 1968, to divide her time between New York and Paris. She did so to share her life with fellow Midwestern painter Paul Jenkins, whom she married in 1964. After their divorce in 1970, however, the marriage was not listed in chronologies in Baber’s catalogues. Eventually, especially after her death, Baber’s name disappeared from Jenkins’s chronologies too, further erasing her.2 As a couple for just over a decade, Baber and Jenkins had occasionally exhibited together, painted watercolors on the beach together, traveled extensively, and shared a passion for Asia and collecting Asian art.
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By the time I first researched and wrote about Jenkins, whom I had interviewed while working on my biography of Lee Krasner, Baber was long dead and remained unmentioned and forgotten. I know now that Jenkins’s widow, the late Suzanne Donnelly Jenkins, whom he met in 1977 and married on July 20, 1979, omitted her late husband’s previous two marriages from all the chronologies that she controlled and misled anyone who asked about Baber.3 Two of the major obituaries for Paul Jenkins—in The Guardian in London and in The New York Times, omit any mention of his first two marriages, although his daughter, a product of his first marriage, is listed.4 Only one obituary, in The Independent in London, did divulge the two earlier marriages.5

Dozens of Baber’s paintings remained in the possession of Jenkins, then in his estate, hidden from view.6 Of course, the couple must have exchanged art works during their time together. One 1958 canvas by Jenkins, Lunar Moth, was included in a major 1975 monograph on his work, listed as owned by Alice Baber.7 After Jenkins’s death, his widow started selling some of Baber’s artworks, but she required that at least one of the art dealers purchasing them, Berry Campbell Gallery in New York, agree to refrain from organizing a show of Alice Baber’s work, a request that the gallery honored during Suzanne Jenkins’s lifetime.

None of these works by Alice Baber were inscribed to Paul Jenkins, so it is possible that one of her many traveling shows was returned to the Paris home that the couple had shared until mid-1968, when they broke up, instead of to Baber in New York. Although the reason that this body of Baber’s work ended up in Jenkins’s custody no longer matters, the fact is that these works, along with the couple’s live-in relationship and eventual marriage, were hidden by Jenkins and his widow for decades.

The implications of their strategy can be seen in the catalogue essay on Baber that Eliza Gregory, associate director of Ronchini Gallery in London, published in late 2024, where she appears to have unwittingly based her narrative about Alice Baber and Paul Jenkins on a deceptive account purposefully fabricated by Paul’s widow, Suzanne, who never met Alice. Gregory thus writes of Baber and Jenkins: “They met in Paris, which at the time was a melting pot of American expat artists, many of whom took advantage of the GI Bill enacted after World War II… It was under this artistic landscape that Baber completed a brief stint at the École des Beaux-Arts, having moved to Paris in 1951.”8 In fact, it is well documented that Baber moved with Jenkins from New York to Paris in 1959, so that she could live with him. Baber’s only earlier residence in France was attending summer school in Fontainebleau in 1951, during which time she was residing more than an hour outside of Paris.9

The intentional omission of Baber’s name in literature on Paul Jenkins helps to explain how she could be left out of the recent book and exhibition, Americans in Paris: Artists Working in Postwar France, 1946–1962, which devotes attention to Jenkins.10 While it is true that Baber did not begin to live in Paris until 1959, she was already showing her art there in important group shows in 1959 and 1960.11

Yet in 2021, Baber was included in a similar exhibition and book project in France, United States of Abstraction: Artistes américains en France 1946–1964.12 This exhibition included Baber’s 1962 canvas, Before Songs, borrowed from a private collector in Belgium, and a canvas by Paul Jenkins borrowed from a museum in Grenoble. As such, the organizers did not need to rely on Jenkins’s widow for loans of Baber’s artwork and were spared distortions of Baber’s story.

When Suzanne Jenkins commissioned me to write catalogue essays about the work of Paul Jenkins, she never mentioned Alice Baber. Yet long before I discovered Alice Baber’s art, her name was already known to me, but not as Jenkins’s second wife. I recall that while I was working on Lee Krasner and abstract expressionism, I knew Baber’s name from the Alice Baber Memorial Art Library, established through her estate and by her friends and supporters for the Guild Hall Museum in East Hampton, New York.

A book on the history of Guild Hall by former director Enez Whipple states, “It was in 1983 that Guild Hall first learned it would be the recipient of a gift from the estate of the artist Alice Baber amounting to $138,000 and used to establish the Alice Baber Library in the Leidy Gallery. It opened in 1986 with the artist’s fine collection of art books as its core.”13 By now, that book collection and even the room that housed it have vanished without a trace.14 I also learned that Baber had lived nearby in Sag Harbor.

The subject of Alice Baber never came up in discussions with my late friends, the sculptor Ibram Lassaw and his wife, Ernestine, whom I have since learned were close friends with Baber with whom Ibram sometimes participated in group shows.15 After Ibram’s death, his daughter, Denise, knowing of my interest in India, shared with me some books on Indian art, which, she told me, Alice Baber had given to Ibram.16

For my 2011 article about the history of the 1975 feminist show Women Here and Now, where Carolee Schneemann debuted her performance of Interior Scroll, a landmark event in feminist art history, I tried to interview all the women still alive who had participated in this exhibition, curated by Joyce Kozloff and Joan Semmel and held at Ashawagh Hall, long a venue for the community of artists who congregated in The Springs, a hamlet in East Hampton, New York.17 While I was able to speak with the organizers and several of the other artists who took part, I was decades too late to contact Alice Baber, whose name I merely recorded in the list of participants of this exhibition.18

Recalling these early missed clues, I was intrigued to take on the task of putting together the puzzle of Baber’s life, finding that the enduring power of her art presents a challenge well worth pursuing. I began my research using Alice Baber’s papers at the Archives of American Art, since no biography of her exists; indeed, no definitive chronology, nor any catalogue raisonné of her work. For me—an art historian long interested in women artists, color, and abstraction—Baber had remained a curious question mark.

While Baber does appear in some books on women artists, she does not appear in books on abstract expressionists, despite having been the exact contemporary of Helen Frankenthaler and having met and shown with her and several of the other abstract expressionists.19 The omission of Baber underscores that her art represents a new kind of abstraction.

Perhaps it is this sense of “newness” in Baber’s art that has resulted in a surprising plethora of Baber merchandise online. I was amazed to find her images available for sale not only as reproductions suitable for hanging on the wall, but also as tank tops, T-shirts, pillows, blankets, bath mats, bath towels, aprons, mugs, jigsaw puzzles, magnets, notecards, spiral notebook covers, iPad cases, and coasters. Finding at once such recognition for and exploitation of Baber’s art that she will never know, I could not decide whether to cry or to cheer. But I tell myself, that as more and more museums, galleries, and private collectors are beginning to show interest in Baber’s work, at least some of the people who are attracted to Baber’s designs will want to know who she was.

But this story is also an exposé of some of those who conspired to write Alice Baber out of history, including powerful male art historians and critics, curators, and the widow of Paul Jenkins, Baber’s former companion and spouse for over a decade. In this sense, Baber becomes paradigmatic of women artists of her generation and earlier, who had to face incredible bias just to be taken seriously.

Researching Baber’s life and art has sometimes seemed like an archaeological excavation with plenty of exciting surprises along the way. What a revelation to view Baber’s monumental 1979 painting, The Path of the Grey Falcon of the Dawn, in pristine condition, languishing in an off-site storage warehouse of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. But what a puzzle that the Met has neither exhibited nor loaned this beautiful painting for more than forty-five years (CP #46).

The pale palette of this canvas is challenging to photograph well; when I began this project the Met’s website showed Baber’s painting, which depends on its subtle coloration and large size for impact, only as a tiny black-and-white reproduction. From my experience as a curator, I am also aware that unsolicited gifts to museums are often less valued than works the museum has had to purchase.

Baber’s painting, buried for decades, evokes the fairy tale Sleeping Beauty, or the story of the tomb of King Tutankhamun, who became world-famous only after the British archaeologist and Egyptologist Howard Carter discovered his intact tomb in 1922. Like such tales, Alice Baber’s forgotten art and her story await our discovery. For me, putting together the record of Baber’s art and life has involved reconstructing her history by unearthing tiny fragments and then facing the challenge of piecing them together—evidence like shattered shards of a buried, broken pot. Only by putting together the pieces of this puzzle can we begin to interpret her singular art and understand its lasting significance.

Since the process has been so much more challenging than my previous biographies—where my subjects Edward Hopper, Lee Krasner, or Judy Chicago were so much better known—I include in my narrative a few stories of how I happened to discover some of the personal relationships that the rather private Baber developed but tried to keep to herself. Indeed, it is part of Baber’s story that she intentionally omitted such personal documents from her extensive professional papers, which she bequeathed to the Smithsonian Institution’s Archives of American Art. In fact, missing from her papers are documents that would illuminate her marriage and her other romantic relationships. Fortunately, some evidence remains, including letters Baber wrote, some of which were preserved by their recipients.

Alice Baber’s story is that of a bright, beautiful, personable, and educated middle-class young woman from rural Illinois, who ventured alone to New York City in the early 1950s, an era when few single women had the courage or the means to take on such a challenge. Yet, Baber was dedicated, energetic, and determined to become a professional artist. Despite her considerable talent and abilities, she had to overcome many obstacles, some which all artists face, but many specifically aimed at women. How Baber maneuvered and managed to succeed is a tale worth knowing and still useful for artists today.







CHAPTER 1 Taking the Plunge: New York City (1951–1954)


Alice Baber arrived in New York City on her return from studying art in Europe during the summer of 1951. She recounted how, on the ship, she had the good luck to meet Colette [Levy] Roberts, an artist and art critic, who became her first acquaintance in the New York art world. It was Roberts who invited Baber to attend her first ever New York gallery opening—a show at John Heller’s gallery on East 57th Street.1

Roberts, a Frenchwoman born to a Jewish family, was a graduate of the University of Paris. She had also studied art in Paris with the abstract painter Roger Bissière at the Académie Ranson, and with the medievalist art historian and theorist Henry Focillon at the École du Louvre. She had fled to New York in 1939 as World War II began in Europe. Before Baber met her, Roberts had served, from 1947 to 1949, as gallery director of the Argent Galleries of the National Association of Women Artists, located at 42 West 57th Street, in the heart of the New York art world.2 Thus, Roberts was familiar with the immense challenges women artists faced. She also had an insider’s view of museums, having worked from 1950 to 1951 as secretary for Alan Priest, curator of Far Eastern Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.3

Beginning in 1953, Roberts was the art editor for France Amérique, the French-language newspaper in New York. She directed the gallery Grand Central Moderns from 1952 to 1968, and brought attention to previously unknown artists, such as the sculptor Louise Nevelson. Thus, for Baber, a twenty-three-year-old art student from a small Midwestern town, meeting Roberts, who was teaching drawing on the ship on which she returned home from Europe, was the perfect introduction to New York’s art scene.

Baber responded to this unexpected opportunity with enthusiasm, finding in Roberts a role model for a successful woman managing to work in the New York art world. Taking courage from the example of her new friend, Baber began making the rounds of the galleries, looking for employment. At one gallery, she heard about someone wanting to share costs with a roommate. That woman turned out to be living at the bohemian Chelsea Hotel, a kind of urban artists’ colony on West 23rd Street. Thus, Baber landed in New York City and temporarily moved into the Chelsea, which Dylan Thomas once described as a place “where cockroaches have teeth.”4 The adaptable Baber lived there for about eight months.

By the late spring, Baber found a place to live on her own in a mews at 73 Bedford Street in the West Village, a place she held onto until the late 1970s.5 With her love of poetry, she might well have discovered that a neighboring house at 75 ½ Bedford Street was where the poet Edna St. Vincent Millay had briefly lived from 1923 to 1924, followed later by the actor John Barrymore.6 Baber’s neighborhood, situated in the West Village hangout of Bohemia and Beat poets, would become legendary after June 1969, when the Stonewall Inn, located around the corner on Christopher Street, became the site of its homosexual patrons’ resistance to a police raid that gave birth to the gay liberation movement.7 Although she moved there in the less turbulent days of the early 1950s, Baber was clearly not looking for a quiet puritan corner of New York in which to set up her home.

Living alone was a radical social choice for a single young woman at the time that Baber moved on from the Chelsea Hotel to her own space in the spring of 1952. Her goal was to live an independent life as an artist and her means to achieve this was through writing for a living. From early childhood, Baber enjoyed writing and recalled that she had elected to study journalism in college because “I thought I could use it to make money.… When I came to New York I did get jobs, writing jobs, so it was something that I planned and that worked for me.”8 In fact, while Baber was at Indiana University, Vogue magazine’s search “for talent” was reported in the student newspaper, raising awareness that there was the possibility of women earning a living by working for such popular publications in New York.9

Baber later explained, “I used my journalism by writing publicity for a home furnishing place, where my knowledge of art was useful, and I have done the same thing for designers. I also worked for a magazine for four years.”10 Baber referred to the year or two that she spent working as a publicist for the noted American industrial designer George Nelson, considered a pioneer of American modernism. He ran his own firm and employed a roster of accomplished designers.

Trained in architecture, Nelson designed interiors, furniture, exhibitions, and products for industry. He published interviews in Architectural Forum with major European designers, such as the architects Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and Le Corbusier. From 1945, Nelson became the director of design for Herman Miller, the prestigious furniture company that produced some of the era’s classic pieces of furniture, including the Noguchi table, the Eames Lounge Chair, and the Marshmallow sofa.11 Baber’s work in Nelson’s firm offered her an insider’s view of a successful modern designer.

Nelson’s company projects ranged from kitchen design to company logos.12 A note on Christmas Day 1954 from Baber’s father, Adin, to his sister-in-law, Alice’s beloved Aunt Bonnie, states: “If you haven’t discarded it. Save Dec. 13 Life. The kitchen by Geo. Nelson is Alice’s but no one knows it, and, of course no employee would get credit (CP #22). [Her sister] Nan’s very efficient and Southern exposure. Alice and I came down from NYC yesterday p.m.”13 Adin and Alice were visiting Nancy in the new home that she and her husband had recently purchased in Bethesda, Maryland.

The Life feature story to which Adin referred was titled “Beauty in a Busy Place.” Subtitled “The Kitchen Gets Its First Full Array of Colored Appliances,” the article begins, “Piecemeal attempts to get color in the kitchen, now that it has become a gathering place for family and friends, have taken away some of the room’s antiseptic look.”14 The very colorful eat-in “bright new kitchen” that Adin Baber said was Alice’s was credited as “designed by George Nelson for General Electric,” and the article boasted “teams up colors with white… Storage cabinets are painted in the new G. E. colors and are specially installed in the kitchen to make a flat wall.”15 In fact, this kitchen features a lively palette of yellow, pink, and blue with touches of orange, reminiscent of Baber’s 1963 canvas, Where They Meet, which, after all, is the purpose of a colorful, cheerful, eat-in kitchen.

Adin Baber later explained to a friend that Alice had spent two years working as a publicist for George Nelson, and that she had then worked for McCall’s magazine for four years, initially in kitchen design.16 Alice described her four years working at McCall’s as having been its “art editor.” Her work as an “art editor” could have entailed graphic design or editorial content; however, the magazine had no features on visual arts. The name Alice Baber, for example, appears on the McCall’s masthead as an unspecified editor in December 1955; there are sections on food, house and home, fashions, and features such as the “Ten-Year-Old Toymaker” and “What Children Teach Us About Christmas.”17

One of Baber’s assignments for McCall’s we know about from Denise Lassaw, the daughter of Baber’s close friends Ibram and Ernestine Lassaw. Denise recalls that in the mid-1950s, Alice had her produce two pictures on paper to hang on the wall displayed in a feature story, which shows two small children making art at a built-in desk.18 Denise remembers being delighted that Alice paid for her pictures and gave her a copy of them reproduced in the McCall’s story (CP #6). The copy that Baber wrote for this feature, in the October 1958 issue, states, “A play area when the children are small, this long counter also serves as a desk and a place for Mother to spread her sewing or sort laundry (the gas washer-dryer is conveniently next to it).”

Baber worked for longtime editor and publisher Otis Lee Wiese, who, fighting stiff competition from other women’s magazines in the 1950s, tried unsuccessfully to reposition McCall’s as a magazine for the entire family, a focus far from Baber’s interests. By January 1957, Alice Baber is listed with three others as an editor on the McCall’s masthead underneath the art director and the art coordinator. At the time, McCall’s had a regular column by Eleanor Roosevelt, as well as cooking, fashion, and home features. McCall’s also published patterns for sewing clothes, but the magazine paid scant attention to the visual arts.

Kitchen appliance brochures that survive in Baber’s family suggest the kinds of texts that she would be employed to write during the 1950s. Indicative of the mentality of the postwar era, one such brochure is headlined HOW TO STAY IN LOVE FOR YEARS AND YEARS AND YEARS.19 The next page continues: “Introducing… two nice people,” and the accompanying illustration shows a masculine “Frigidaire electric range” with a smiling face, bowing with his top hat in his hand. The gesture of the new anthropomorphic stove is directed toward a young housewife, dressed in a perky print dress, high heels, and apron, who responds to his bow with a curtsy.

The accompanying text describes the new electric range as a “handsome and handy helper as ever stood by to assist a fair lady at mealtime. We know that he’ll capture your heart, and predict that you’ll stay in love for years and years and years… But lasting affection, as we know, is based on understanding. And the woman whose love lasts longest is the woman who knows best how to handle her man. So we’re suggesting, Mrs. Housewife—strangely suggesting—that you learn how to handle the new man in your life now.” Such advertising messages might well have been intended to discourage ambitious young women who dreamed of having their own careers.

Women, who had entered the workforce to take the places of men who were serving in the Armed Forces during World War II, were encouraged by the US government, following the end of the war, to return to domestic life as wives and mothers. Advertising supported the government’s need to influence gender roles. The iconic image of Rosie the Riveter had to give way as soldiers returned home and needed their jobs back.20 It was at this transitional moment that Baber entered college. Her future career would be affected by the new opportunities for women that emerged during the war.

While Alice Baber wrote for a living, she lived to paint. Thus, she led a double life, working a 9:00–5:00 day job, while pursuing a nighttime passion—making art. Baber later admitted: “I worked for a magazine. And I tried not to let people know that I did. I didn’t make a big point of it because it was considered very unprofessional to have a job. But I figured you had to survive, you had to do something and there weren’t any teaching jobs. That was—it’s very hard in New York to get some teaching jobs until you’ve had some shows.”21 At the time, it was also much more difficult for women to land full-time teaching positions in universities or at art schools. As a result, the highly motivated Baber produced her paintings on weekends or at night.

Baber’s work as a journalist or editor by day is not so different from previous generations of male painters, including John Sloan, Edward Hopper, Arthur Dove, and Mark Rothko, all of whom worked for a time as illustrators for magazines, newspapers, or books.22 An earlier generation of American women, often less famous as fine artists, also worked successfully as illustrators, including Peggy Bacon, Djuna Barnes, Esphyr Slobodkina, and Clara Tice. Even more artists moonlighted by writing articles about art—for example, John Sloan, Edward Hopper, Marsden Hartley, Barnett Newman, Elaine de Kooning, Fairfield Porter, and Don Judd.

Despite the day jobs writing and editing, Baber recalled “doing a series of figures when I first came to New York, when my friends and I used to pose for each other, and we all would be tired, so that by the time you get around to posing, usually we would be in a sleeping position. So, I painted a friend of mine, which I called Ursula Sleeping (CP #6), because of my admiration for the Carpaccio. And the only connection with the Carpaccio that has anything to do with composition was that it was a recumbent figure.”23 Referring to the figure of Vittore Carpaccio’s Dream of Saint Ursula (1495), Baber explained how she now sees that reclining figure as “a mountainscape,” making a pointed comment about what she sometimes called metaphor, or something that seems representative or symbolic of something else, especially something abstract: “So you see everything for me is not one thing, but a dozen other things.”24

At least two canvases of recumbent figures by Baber are known to have survived. She painted one in tones of blue that recalls both the palette of Pablo Picasso’s Blue period and the theme of Berthe Morisot’s painting of a Young Girl Reclining on a Sofa. Yet, when Baber focused on the peaks and valleys of her model’s body, the bold outline of the figure’s contour that she emphasized does recall “a mountainscape.”

On the other hand, Baber depicted another extant recumbent figure amongst a variety of geometric patterns, colors, and ornamentation that seem to predict a direction that her painting would take in its evolution to abstraction (CP #7). This second recumbent figure was surely Baber’s response to seeing the large show of Henri Matisse’s work, organized at the Museum of Modern Art by Alfred H. Barr Jr., which opened on November 14, 1951, shortly after she had moved to New York. Barr’s book, Matisse: His Art and His Public, accompanied this important show, giving Baber plenty to study.

One of Baber’s paintings of a recumbent woman with its ornamental background recalls Matisse’s painting Odalisque au coffret rouge (1927), which was not in the show.25 However, Baber has adopted her own combination of Matisse mannerisms; even her checkered background repeats the backdrop of Matisse’s The Hindu Pose (1923) (CP #7), which was included in the show and would have appealed to Baber because of its theme and her developing interest in Asian religions and culture.26

Remaining focused on painting the figure, Baber wanted to have a model to work from life, so she dropped by Hans Hofmann’s art school, located at 52 West 8th Street. She came close to enrolling to study with this popular German émigré artist and teacher, an abstract expressionist, who was known to be a huge enthusiast of Matisse’s art. But when Baber looked in on a class, she heard Hofmann critiquing a student and saw him working on another student’s drawing, causing her to reject the idea of studying with him.

Baber rejecting the idea of a teacher working on student’s drawing echoes actual protest by Lee Krasner, who earlier did study with Hofmann and resented his intervening with her drawings in progress, especially when he once ripped up one to make a point.27 Baber, who had already developed a direction she was pursuing, was not incorrect when she viewed Hofmann as teaching “a kind of cubism, kind of a dynamic cubism,” which led to a “certain look,” which also did not interest her.28

Still searching for access to a life model, Baber went over to the Art Students League on West 57th Street.29 She enrolled in a class there but found that she disliked the noisy instruction offered by the artist Bernard Klonis, so she dropped out, even forfeiting her tuition. Finally, in 1954 she took anatomy at the Art Students League with the venerable Robert Beverly Hale, which she thought was unobjectionable. Hale, who taught observation from life and the principles of chiaroscuro, inspired his students to see and draw forms in the geometric “mass conceptions” of cylinders, cubes, or spheres.30 Baber must also have noticed that Hale was then the Met’s first curator of the newly established Department of Contemporary American Art; in 1957 he would become known for championing the Met’s purchase of Jackson Pollock’s monumental abstraction, Autumn Rhythm.

Baber continued her education at New York University, where in 1955 she enrolled in a graduate course in Hellenistic art history at the Institute for Fine Arts. Although Baber was intellectually curious and industrious, she never completed enough graduate credits to earn a master’s degree, which would likely have helped her obtain a regular teaching position, a secure income, and enabled a less peripatetic life.31 The other graduate course she took at this time, which hints at her later passion for exotic travel, was in cultural anthropology, focusing on the study of human societies and their development, taught at NYU’s downtown campus in Greenwich Village.

It was in Greenwich Village that Baber found inspiration for one of her figurative pictures, which she referred to as depicting Bleecker Street New York City (CP #8). A vertical-format canvas, this undated composition from the early 1950s is bright and lively. It depicts six people visible at an outdoor produce market with a green hanging scale in the foreground. This was a typical scene during the 1950s, when Italian-speaking vendors sold their wares in open carts in Greenwich Village on the north side of Bleecker Street, in an outdoor market that extended from Jones Street to Cornelia Street. At the time that Baber painted her canvas, however, Italian immigrants had already begun moving out to other boroughs and musicians and Beat poets, like Allen Ginsberg, had started to move in.

Baber, the sheltered girl from the Midwest, was fascinated by both the vanishing immigrant life and the vanguard artists experimenting with new styles in art and life. For Bleecker Street New York City, she created her composition by referencing several black-and-white photographs that she took on Bleecker Street. When she mailed these snapshots to her father (who already had the painting) in 1965, she commented that she had just found them and recalled: “The one with the XXX in corner was probably the picture I used but I must have added the old lady on right from another (CP #8). I might find another with everything in it but I remember I did make some changes.”32

Baber included only one female figure—“the old lady”—who sports a bright red scarf and a boldly printed garment. In both the flattened shapes of the fruit and the patterned garment, one sees hints of Baber’s future abstractions with their biomorphic shapes and vivid colors. Later she would explain: “I think about the color consciously. I must add what is needed. The right darks, the right lights have to be there and I must know the forms which have been created by the colors’ work as forms.”33

Another surviving figurative painting from her first experience of the city, Baber called New York City Scene (CP #9). The canvas is an outdoor scene with figures among trees in a park that recalls her paintings of trees from the time of her studies at Indiana University. This picture appears to depict Hasidic Jews wearing their signature black broad-brimmed hats and women with their heads covered, maintaining strict clothing traditions held over from eighteenth-century Europe. The scene Baber depicted was most likely on the Lower East Side. She even included a wrought-iron fence typical of the city. In painting such an exotic New York City scene as if it were from another time and place, Baber might have been inspired by the course she took in cultural anthropology.

Baber might also have been emulating Arshile Gorky’s pre-abstract paintings, painted in reminiscence of his childhood in Armenia. “When I went to New York City in 1951,” Baber recalled years later, “everyone seemed to be involved with memories of Gorky. Even today [1975] I dare not look at his work too closely. Unlike many artists, Gorky takes over the mind, and those hard-won spectacular forms of Gorky become like a poem that you think you once wrote.”34 Gorky’s admirers were numerous, from male painters like Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, Willem de Kooning, and Milton Resnick to Ethel Schwabacher, a woman painter who met Gorky in 1927 and studied independently with him from 1934 to 1936. It was Schwabacher who organized Gorky’s memorial retrospective exhibition for the Whitney Museum, which took place from January 5 to February 18, 1951, just months before Baber’s arrival in New York in September.35

No doubt that Baber would have studied the exhibition’s substantial catalogue for the Gorky show in which Schwabacher wrote, according to The New York Times, “a deeply sympathetic commentary.”36 Gorky’s “quest was to embody the soul of the image in form. Into his imagery, he has distilled the experiences of a poet, a poet-in-paint whose range extended from an intuitive lyrical poetry of nature to a tragic daemonic poetry of human emotion,” Schwabacher concluded.37 Her interpretation of Gorky’s art fit perfectly Baber’s love of both painting and poetry.

Baber developed her interest in Gorky’s later work around this time, when she began experimenting with some of her own earliest abstractions. Some of her surviving early paintings are already nonobjective (CP #10). One is untitled, but through its lines and shapes, relates to Gorky’s abstraction, such as his lithograph from 1931, Painter and Model. Another painting from this era is titled Frieda Fromm-Reichmann (CP #11), after the Jewish psychotherapist who fled Nazi Germany and immigrated to the United States in 1934, a story of seeking refuge that echoes Gorky’s journey. (Baber misspelled the therapist’s name as “Freda From Reishman.”) Fromm-Reichmann published a book in English in 1951, Principles of Intensive Psychotherapy, and saw patients in New York City through the William Alanson White Institute.

Baber, who left pages of notes about her dreams, could have been one of Fromm-Reichmann’s patients. If so, Baber was much more fortunate than Jackson Pollock and Lee Krasner, who sought therapists through the same William Alanson White Institute where Fromm-Reichmann worked, but they ended up with renegade therapists associated with a radical breakaway Sullivanian cult.38 Frieda Fromm-Reichmann might not have been Baber’s own therapist; instead, another therapist might have encouraged Baber to read Fromm-Reichmann’s book. In Baber’s handwritten notes, she mentions both a “Dr. G” and a “Dr. C,” but the identity of these doctors remains unknown.39

Baber, who was eager to absorb new ideas for her art, also remembered spending a lot of time in New York’s museums. In the Met, for example, Baber spent time studying various artists, especially the seventeenth-century Baroque painter Peter Paul Rubens, whose paintings she had first discovered as a child visiting the Ringling Museum in Florida. She now felt about the Flemish master that there was “a great deal about drawing that I could learn from looking.”40 She told how much she admired “Baroque space,” commenting, “I do like this idea of space doing all kinds of crazy things… The unexpected.”41 Another time, she emphasized, “I’m not interested in flat space: I’m interested in a kind of ‘Baroque’ space, and I like undulating forms across the canvas.”42

From New York’s Frick Collection, Baber reported studying “Fragonard”; however, it was not the Frick’s murals of The Progress of Love by Jean-Honoré Fragonard that held her attention, but instead the French Rococo artist’s most famous painting, The Swing (CP #33), in the Wallace Collection in London, about which she exclaimed, “I just love. I like the idea of something swinging through space. I don’t think that’s such a great painting anyway [with] that particular shoe, and the whole thing but I like the idea of the swing, and I have made paintings with swings.”43

Baber had known this Fragonard in reproduction since her adolescence, when she had received the gift of Rockwell Kent’s 1939 book, World Famous Paintings, which includes The Swing.44 Baber’s Swing, Green Swing (CP #33), Orange Swing, and Yellow Swing are several examples of the titles she gave to lyrical abstract canvases that she painted in 1966; in 1969, Wayward Swing (CP #33); in 1970 she painted a canvas she called The Swing and the Bridge. Baber continued to embrace the idea of conveying movement through space. She expressed her emotions through imagined shapes and colors arranged in a meaningful, yet abstract manner.

In the Frick Collection, Baber focused on The Forge (ca 1817) by the Spanish Romantic master Francisco Goya, which depicts three blacksmiths toiling over an anvil. She called this work “probably the most complete painting of the figure that’s ever been done—the combination of a leg silhouetted against the red fire, the black lines, which are created both by the costume and also the artist just deciding to use a black line. In other words, I looked at that painting when I was trying to decide: Do you use line or don’t you use line?”45

Baber also remembered spending “hours and hours at New York’s Museum of Modern Art. The painting that was the biggest problem for me when I came is the Klee painting of the fish.”46 She was fascinated by Paul Klee’s Around the Fish (1926), a garnished platter of fish surrounded by seemingly disparate signs and symbols—a cross, full and crescent moons, an exclamation point, a forked red flag—all floating against a dark abyss (CP #12). Speaking about Klee’s Around the Fish, Baber told how she asked herself, “What happens on the other side of those forms? They’re fairly flat and so I went home and thought and thought and I remember asking [the American Surrealist artist] David Hare, I said, ‘What do you think happens on the other side of shape in paintings floating in space?’ And he said, ‘I don’t know.’ I don’t think he was too interested. It haunted me, it still does.”47

Baber appears to have responded to her expressed admiration of Klee’s picture in her untitled abstraction with a bright red background, which can also be read as a still life of a fish. Her composition (CP #12) repeats the bottom curve of the platter in Klee’s image and her crosshatches create a sense of scales on her fish, which like Klee’s fish is surrounded by abstract shapes and marks. The chartreuse color from Klee’s lower left, which resembles a melon, is repeated by three circles on the lower left of Baber’s painting. Baber’s early attraction to this painting by Klee, which is often described as “cryptic” or resistant to interpretation, predicts her development as a painter of abstraction compositions that evoke, but never depict or illustrate.






CHAPTER 2 The Scene: Cedar Bar to the Club (1953–1958)


Alice Baber not only absorbed art in New York’s museums, she also threw herself into the city’s art scene. She recalled the unavoidable sexism at the raucous Cedar Bar, located at 24 University Place, near 8th Street in Greenwich Village, which was then New York’s premier gathering place for vanguard artists: “If you walked in the door… Like you made your grand entrance, complete with remarks. Friends had to come to your aid, your enemies hitting [on] you, and whatever. But it was… Because of one night I was brave enough to go and sit in the Cedar Bar, and sort of take my medicine by making myself sit there.… that was the night that Felix [Pasilis, March Gallery founder] sort of went round and asked all the people that he saw and knew if they’d like to be in the March Gallery. And I was very pleased [to be invited].”1

The March Gallery, located at 95 East 10th Street, opened in March 1957, and became one of several cooperative galleries concentrated on 10th Street, each supported by their member artists’ dues. Baber remembered “rent was thirty dollars a month, or something like that,” and that she soon volunteered to be the treasurer, which she said she preferred to sweeping the floor.2

When Baber wrote up this history for the 1977 exhibition Tenth Street Days: The Co-Ops of the 50’s, she gave more details: “I went to the Cedar Bar one evening in the spring of 1957. Felix Pasilis came over to my table and asked if I wanted to help start a co-operative gallery—he had found that the basement of his building was available for a very low rent. I was pleased to be invited and went to the founder’s meeting. We called ourselves ‘March’ because we got together that month.”3 She also told how when others proposed names of artists for the gallery, she suggested Wilfrid Zogbaum and Elaine de Kooning.4

Not even curatorial work could mask the need to clean up and renovate the space: “We swept the floor and painted the space white. When we didn’t remember to sweep or to pound nails into the walls, Felix called us a ‘Bunch of intellectuals.’ I said I would be treasurer instead of a sweeper. My treasurer’s notes show that we paid dues of $2.50 a month. The 24 original members were all in our first show.”5

Present from its inception, Baber was proud to be one of the March Gallery’s founding members. The group she joined included artists Robert Beauchamp, Lester Johnson, Matsumi “Mike” Kanemitsu, and Patricia “Pat” Passlof. The two friends that she promoted, Elaine de Kooning and Wilfrid Zogbaum, she had met through Ibram Lassaw and his wife, Ernestine. Baber and Passlof were among the youngest members. Other prominent artists who later joined and showed at the March Gallery included the sculptors Anne Arnold and Mark di Suvero. For Baber, joining the March Gallery was a major step forward as she struggled to make her way as a young woman artist in 1950s New York.

With Richard Ireland from her cohort at the March Gallery, in February 1957 Baber worked on creating stage sets for two experimental productions at the Tempo Playhouse.6 The Tempo was a nonprofit off-off-Broadway theater located on St. Mark’s Place during the time when the East Village was becoming a significant place for avant-garde productions, sometimes by avant-garde authors like Jean Genet and Gertrude Stein, both associated with gay and lesbian culture.

Baber participated in a group show held at the March Gallery in April 1957. Her painting caught the attention of the influential critic Thomas B. Hess, who related to it as abstract art. Her entry, Still Life (Orange), a dazzling oil on canvas, 50 x 66 inches, had a vivid—almost electric—palette made up of dominating oranges, reds, and yellows with accents of green (CP #14). She achieved the illusion of a brilliant yellow light and used a very warm palette to transcend her ordinary subject matter: a kind of kitchen still life with carrots, beets, and other produce arranged on a table contrasted with a luminous green lamp in the background and green leafy tops of carrot bunches.

[image: Alice Baber sits in a woven chair, gazing downward, with an abstract painting in the background.]

Hess discussed the show for Artnews in the essay “Younger Artists and the Unforgivable Crime,” about the next generation of artists displacing the abstract expressionists and what he saw as the staying power of abstract art. After explaining that the March Gallery was a co-op, organized by the participating artists, he noted, “The situation here is tentative—one is convinced of a smoldering abstraction from Patricia Passloff [sic], Alice Baber’s still life seems headed to Style.”7

As an editor, Hess won praise from the abstract expressionist sculptor Philip Pavia, who in his journal wrote, “Hess’s sharp eye for choosing artists, year after year, made the new art clearer. Hess had a great eye for format. He didn’t consider format just another element of style. He focused especially on the format as the new invention in the new art. Not being a great admirer of the First Wave painters and not being prejudiced by the style-lover Greenberg, Hess helped to save the savages from the uptown redcoats.”8

For Baber to elicit an early comment from a major critic like Hess and to have Still Life (1957) reproduced in Artnews provided the young artist, who was still working a day job as an editor at McCall’s magazine, the first published confirmation reinforcing the value of her efforts.9 Unfortunately for Baber, the small black-and-white illustration reproduced in Artnews could not convey any of the visual excitement generated by her ambitious painting (CP #14), which depended upon its lively palette and large scale for its impact.

Baber admitted that she was surprised by the successful reception in the press: “Rocco [Armento] and I were reviewed in Artnews by Tom Hess. We discovered that Artnews would write reviews of Tenth Street shows, also Arts.”10 She also noted that while many co-op galleries made artists mind the galleries during the hours the space was open, the March Gallery hired Deborah Sperberg (without pay), Enid Furlonger, and then Janet Keyishian.11

Baber participated in another large group show at the March Gallery from September 27 to October 18, 1957.12 While not all the artists of this show’s roster are well-known today, several are, especially Elaine de Kooning, Pat Passlof, Lester Johnson, Boris Lurie, Robert Beauchamp, and Wilfrid Zogbaum.

Even before March Gallery was founded, Baber had begun to attend the regular panel discussions about modern art that took place at “the Club,” a meeting place at 39 East 8th Street founded in October 1949 by Philip Pavia with colleagues who included fellow sculptors Peter Grippe, Ibram Lassaw, and James Rosati, and painters like Bill and Elaine de Kooning, Philip Guston, Franz Kline, Mercedes Matter, and Milton Resnick, among others.

Pavia’s wife, the painter and critic Natalie Edgar, recollected years later in her notes to an edition of her husband’s published journal: “As the expatriates who had lived and worked in Paris after the war gravitated back to New York in the mid-fifties, artists like Norman Bluhm, Paul Jenkins and Alice Baber brought a sophisticated international style to the mix that was the Club membership.”13

The problem with Edgar’s statement is that Baber, except for her brief visit during the summer months of 1951, which she spent studying in Fontainebleau and touring Europe, did not live in or visit France until 1959, but even then she spent about half of each year in New York. Her initial experience at the Club was much earlier and unrelated to her later relationship with Paul Jenkins and their time spent together as a couple in Paris.

Baber recalled in an interview that “within about a year, one of my teachers came to New York and gave a party and invited some other artists whom I got to know, and through them I got to the Artists’ Club. So, I immediately met all the people in the art world at that time—it was smaller then: there were only five hundred, as opposed to the two or three thousand you could find now—and I just kept painting away.”14 Baber’s teacher who traveled to New York was probably Alton Pickens, who participated in a group show at the Curt Valentin Gallery in May 1953.15

Baber told an interviewer that she met the sculptor Peter Grippe, and that she asked him, “Would I be allowed to come to The Club?” She reported that Grippe responded, “Sure, you come to The Club and give my name. So I went once but I felt very strange ’cause I didn’t know anyone and Peter wasn’t there that night. I didn’t know him all that well either. I walked in and there [was] some kind of program, a discussion with poets. It was interesting but, of course, rather strange and I found out later that a lot of the discussions at The Club were wonderfully way-out.”16

Although Baber left few records of her social life, evidence has survived to document a few of the friendships that she made at “The Club.” The older abstract painter, Ilya Bolotowsky, shot a very short film called “Wolf Kahn Paints a Picture” around 1955. The subject of Kahn’s picture was a portrait of Alice Baber, which he produced on a piece of glass as she posed at the Club (see page 39). Kahn was Baber’s contemporary and a close friend, and, for a time in the early 1950s, the loftmate of Felix Pasilis with whom Baber showed at the March Gallery. This filming likely took place close in time to the 1954 portrait of Tom Hess, for which, Kahn recounted, the critic posed simultaneously for both him and Elaine de Kooning at the Club.17 Bolotowsky’s son, Andrew, who was only about five years old at the time, remembers Kahn and Baber as a couple and his special affection for Baber, whom he recalls as giving him a nickel to buy his favorite chewing gum.18

Baber explained her history at the Club: “I didn’t know anyone so I didn’t go back for another year and when I did go back, I had met David Hare at a party and David Hare knew the Lassaws and the Lassaws went to The Club every Friday, so Ernestine would take me sometimes, Ibram would too. Ernestine was marvelous because she introduced me to everyone at The Club so I didn’t feel strange and I must’ve met Philip immediately.”19 Once Baber met Philip Pavia, the organization’s founder, whom she found “very welcoming,” she said she felt comfortable going to the Club. Thus, the Lassaws were instrumental in helping Baber adjust to art world life (CP #1).

Baber later recalled that during the 1950s, when Ibram was building the Lassaws’ house, located on Fireplace Road, not far from Jackson Pollock and Lee Krasner’s farmhouse in East Hampton: “I came out in the summer, almost every weekend. I’d call up Ernestine the same way I call her in New York, and she’d say, ‘Do you want to come out?’ She was marvelous. Then I started meeting everyone… I remember we were walking on the beach and we ran into Lee and Jackson, which was one of the few times that I saw him and since he didn’t talk very much, the times that I did see him I didn’t have a conversation with him.”20

In daybooks Ernestine kept, she noted on Saturday, August 11, 1956, that she and Ibram were spending time with Alice, who traveled out from the city to spend the weekend with them in East Hampton.21 They took her to a dinner party at the home of the abstract expressionist painters Jim and Charlotte Brooks, who lived in Montauk, at the eastern tip of Long Island. Baber already knew Brooks by reputation since she remembered that the designers at the George Nelson studio had admired his work.

As they were returning to the Lassaws’ home, the couple quipped that the unusual traffic suggested “someone was having a big party and didn’t invite us.” Upon arriving home, however, a phone call spread the shocking news that Jackson Pollock was dead at age forty-four, having lost control of his car while driving under the influence of alcohol. His action cost the life of one of his two passengers.

The next day, Sunday August 12, Ernestine recorded that their friends Duchamp and his wife Teeny (Alexina “Teeny” Duchamp had been the wife of Pierre Matisse, the daughter-in-law of Henri Matisse, and was now the second wife of Marcel Duchamp) came over, that it rained, and that she and Alice went to the beach before Alice returned to the city. The Lassaws were friends with Duchamp and Teeny, their neighbors in the city, whom they also saw on Long Island.22 This was possibly Alice’s first or only encounter with Marcel Duchamp, the legendary French artist whose work is associated with cubism, Dadaism, futurism, and conceptual art. Even if Baber felt intimidated by Duchamp’s celebrity, she would have appreciated meeting the older controversial figure with the Lassaws.

At the time Baber recalls, “I felt very young… I was terribly shy,” explaining why she initially felt so restrained when visiting the Club: “It would be absolutely marvelous to have the presence to stand up and make a comment, etc.… I never did.”23 She explained, “Some of the boys were rather rude and I felt that you had to be on your toes a little bit at The Club.… the men didn’t like it if the women wore jeans. And since a lot of the women wanted to wear blue jeans, some women did, and some didn’t. There were these kind of pressures that were in the air. But there were much, much more important pressures like, was your work abstract, did you understand what was happening… the meaning of gesture.”24 “The women’s movement was born in the Club,” Philip Pavia quipped. “They would get up there and tell us off—aggressive, and the joke was that we’d make monsters out of these women and got even the wives to talk. They did, too.”25

Not wanting to call attention to herself, Baber did not wear blue jeans at the Club. Lucy Freeman Sandler, the art historian and widow of the art critic Irving Sandler, recalls Baber from the time that they all spent there: “I have a clear picture of the way she looked probably around 1960 when Irving was running The Club, because I thought she was exceptionally beautiful with pitch black hair and red high heels, and I do remember that she was with Paul Jenkins.”26

Baber, who gradually gained more confidence, remembered that in 1955, a year when John Ferren was presiding at the Club, she suggested the topic of color for a series of panels. She recalled, “I had been brooding since 1953 about green. I told Ray Parker that year that I had heard somewhere that green was not to be used.”27 Yet for Baber, green was a beloved color from her childhood in rural Illinois. In June, flat vast green fields of crops stretch as far as the eye can see. She once recalled a time when everything was “raining green,” which she recorded in one of her early poems, “Colors of the Rainbow.” She knew from her childhood that green symbolizes growth and renewal. Baber explained that she and Parker were still using green, but explained, “Later I traced the dictum to Landès Lewitin and Mondrian.”28

Landès Lewitin was a famous curmudgeon participating at the Club when Baber began to network. She referred to a dictum by Piet Mondrian, the Dutch De Stijl artist, whom many then in the New York art world knew from his participation in the group American Abstract Artists, where he found a wartime welcome while taking refuge in the United States. Mondrian had long since made the decision to limit the palette of his mature abstractions to primary colors—red, blue, and yellow—combined with black and white.

The abstract expressionist painter Milton Resnick complained about the garrulous Lewitin’s preoccupation with color, which Baber had also heard about and attributed to this older artist, whom Resnick, the child of wealthy Jewish immigrants fleeing the Bolsheviks’ victory, had dismissed as “an Egyptian, a Jew but he denied it.”29 Resnick lamented Lewitin’s repetitious “color theory talk,” griping, “He’d go on and on, and the whole idea was that if no one had anything to say, he was going to talk about color; unless you could stop him somehow.”30 Baber, on the other hand, paid polite attention to Lewitin’s pronouncements, especially, because to her, such talk seemed much more novel, and, significant, since she focused on color herself. Unlike Resnick, she had no investment in whether or not Lewitin was concealing his Jewish identity.

Several other members of the Club offered exciting new ideas that appealed to Baber’s budding passion for Japanese culture. These artists were fascinated by Zen, a form of Mahayana Buddhism that developed in China and spread to Vietnam, Korea, and Japan. Baber was active at the Club in time to hear a three-panel series on Zen, organized by Philip Pavia in November 1954. A speaker for the November 5 session on Hasegawa Zen was Matsumi Kanemitsu, who, like Baber, was a founding member of the March Gallery.

The panel, Zen II, took place on November 19 and was presented by Ibram Lassaw, moderated by Harry Holtzman, the American artist who had helped Mondrian take refuge in New York during World War II.31 By 1954, Baber had become close friends with Ernestine and Ibram Lassaw, who were regulars at the Club. “Alice and Ernestine were buddies, going to drawing classes, studying French together, roaming galleries or museums, finding magical rocks,” recalled the Lassaws’ daughter, Denise.32

Alice’s father, Adin Baber, was so pleased to hear about his daughter’s supportive friend that from his prized library he sent Ernestine, who liked to garden, a book, Just Weeds by Edward Rollin Spencer, inscribed, “Adin Baber June 14, 1943 [when he acquired the book] Now presented to the friend of Alice Baber; Ernestine Lassaw by Adin Baber 1958.”33 Adin accompanied his gift with a two-page letter of gardening and botanical advice.

In addition to encouragement from Ernestine, Baber recalled that she had had “thousands of talks with Ibram [Lassaw]… about such things—Suzuki and that sort of thing, as much as talking about art.”34 Baber referred to Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki, the Japanese essayist, philosopher, religious scholar, and author of books and essays on Buddhism, Zen, and Eastern philosophy that influenced many American artists in the twentieth century, including Ibram Lassaw, who attended his classes at Columbia University.35
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Ernestine Lassaw’s photo of Ibram with Alice.



The fascination with Japanese culture that Baber and Lassaw shared subsequently led Baber to organize at the Club a panel on Noh drama, classical Japanese performance dating from the fourteenth century, which she recalled that she “enjoyed enormously and some people did and some didn’t. To this day [1973], they still complain. It was a demonstration of a Noh play done in brown kimono, which is, you know, tuxedo for Japanese, with what [the] gestures mean and with an interpreter from the Japan Society. And naturally this was too far afield for some artists, and others remember it well.”36 She recalled working hard on this event, even helping with the mailings and encouraging people to come. For interpretation, Baber had called upon New York’s Japan Society, an organization founded in 1907 to promote friendly relations between the United States and Japan. After a suspension of activities during World War II, John D. Rockefeller III led Japan Society’s postwar expansion.

Baber’s genuine intellectual passions and her vivacious presence at the Club prompted the artist David Hare, a well-established player in the avant-garde art scene in New York, to take an interest in her. The Lassaws’ daybook for Thanksgiving Day 1954 records that Baber was a guest for their holiday meal, together with her companion, David Hare.37 The Lassaws knew Hare, who was more than a decade older than Baber, from Provincetown at least as early as the summer of 1947.38


[image: A portrait of David Hare, a shirtless young man with tousled hair, gazing intently to the side.]
David Hare



Closely associated with surrealism in New York, David was the son of Meredith Hare, a wealthy New York lawyer, and his wife, Elizabeth Sage Goodwin, an art collector and supporter of the 1913 Armory Show, which first introduced European modern art to the American public. Through his cousin, the painter Kay Sage, the wife of the French surrealist painter Yves Tanguy, David Hare had met most of the surrealist artists who had taken refuge in the United States during World War II. He collaborated with these surrealist émigrés on the surrealist journal VVV, which he cofounded and edited from 1941 to 1944 with the poet and writer André Breton, and the artists Max Ernst and Marcel Duchamp. Thus, Hare was both wealthy and well-connected.

Before Baber met Hare, he was married to Susanna Winslow Wilson, the daughter of Frances Perkins, whom he divorced in 1945. He took up with Breton’s artist-wife, Jacqueline Lamba, who with her seven-year-old daughter, Aube, began living with Hare.39 Hare, through his connection to his mother-in-law, Frances Perkins, who served as the secretary of labor for President Franklin D. Roosevelt, had been able to assist Breton and Lamba in their efforts to take refuge in New York during the war. In fact, it was Hare’s wife, Susanna, who had written an affidavit for Lamba to expedite her immigration papers.40

Lamba got to know Hare while she was working as the main translator at VVV. After Lamba left Breton in 1942 for Hare, Breton wrote a book of poems in lamentation, How to Protect Young Cherry Trees from Hares, illustrated by Arshile Gorky.41 Hare and Lamba married and had a son, Meredith Merlin Hare, born in 1948. According to some sources, Lamba’s marriage to Hare ended in 1951, when she returned to France; they divorced in 1955.42 In fact, Baber’s romance with Hare suffered from hidden ambiguity in Hare’s earlier relationship with Lamba. To Baber, Hare the surrealist, a major player in the art world, looked like he was available. But he was also like an iceberg, with most of the peril concealed beneath the surface.

Denise Lassaw recalls, for example, that she and her parents spent the summer of 1954 in New Mexico with Hare and Lamba and their son Merlin before Lamba returned permanently to France.43 Ernestine Lassaw, after visiting Lamba in France in 1962, reported, “Jacqueline never gave up on David.”44 In fact, her biographer reports that Hare visited Lamba once a year, or they met in New York, and, despite the acrimony of his third wife, he sent her monthly checks for the next forty-two years.45 Of Lamba, Hare told his fourth wife: “I will always love her.”46

Ernestine Lassaw recalled in an interview that Hare had “many girl friends” and that “he wasn’t a very good husband to any of his wives. He was too egocentric. I don’t know if he loved anybody. He liked people, but he was a very mixed-up person. He fooled with drugs; he enjoyed his life; he had lots of money and did whatever he wanted. He was unique, fascinating, he had a great sense of humor and laughed a great deal. He was fun to be with; he sang and played the ukulele. Women were crazy about him.”47 Alice Baber appears to have been just one of his many girlfriends. At the time, however, Baber—the trusting, ambitious, small-town girl—probably believed from their first encounter that Hare was separated with a divorce imminent. “David Hare,” Baber recounted, “talked to me about the Surrealists.”48

“Hare is a surrealist,” wrote the eminent art historian Robert Goldwater, husband of the French American sculptor Louise Bourgeois: “One can agree with Clement Greenberg, who, ten years ago [ca 1948–1949], wrote: ‘Hare’s is the most intensely surrealist art I have ever seen—in the sense that it goes all the way in the direction of surrealism and even beyond, developing surrealism’s premises with a consistency and boldness the surrealist doctrinaires themselves have hardly envisioned.’ ”49

Baber’s enthusiasm for surrealists like Joan Miró (who visited New York from February to October 1947) was surely encouraged by Hare. Several of Baber’s abstract canvases surviving from her earliest years in New York, especially three with yellow backgrounds, recall three well-known works by Miró: The Tilled Field (1923), Catalan Landscape (The Hunter) (1924), and The Hermitage (1924). Baber’s canvas The Wheel (CP #13) relates to Miró’s The Tilled Field, setting bold black forms against a yellow ground. Her Composition in Yellow recalls Miró’s Catalan Landscape (The Hunter), including a stick figure and other forms that reveal influence by Miró’s painting. An untitled canvas by Baber recalls Miró’s Hermitage with its bright yellow ground, heavy black forms, and the red circle floating toward the top of her picture, echoing the earlier Miró.

Baber also painted at least two canvases with exotic birds, which recall early surrealist images by Max Ernst, such as his Birds Also Birds, Fish Snake and Scarecrow (ca 1921). One of Baber’s birds is shown against a blue ground in profile recalling this painting by Ernst, with whom Hare had collaborated on VVV during the period when Ernst, with the help of the art dealer Peggy Guggenheim (whom he briefly married), took refuge in New York.

Hare’s introduction of Baber to surrealism and the American art world in New York would not continue. The Lassaws’ 1956 daybook shows Baber and Hare as frequent guests together in the first half of the year, then suddenly, after June 24, Alice appears regularly, but without David. The daybook entry for Thanksgiving Day 1956 records “Jacqueline and David, Merlin [their son], Alice, David Young and Eve?; Nogouchi [sic] and friend? Over early except for David Young and Eve.” Then, the 1957 daybook lists on July 3, “Alice and Herb late to nite” and on July 6, “Sat 2:30 Alice and Herb left,” suggesting that the new couple spent the extended Fourth of July holiday with the Lassaws. Since Denise Lassaw did not recall Herb, we are left to speculate on his identity, although he was for a time romantically involved with Baber.50

Further research makes clear that Herb was the novelist Herbert Gold. Baber left a page of notes describing a dream, reporting: “Herb Gold is there & ruins the party for me almost.”51 Baber, with her passion for literature, especially poetry, would have been interested in Herbert Gold. His marriage to the writer and professor Edith Zubrin from 1948 until 1956 had ended, so he was free to be with Baber in 1957.
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Herb Gold



In February 1958, Baber had Herb Gold write a letter of recommendation for her application for an artist’s residency at Yaddo. Thus, Baber met Gold around the same time that James Jones recalled first meeting her.52 Since the two novelists knew each other, it’s possible that James recalled meeting Alice in New York, before their more significant meeting in Paris, which led him to write about her painting.53 Baber’s acquaintance with Gold, however, was much more fleeting.

Despite Gold’s letter of recommendation to Yaddo, the exact nature of Baber’s relationship to him remained a mystery to me. Then, I attended the annual luncheon of a seminar to which I have belonged for many years, “Women Writing Women’s Lives,” on June 3, 2024. As I arrived, I spotted the novelist and memoirist Alix Kates Shulman, like me a longtime seminar member. I immediately intuited that she would have known Alice Baber, imagining that they would have met through feminist circles in the 1970s. When I posed the question, she immediately responded, “Yes, I knew her, but I haven’t thought about her for years.” As we spoke, Shulman suddenly recalled: “We met when she came to a dinner at my home with Herbert Gold. It was just the two of them and my first husband, Marcus Klein [then a graduate student in the English Department at Columbia, teaching at Barnard College].”54 Alix explained that she knew Herb Gold from Cleveland, where she grew up, and that she once took a course he taught at Case Western Reserve University.

The moment when Alix met Alice—in the late 1950s, just before Alice went to Yaddo, in part after Gold’s letter on her behalf—turned out to be much earlier than I had imagined. At the time, Gold was known for his 1951 novel, Birth of a Hero, which was seen to have insights into young American men who suffered early divorce and too-early fatherhood, described, according to one reviewer, in “embarrassingly familiar detail.”55 What this same reviewer described as permitting “his flair for farce to erupt into a full-scale novelistic realization of that acerbic humor most of his readers call ‘sick,’ ” must have been off-putting for Alice.

Alix recalled Alice as very beautiful and intelligent. She remembered that Alice then invited Alix and her husband to her home for dinner, but that she did not include Herb Gold. Having gone to Alice’s dinner party at her home on Bedford Street, Alix remembers being amazed that Alice was a single woman living alone in her own place in New York. This, she insists, just wasn’t done in the 1950s. Alice, though, at least tried to protect herself from such young men who made the rounds, while chuckling “with adolescent glee” over their “conquests,” as portrayed by Gold and described by his reviewer.56

Alix Kates Shulman has written about how Beat culture of the 1950s, despite the new jazz and poetry being “stimulating and exciting,” was actually quite “oppressive to women” and dominated by “outright misogyny.”57 Herb Gold fits this pattern. Years later in his memoir, Gold commented about his own behavior in New York City in the 1950s: “When disappointed, I sought to be abusive… When I was abusive, I was really nasty.”58 He also boasted: “We were sexist pigs, that is, lonely floaters on the sea. We looked for a community of shared girls. We sought pride and fellowship through the bodies of women. We sought revenge against women through revenge against women.… We made jokes. We told tales.”59

Only after my discovery of Alix’s recollection of Alice did I realize that, well into his nineties, the indiscreet Gold had given Helen Frankenthaler’s biographer several interviews in which he discussed at length his sequential affairs with both Helen and Alice.60 Gold, who told how he was “attracted to all these pretty young women,” was introduced to Frankenthaler by the critic Harold Rosenberg and his wife, the writer Natalie Tabak, whom he met at Yaddo in the summer of 1956. He recalled Frankenthaler, who had just ended her five-year relationship with the critic Clement Greenberg, as ambitious, generous, but “kind of plain,” claiming, “I didn’t find her attractive physically.” He complained that he was turned off by her habit of playing Frank Sinatra records when they were in bed: “Sometimes she would croon along.”

Gold dismissed Frankenthaler’s painting, later admitting that his taste was then “very conventional. I liked the French Impressionists.” Yet, he insisted that he preferred the company of painters more than writers, so he “hung out at the Cedar Tavern with Al Leslie.” “A lot of the action at the Cedar Tavern,” he recalled, “was about men looking for women, or discussing their victories, or meeting buyers.”

The Cedar Tavern is likely where Gold first met Baber, about whom he emphasized, “When I met Alice, I didn’t deceive Helen. The affair ended rapidly.” For him, this liaison with Helen of just a few months was inconsequential, but as for Alice, Gold had turned her into an enemy, the rival woman that stole Helen’s man. And not just a woman, but another ambitious painter whom Frankenthaler would exclude from the guest lists for the many parties she gave, where people in the arts mingled. Gold recalled meeting the writer Ralph Ellison, whose novel Invisible Man was published in 1952. Gold was skeptical about Frankenthaler: “She had a party for [the longtime critic for the San Francisco Chronicle] Alfred Frankenstein, I felt she was sucking up to him. He was the biggest deal in San Francisco.”

Excluded from Frankthaler’s entertainments and the opportunities to mingle was Baber, whom Gold recalled as “very pretty,” “dark-haired, slim; from the Midwest; studied art at one of those universities.” “She had wonderful bangs.… the bangs fell over her eyes and she did this rapid blinking because she was trying to keep the hair out of her eyes; it was very sexy. I was willing to put up with her smoking.”

Gold contrasted Frankenthaler’s space for hosting lavish parties on West End Avenue with Alice’s place in Greenwich Village, “On the ground floor; it faced on a courtyard; it was small.” “It was a poor artist’s apartment.… a mews off Commerce Street.” Her voice was “girlish,” he recalled. “The sex was great. She dressed in bohemian, beatnik style of the ’50s; skirts; she had no money.” “She was not highly read,” he judged, concluding, “She was not questing intellectually; she wanted to be an artist.” “She came to New York to be an artist.” He insisted, “I liked her. I even liked her painting,” adding, “Alice Baber later married a deep-voiced second-rate abstract expressionist.” Gold also volunteered that before he met Baber, she had “had an affair with Matta,” the Chilean-born artist. More than sixty years later, Gold confused two well-known surrealists: David Hare with Roberto Matta, who lived in the United States only from 1938 to 1948, and then divided his life between Europe and South America during the 1950s and 1960s.

Herb Gold’s own recollections and his published descriptions of his own bad behavior connect to Baber’s notes that she had a bad dream about Herbert Gold almost ruining a party for her. This makes us wonder what she must have dreamed about her relationship with the equally problematic David Hare. Baber might have initially overlooked Hare’s unpredictable behavior because he was so well-connected in the art world.

From his early engagement with experimental photography, Hare had moved on to make surrealist sculpture, which he managed to exhibit widely, including at Art of This Century, Peggy Guggenheim’s New York gallery. Hare was also a founder of the short-lived (1948–1949) Subjects of the Artist School at 35 East 8th Street along with the painters Barnett Newman, William Baziotes, Mark Rothko, and Robert Motherwell. The school’s philosophy, which encouraged experimentation, was that each artist had within themselves personal subjects waiting to be released in their paintings. The school rejected traditional subject matter, excluding landscape, still life, or figures. Hare explained that the artist’s subject should “grab me. I don’t want it to look like something I’ve ever seen before in my life.”61 Hare might have impressed Baber with this idea since she later insisted how much she wanted her own art to be unlike anyone else’s work.

From 1954 to 1957 Hare participated in the invitational New York Painting and Sculpture Annuals held at the Stable Gallery, which was established in 1953 by Eleanor Ward in what was once a livery stable on Seventh Avenue at West 58th Street. Baber recalled in an interview that she was first selected for the Stable Gallery Annual exhibition by the sculptor David Hare, and that each of the artists in the previous show could select an artist for the next show; however, she gave no indication that she had ever been personally involved with Hare.62 Among the other invited artists, Audrey Flack recalled that the show was “strictly for Abstract Expressionist painters. Nick Marsicano [with whom she had studied at Cooper Union] recommended my work, and I was thrilled to participate in the 1956 Annual.”63

On an unrelated application form, Baber listed the Stable Gallery Annual and noted that she was “Invited by artist jury to show with group,” so Hare and Marsicano were possibly both members of the artist jury for the Stable Gallery Annual.64 Baber exhibited in both the fifth Stable Annual, which took place May 22–June 16, 1956, and again in the sixth Stable Annual, held May 7–June 1, 1957, which was the last year this particular show took place. Drawn to Baber’s talent as well as her energy, beauty, and winning personality, it is not surprising that Hare chose her work for the show.

In the fifth Stable Annual in 1956, most of the artists were men; however, Baber showed with other accomplished women, including Janice Biala, Elaine de Kooning, Perle Fine, Audrey Flack, Helen Frankenthaler, Grace Hartigan, Sally Hazelet Drummond, Lee Krasner, Joan Mitchell, Louise Nevelson, Miriam Schapiro, and Yvonne Thomas. Getting to participate in this prestigious group show was a major milestone for Baber.

Although Baber does not seem to have gotten any mention in the press for the 1956 Stable Annual, her work, when shown with just four men in a group show at the March Gallery in April 1957, did elicit a comment from Dore Ashton, who wrote, “Alice Baber shows full-blown, brightly expressionist interiors with still lifes.”65 “The second show had 4 painters,” Baber recalled of the March Gallery: “Bill Gambini, Burt Hasen, Boris Lurie and myself and one sculptor, Rocco Armento.”66

In contrast with these lesser-known men, the men who made up most of the 115 artists in the sixth Stable Annual in 1957 included the prominent known figures Robert Motherwell, Hans Hofmann, Alfred Leslie, William Baziotes, Ad Reinhardt, John Graham, Charles Seliger, Esteban Vicente, Ibram Lassaw, and Philip Guston, all of whom except Graham were considered abstract expressionists at the time and all likely to overshadow a young woman still searching for her own style.

Determining decades later just who was an abstract expressionist often seems very arbitrary. For example, the tiny collages of Anne Ryan have been categorized as abstract expressionist, while Baber’s paintings, some of which are large-scale abstractions, are not included in a recent study of abstract expressionism among the other women with whom she showed in the Stable Annual in 1957, including Mary Abbott, Ruth Abrams, Elaine de Kooning, Perle Fine, Grace Hartigan, Joan Mitchell, Charlotte Park, Pat Passlof, and Yvonne Thomas.67

Reviewing the 1957 show for The New York Times, Dore Ashton focused on the male artists, including Adja Yunkers (although that he was Ashton’s husband at this time went unacknowledged), but mentioned just four of the women in the show—Miriam Schapiro, Louise Nevelson, Nell Blaine, and Joan Mitchell—when the women in this show not only included Baber, “one of the artists just getting under way with their public careers,” but also such notables as Lee Krasner, Elaine de Kooning, Grace Hartigan, Louise Bourgeois, Lois Dodd, and Marisol (Escobar).68 Baber was a longtime friend of both Elaine de Kooning and Joan Mitchell.

Nor were all the artists abstract—for example, Nell Blaine, Lois Dodd, and Marisol are all known for representation—Blaine and Dodd for painting landscape and Marisol for figurative sculpture. Their work created a context for Baber, who described her painting in the sixth Stable Gallery Annual as “a red man, so I would say that the first work that people saw [of mine] was figurative.”69 She was reported to have painted these brilliant red male figures after visiting Gary, Indiana, where she “observed sweaty steel workers bowed over their furnaces.”70 Working in thick paint, she caught the rawness of their physical labor.

Baber’s painting teacher at Indiana University, Alton Pickens, must have provoked Baber’s interest in depicting steelworkers, since he had already published in leftist periodicals like New Masses, and by 1955 would show his own figurative paintings with social realist artists such as Philip Evergood and William Gropper at the ACA Galleries in New York, going against advice he received from the art historian Robert Goldwater.71

When Baber explained how she produced all-blue or all-red paintings, however, what she focused on reflects formalism not social realism: “I started doing these red men, they were all red and I found [the] male figure more interesting in the point of view of straight lines so that when I would go and draw from the figure, I would draw the male model and work that out. These figures were influenced by Cézanne, although Cézanne wouldn’t claim them. But what excited me in the quality of drawing in Cézanne was the nervous line. And I guess I worked towards a kind of nervous edge in these things.”72

Baber participated in another group show, Looking Back: Exhibition of Older and Present Work by 13 Artists, which took place May 2–21, 1958, at the Marino Art Galleries at 46 West 56th Street in New York. Among those showing with Baber were Paul Georges, Boris Lurie, Lester Johnson, Matsumi Kanemitsu, Felix Pasilis, and Dorothy G. Voss, who wrote an essay for the show’s flyer.73 Several of the participants were members of the March Gallery. Baber recalled: “From the downtown shows in those days you often got an offer to show uptown, or to show in the group shows uptown.”74

Baber was clearly continuing to network. Her generosity in social situations was recorded by the painter Jules Olitski, who wrote a memoir that tells of Baber’s role in sharing with him how the critic Clement Greenberg, unbeknownst to Olitski, had admired his work in his first solo show, held in the spring of 1958 at the Zodiac Room of the New York dealer Alexander Iolas. Olitski heard indirectly from a young artist, Fred Schneider, a mutual friend, who had heard from Baber, who had just called him and told him what she had heard Greenberg say at a cocktail party downtown: “Clement Greenberg is there holding forth on the art scene and how low it has sunk, and someone asked him whether there is anyone around he thinks is any good, and he said, ‘Yes I saw some paintings today by a guy I never heard of. He’s good… I didn’t want to go for his paintings, they looked kind of “Frenchy.” But they’re good. What’s his name? Olitski. Yeah, that’s it.’ ”75

That same spring, Olitski and Greenberg participated in a large group show of life drawings, which also included Baber. It was the first show ever at the short-lived Workshop Gallery, located in Manhattan at 332 East 51st Street. The show, which opened on May 6, 1958, was organized by the gallery’s owner, Connie Levene, (later known as Constance Kane), who was then the wife of Sam Levene, a prominent American actor and Broadway director.76 Baber showed an image of a male figure in ink that she priced at $85; Pat Adams offered a drawing for $15; Greenberg asked $50 for each of his two pencil drawings; and John Ferren asked $200 and $350 for his works on paper.77 In addition to work by the owner herself, some of the other participants were Elaine de Kooning, Paul Georges, Alex Katz, Fay Lansner, Theodoros Stamos, and Paul Jenkins. Thus, this show is the first documented encounter between Alice Baber and Paul Jenkins and further confirms that she knew Clement Greenberg.78 Baber’s work was well enough regarded that the Workshop Gallery included her pen-and-ink drawing of a forest in its summer show.

Baber had now launched herself as a painter in New York. Although she considered herself to be shy, her networking skills had resulted in membership in a co-op gallery, participation in several group shows, and she got accepted into a residency at a prestigious artist’s colony. What remained unsettled was her need to find stability in her romantic life, which would enable her to socialize in the art world, while focusing on creating and promoting her own artwork.


[image: A film strip showing Alice Baber applying makeup in front of a mirror.]
Alice Baber in Ilya Bolotowsky’s film Wolf Kahn Paints a Picture, ca 1956, shot at The Club.








CHAPTER 3 Finding a Partner (1958)


By the spring of 1958, Alice Baber, not yet thirty years old, had established herself in the New York art world. So much so that she applied for a residency at Yaddo, the artist colony in upstate New York, set on a four-hundred-acre estate in Saratoga Springs, where the mission was “to nurture the creative process” by offering artists a supportive place to work without interruption.1 It was the second year in a row that Baber had applied, but this time she was accepted. Asked to state her goal for her stay at Yaddo, she wrote that she planned “to complete a series of paintings dealing with natural forms in formal terms.”2

To get into Yaddo was an accomplishment for any young artist, whether pursuing the visual arts, literature, or music and the performing arts. It was also an opportunity to meet creative people who worked in other disciplines. Baber asked her former Indiana University art history professor, Henry Hope, to “sponsor” her by writing a letter of reference. She also asked for letters from the painter Hyde Solomon and the novelist and poet Herbert Gold, whom she had dated.

Gold, who had twice been a guest at Yaddo, wrote that Baber was “emotionally stable with considerable self-possession and charm” and answered affirmatively Yaddo’s question of whether she was self-sufficient enough and if she could live harmoniously with others. Gold described her as “a gifted and serious painter” and said that he perceived “a rapidly maturing personal expressiveness.”3 While Baber had brought along Gold on a visit with the Lassaws over the Fourth of July weekend in 1957, by the time she got to Yaddo, she was no longer involved with him.4

Henry Hope, chair of the Fine Arts Department at Indiana University, reported that he remembered Baber well and gave her high grades “in scholarship, artistic ability, and character.” He recommended her highly, adding that she had done well at the summer School of Fontainebleau. Her last reference, Hyde Solomon, Baber might have met through her day job. He mentioned that a Yaddo residence would be of great benefit to her since “she holds a fulltime job most of the year,” something about which she rarely spoke. Solomon, a confirmed homosexual, was beloved for producing charcoal portrait studies of his fellow residents at Yaddo.5 He was on a first-name basis with Yaddo director Elizabeth Ames, so that must have helped Baber’s chances.6

Notified of her acceptance with a letter from Ames written on April 7, 1958, Baber began her stay at Yaddo on Friday, May 30, 1958, and remained until Saturday, June 28.7 Her sociability would allow her to thrive in such a communal setting among other visual artists, writers, and those in the performing arts, from composers to choreographers.

By May 6, 1958, Baber had gotten to know the painter Paul Jenkins, while both artists were exhibiting in the Workshop Gallery’s show of life drawings. Five years older than she, Jenkins had also grown up in the Midwest, in his case in Missouri and Ohio. The two might have met earlier, but their encounter was surely after Baber’s weekend of July 4, 1957, with the Lassaws, when she was accompanied by Herbert Gold. Jenkins had been living in Paris, where he had established a network of friends, a close relationship with a supportive art critic, and found several galleries willing to show his art; he exuded much more charm than Gold. Although Jenkins was still married, separated from his wife and young daughter, he seemed much more appealing than Gold.

Beginning in July 1955, Jenkins had spent a year living in New York when he met Willem de Kooning, Franz Kline, Robert Motherwell, Ad Reinhardt, Jackson Pollock, and Lee Krasner. Before they met, Jenkins and Alice Baber did know several people in common, among them Clement Greenberg and the artist Mike Kanemitsu.

It might have been through Kanemitsu, a fellow founding member at the March Gallery, that Baber first met Jenkins. Though Kanemitsu was born in 1922 to Japanese parents living in Ogden, Utah, he was taken to Japan and grew up living with his grandparents, near Hiroshima, speaking only Japanese. Returning to the United States in 1940, he enlisted in the US Army in 1941, at which point he renounced his Japanese citizenship and became a US citizen.

Despite this choice and his birthplace, Kanemitsu was arrested after the attack on Pearl Harbor and interned by the US government. It was then that he took up drawing. Once released, Kanemitsu rejoined the US Army and served as a hospital assistant in Europe. Discharged in 1946, he studied with the modernist painter Fernand Léger in Paris, before ending up in 1951 at the Art Students League of New York, where he studied together with Jenkins in the painting class taught by the popular Yasuo Kuniyoshi, who had arrived alone from Okayama, Japan, in 1906 at the age of sixteen.

Kanemitsu, who was very close to Jenkins, later recalled how he and Jenkins had met as students in Kuniyoshi’s class and how Jenkins had helped him out by purchasing his artwork when he was unknown and struggling to survive: “It’s a help to me to, you know, pay my rent.” Kanemitsu remarked on how much of his art Jenkins had purchased in order to help him. It was a generosity with colleagues that distinguished his character.8


[image: Paul Jenkins with Mike Kanemitsu are posed together indoors, one seated in a chair and the other sitting on the floor in front of him.]
Paul Jenkins with Mike Kanemitsu



In fact, Kanemitsu’s analysis helps to shed light on what Baber fell in love with and then rejected. Kanemitsu insisted what a hard worker Jenkins was, but also emphasized how much he loved to party. Kanemitsu also admired how industrious Jenkins was: “If he don’t paint, he editing for his biography or he write[s]. He’s a very good writer, too; he write play.… And he have [sic] most talent to observe people.”9

Kanemitsu was an insightful observer about Jenkins’s interactions with people, whom he said could “convince them to respect his knowledge—kind of hypnotize idea. He really do. I saw how he operate, and I don’t like to say ‘operate’ but that way that he talk into men and women. People have no knowledge about abstract painting, but he sell, and he talk. But he don’t talk like cheap salesman type of talk. He was talking something else, and people fascinate about him. And Paul know almost any subject. He’s a well-read man.”10

With enormous admiration, Kanemitsu declared that Jenkins could speak about most any topic: “About writing. (And he know about astronomy and astrology, many mysticisms. He’ll study.) And only knowledge that he lack is probably music. He don’t know very well much music. But the rest of fields, he know everything.”11

Yet, Kanemitsu saw Jenkins as little appreciated by other artists, whom he saw as jealous of his friend and supporter: “And most artists, they don’t like him, personally, because I think that the reason they don’t like him, Paul, is that he’s so elegant—well dressed and well spoken. That kind of artists want to be like Paul, but they can’t be.… So they call him a phony or all this kind of thing. But there is no such thing as phoniness in Paul Jenkins.”12

Kanemitsu sensed what others including the painter Archie Rand, observed of Jenkins, whom he considered “a bit of the charlatan,” recalling: “Paul was a charming egoist and the kind of borderline faux-spiritualist that populated a lot of the second waves of beatnikism… He was smart.” Rand observed that Jenkins’s “woo-woo was counterpointed by his tailored suits and distinguished tone of voice, making him, in his mind, all things to all people. He wanted to be seen as inscrutable and therefore to be admired for not being ‘understood,’ above their heads—a control freak emitting his own legend. A slick, urbanized Zen guru. Far out but so sophisticated.”13

In fact, Jenkins was a trained actor. He met his first wife, Esther Ebenhoe, while both were working in an open-air theater in Cleveland Heights, Ohio; he was then acting. They married on May 19, 1945. He served in the US Maritime Service and enlisted in the US Naval Air Corps during World War II. After his military service, he studied playwriting at Carnegie Tech (now known as Carnegie Mellon University) in Pittsburgh. He was painting and drawing independently before he moved to New York City in 1948 and began to study painting on the GI Bill at the Art Students League, where he developed a deep admiration for his teacher, Yasuo Kuniyoshi.

After several temporary separations, Paul and Esther Jenkins conceived in Paris their only child—a daughter, Hilarie Paula Jenkins—who was born there in 1954. Hilarie recalls that the family returned from Paris after her mother’s sister-in-law, Ida Hancock, died suddenly, leaving behind three children. Esther’s mother, Hilarie’s grandmother, implored her daughter to come home from Paris to help her brother’s family in Pittsburgh. Paul stayed in New York, and it was during this temporary separation that his infidelity took its toll, ultimately ending his marriage.14

During the previous year, while Paul was alone in New York, it was at Clement Greenberg’s place on Bank Street in the early spring of 1956 that Jenkins first encountered a disturbed Jackson Pollock and encouraged him to travel to Paris to see him and his wife, only to have the forty-four-year-old painter protest, “It’s too late for that.”15 In April, Greenberg arranged for Jenkins and two other abstract painters—the German-born Friedel Dzubas and Alan Davie (then visiting from Scotland for his show in New York)—to go and see Pollock in East Hampton, where Jenkins recalled that Pollock’s wife, the artist Lee Krasner, prepared lunch.

After witnessing a disturbed Pollock shoot an arrow into the wall of the kitchen in his East Hampton home in front of the tormented Krasner, Jenkins sent the couple a gift of the book Zen and the Art of Archery, written by the German philosopher Eugen Herrigel, and first translated into English in 1953. Jenkins inscribed the book: “Again many good thoughts for the weekend spent with you both. Here is the archery book and Esther [Ebenhoe Jenkins, his wife] & I hope you enjoy reading it. Before returning to Paris, I hope we will [have] another chance to talk—if we don’t however it has been a real joy to have visited and will remember always your generosity.”16

Jenkins’s gift to Pollock and Krasner reflects his interest in Zen, which he would also share with Baber, whom he would soon meet.17 Lee Krasner’s visit to Paris, however, where she stayed with Paul and Esther, documents that Jenkins’s first marriage was still intact on August 12, 1956.18 The couple were legally separated in 1957, although their divorce would follow later.19

Jenkins, after having his first solo show at the Martha Jackson Gallery in New York in 1956, arranged to exchange, for two years beginning in early 1957, his Paris studio, located in Montparnasse, where many famous artists and writers lived earlier in the twentieth century, for the New York studio of the American artist Joan Mitchell, which was located on St. Marks Place in Greenwich Village.20 Thus, Jenkins was living in New York in 1957, but we can only speculate if he had made this move from Paris because he wanted to make arrangements for ending his marriage.

Meanwhile, Alice Baber continued to network in the art world. She recalled that she first met the painter Ray Parker, whom she saw at the Club, through some friends from Indiana University. Baber remembered spending an evening at Parker’s with the artist Robert Motherwell, noting, “It was an absolutely wild evening because he was fighting with Betty [Little], the wife he would soon divorce, before marrying Helen Frankenthaler the next year.”21

By June 1958, Paul Jenkins seemed so attractive to Baber that she was eager to write to him from Yaddo. Lacking a pen or a normal pencil, she wrote him a short note with an eyebrow pencil.22 Once she got hold of a pen, something of Baber’s experience at Yaddo, as well as clues about the couple’s developing relationship, are recorded in a letter she wrote to Jenkins, thanking him for his “nice funny letter” and telling him, “I think it is fine for you to go out with Lee [Krasner, Pollock’s widow, who at nearly fifty, was twenty years older than Baber]. It is warm tonight for a change. The window is open and I can hear the loud speaker from the race track, the baying of foxes and the batting of moths. Almost as noisy as New York. I sketched this morning and got one good drawing, rescraped a painting this afternoon, took nap & read Henry James. I feel adjusted to room, studio, and people.”23

Yaddo offered many other guests for diversion, but Baber focused her attention and her comments to Jenkins on the figurative painter Shirley Dreyfus (who showed at ACA Galleries); the composer Ben Johnston, who taught at the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, was “au currant [sic] and seems to be on all the arts” and told her, “Merce Cunningham will be out next year”; and the poet Donald Petersen, who “doesn’t know anything about modern art, thinks artists should do portraits, because he spent 5 years on the sonnet form for discipline.”

Baber then tells Jenkins: “Everyone here is married & devoted to wives and children (2, 3, & 4 children the average) so you can see that I am being good while you are out with Lee.” She signs her letter: “Til Sunday, Love, Alice.”24 Clearly, however, they both knew that Jenkins was no longer “devoted” to his wife and daughter. After experiencing the divided loyalties of David Hare, as well as the self-proclaimed abuser Herbert Gold, Jenkins’s situation seemed acceptable. Apparently, he was legally separated from Esther and their daughter, Hilarie, then not quite four years old.

Baber wrote Jenkins several letters from Yaddo, suggesting that she really missed him. She wrote: “My room is very basic, and so is the studio which is down a winding road, a row of three studios with high ceilings, not too large, and with someone else at the far end. The whole place seems deserted because it is so large. There is the mansion, the W. house (also large with an enormous receiving room done in burnt orange oriental carpet & chairs which gives off a strange unreal light), and many outer buildings.”25 She reported that after dinner many guests listened “to music in the quiet room which must have been a chapel, also Tudor style.”26 She wrote that there were “wonderful things to draw here. Large trees of all shapes, very baroque.”27

Baber added, “Lots of gossip from Hilton on the way up.”28 It seems that her visit coincided with that of her contemporary, the art critic Hilton Kramer, whom she noted in an earlier letter, drove up with Leslie George Katz, a writer on art and literature, who later founded the Eakins Press Foundation and was a longtime member of the board of the Yaddo artists’ colony.29 Baber knew Kramer, who had done some graduate studies at Indiana University, through mutual friends from her alma mater.30 Baber was hoping to get a ride back to the city with Kramer and Katz. She tells Jenkins that she has had an evening conversation with about eight others but that she misses him.31

In another letter to Jenkins, Baber asks him, “What do you think of this line: ‘He demanded too much of art because he hoped for so much from life,’ this from a book on Blake. Blake believed in 4 levels of inspiration or fantasy. I am investigating them. The author also uses a term which interests me but which I do not understand called empsychotic but which has to do ‘with representing objects as emotion & as attitudes’ and the opposite. This carried to extreme becomes surrealism says the author.”32 The book she was reading, but failed to name, was William Blake: The Politics of Vision by Mark Schorer, published in 1946.33 Sharing William Blake’s love of both poetry and painting, Baber’s interest in Blake’s visionary imagination in these two creative arenas does not surprise.

Having conveyed her intellectual investigation into Blake, Baber switches to the personal, telling Jenkins how much she had just enjoyed seeing him in New York City. Now back at Yaddo, busy drawing, she expresses her hope to return to the city to see him the following weekend. Her focus on her still-new relationship with Jenkins certainly preempted her getting better acquainted with other Yaddo guests.

The intimacy of this new relationship is documented by Baber’s casual but focused pencil sketch of Jenkins asleep, with his face etched in profile, his rumpled pajama top open. Baber’s rare surviving figurative sketch is signed ALICE BABER, NEW YORK 1958.34 The style seems to be the “nervous” line that she said was inspired by Paul Cézanne.
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