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Introduction The Radical Realism of Alice Neel


Alice Neel died more than thirty-five years ago, but the artist and her scathingly honest portraits couldn’t be more of the moment. Long before the Black Lives Matter and LGBTQ movements, not to mention #MeToo, Neel incisively documented America’s remarkable and resilient diversity, from her black and brown Spanish Harlem neighbors to civil rights and feminist leaders, from the children of immigrants to transgender members of Andy Warhol’s coterie. As she herself put it, “I have painted life itself right off the vine—not a copy of an old master with new figures inserted—because now is now.”

In many ways, 2020’s unprecedented “now” profoundly resonates with Neel’s “now,” whether it was the Depression of the 1930s and the ensuing WPA years, or the political upheavals of the late 1960s and early 1970s, when the civil rights and feminist movements came of age and Neel and her work first garnered serious attention. Always radical, Neel’s oeuvre has, perhaps, rarely felt more relevant.

Her stated goal was to chronicle the Zeitgeist, and Neel was, from the very start, fiercely democratic in her subjects, portraying her lovers, her children, pregnant nudes, fringe characters, and famous art-world figures. Neel’s art provides a vivid lens through which to view the twentieth century. It also—to an extraordinary degree—accurately reflects the current Zeitgeist. During a perilous period when so much of our culture’s hard-won progress in accepting diversity—racial, cultural, and sexual—seems gravely at risk, Neel’s passionate visual engagement with the people and the politics of her era packs a potent one-two punch. Her canvases simultaneously convey the hindsight of historical perspective and a trenchant sense of immediacy.

Neel’s entire body of work, from her early Social Realist portraits of labor organizers through her signature, genre-bending nudes of pregnant women, powerfully integrates the political with the personal, transparently merging the artist’s radical social activism with her nakedly forthright aesthetic vision. While she was arguably America’s first feminist, multiculturally conscious artist, Neel typically coined her very own term for her life and work. As she rhetorically labeled herself, “You know what I am, I’m an anarchic humanist.”

The roots of Neel’s humanism were grounded in the Social Realist movement, the 1930s genre that lionized the common man and unsparingly represented social injustice, working-class heroes, and the poor. Her lifelong affiliation with the Communist Party, along with her devotion to Social Realism, popular in the Depression but widely debunked by the 1940s, would relegate her to the margins of the art world for several decades.

Even during the peak of Abstract Expressionism, Neel, who was familiar not only with the Ab-Ex movement itself but also with many of its primary movers and shakers, never veered from portraiture, long declared dead. She did, however, banish the term from her vocabulary, preferring to call her canvases “pictures of people.” “I just went my own way,” she later said, a definitive statement that could serve as her epithet.

Over the years, Neel’s practice evolved into a strikingly original style. As a woman and as an artist, Neel was sui generis, carving out a distinct and unmistakable niche. Adept at transcending stereotypes in both her life and her art, Neel radicalized portraiture, turning it inside out. She famously preferred to paint her subjects naked, ruthlessly revealing both the inner and outer human. Along the way, she transformed the nude with her revolutionary depictions of both genders, from her paradigm-shifting male odalisques to her convention-defying pregnant females.

Few portrait painters besides Lucian Freud have been as unflinching in their gaze. But while Freud is a clinician, his cold dissection of his subjects often chilling, Neel is an avowed humanist, interested in not only her subjects’ physiognomy but in their heart and soul. And while much of Freud’s work, particularly his female nudes, revels in the millennia-long tradition of the male gaze, Neel’s non-gendered gaze belongs to Neel alone. “ That is the microcosm,” she said. “Everything can be there—the person, his position in life, how he feels, how he thinks, what life does to him, how he retaliates, the spirit of the times, everything.”

Her canvases cover the waterfront, from the young to the old, from the disenfranchised to the world-renowned. Her empathetic portrayal of gay and transgender couples is unique in art history. Neel, who from the outset of her career set out to be a veritable anti–Mary Cassatt, also produced some of the world’s most memorable portraits of children, painted with the artist’s inimitably honest vision and devoid of any sentimentality. Take her several paintings of Georgie Arce, a neighborhood boy she befriended who was later incarcerated for murder. Neel captures his mobile features, with all their innate edginess.

By the time she was thirty, Neel had endured several personal tragedies, including two suicide attempts resulting in institutionalization, the death of an infant daughter, permanent estrangement from her second-born, and abandonment by her husband. For most of her life, her financial circumstances were perilous, her domestic scene volatile and sometimes abusive, and from the mid-1940s through the early 1960s she painted in almost complete obscurity. But Neel saw herself as a survivor, not a victim. As such, almost all her canvases reflect her own identity. At the same time, Neel’s portraits are, in a sense, collaborative, the exchange between the artist and her subject palpable, as exemplified by her extraordinary portrait of Andy Warhol, nude from the waist up, revealing his scars and the surgical corset he wore after he was shot by Valerie Solanas. “I love to see what the pressure of life does to the human psyche,” she once said.

Neel’s life, highly dramatic in its own right, spanned the turbulent twentieth century, and its narrative arc not only traces the many major historical changes that took place between 1900 and the 1980s, but also follows the progress made (or not made) for women and for women artists. It is telling that Neel’s first real success came at the peak of the second wave of feminism, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. “The women’s lib movement is giving the women the right to openly practice what I had to do in an underground way,” she once said.

Neel liked to declare, “I am the century,” and in many ways she was. But Neel’s artistic legacy and cultural influence extend beyond her lifetime and continue to flourish and grow. Neel’s inspiration can be seen in the work of a number of contemporary painters, from Eric Fischl, with his sexually suggestive narratives, to Marlene Dumas, who, like Neel, “uses the body to get to the spirit,” to Elizabeth Peyton, known for her portraits of close friends and celebrities. As Peyton, who actually did a nude of Neel as an homage, has put it, “Alice Neel seemed to be able to connect with all kinds of people.… I feel pictures of people contain their time in an important way that communicates to other times.”

And a new generation also owes a clear debt to Neel. Such millennial artists as Jordan Casteel—whose first New York City museum show opened at the New Museum in February 2020, and whose large-scale portraits of subway riders, street vendors, her own Rutgers students, and, in particular, her Harlem neighbors—unabashedly emulate Neel’s style and subject matter. Indeed, one of Casteel’s favorite paintings is Neel’s portrait of the artist Faith Ringgold.

“Neel understood the power of painting and painting the figure—that it was an opportunity to engage people in a way that they may not have seen themselves before, or seen others before, and to think about their humanity,” Casteel says. “We need reminders of our own humanity and the humanity of those who may or may not look like us, and the communities that we don’t understand.” Casteel regards Neel as a role model. “She really functioned in her own truth and didn’t let other people tell her how to lead her life. And she captures the essence and the brutal truth of human life in her work.”

By 2010, Neel had, to a certain degree, finally entered the canon, thanks in part to her second retrospective at the Whitney Museum of American Art, in 2000. Her reputation was further reinforced by the extensive, theme-oriented 2005 retrospective at the National Museum of Women in the Arts, “Alice Neel’s Women.” Meanwhile, a handful of thoughtful and provocative shows at Cheim & Read, curated by John Cheim, kept the artist, by this time a New York art-world legend, in the public eye. (These and a number of other important posthumous shows are discussed in the book’s epilogue.) The London-based gallery Victoria Miro began representing Neel in 2004 and helped pave the way for a European audience for the artist’s work, starting with the show “Alice Neel: A Chronicle of New York” that year.

The retrospective “Painted Truths,” curated by Jeremy Lewison and Barry Walker, was a watershed in Neel’s posthumous career. It originated in March 2010 at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston, before traveling to the Whitechapel Gallery in London in the summer of 2010, and then on to Malmö, Sweden. As Laura Cumming wrote in The Guardian, “ ‘Alice Neel: Painted Truths’ at London’s Whitechapel Art Gallery is the revelation of the year. How could it not be? It would be hard to think of a greater artist whose work has been so little seen in this country.”

Since then, more than a half dozen shows around the world have expanded the artist’s reach to Finland, the Netherlands, France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Scotland, and Korea, and created a deeper understanding of Neel’s art-historical importance. The 2016 show “Alice Neel: Painter of Modern Life,” organized by the Ateneum Art Museum in Helsinki, traced Neel’s work from her time with her husband, Carlos Enríquez, in Havana through the end of her life on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The seventy-painting retrospective offered a microcosm of Neel’s life and art, beginning with a moody 1926 portrait of Enríquez, done in Neel’s early dark sepia palette, and ending with a mournful portrait of her daughter-in-law Ginny, who had just lost her mother, completed not long before Neel’s own death in 1984 and executed in the light, airy, blue-limned style of her later years.

The show, her first retrospective in any of these countries, traveled to the Gemeentemuseum in the Hague, the Netherlands; the Fondation Vincent van Gogh in Arles, France; and the Deichtorhallen gallery in Hamburg, Germany. Another major retrospective, “Un regard engagé,” featuring seventy works and focusing on Neel’s political and social engagement, was scheduled to open at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris in June 2020 but has been postponed until 2022, due to the global pandemic.

Meanwhile, in New York, David Zwirner, which has represented Neel since 2008, with two shows the following year, has mounted a number of noteworthy Neel exhibitions, focusing on essential elements of her work. Since 2009, the gallery has exhibited six shows, including “Late Portraits & Still Lifes” in 2012 and “Drawings and Watercolors 1927–1978” in 2015, which demonstrated the artist’s lesser-known adeptness—not to mention naughtiness—on paper, as evidenced by her intimate (and humorous) erotic watercolors of herself and a lover, John Rothschild.

In 2017, the Zwirner show “Uptown,” curated by Hilton Als, which later traveled to Victoria Miro in London, riveted viewers with its rich depiction of Neel’s life in Spanish Harlem, deftly drawing together portraits representing both her geographical and political communities, from the anonymous sitters in Two Puerto Rican Boys and Two Girls, Spanish Harlem to stunning portraits of civil rights activist James Farmer, playwright Alice Childress, and Harold Cruse, author of The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. Three carefully curated vitrines of books and assorted ephemera provided a compelling record of Neel’s radical views, intellectual curiosity, and the strikingly diverse company she kept.

As Als puts it, “I think one of the things about great artists is they tell us where we are going before we know we are going there. Alice’s modernism has a lot to do with the fact that she saw beyond the limitations of what life has given us in terms of sex and color, and that we are profoundly linked to the idea of survival. The will to survive, whether it is people of color or women or children or migrant workers, is a great equalizer. Alice knew it was something that really unified us and allowed us to be connected. If you care about human beings, her legacy is pervasive.”

Neel’s paintings are always naked, at least psychologically: Neel brilliantly strips her subjects down to their bare essence. David Zwirner’s 2019 exhibition “Freedom,” conceived by Ginny Neel, explored different aspects of Neel’s notorious penchant for nudity, while showcasing some of the most iconic paintings of her career. The stunning show included work from the 1920s to the 1980s, arranged into thematic groups, from her Social Realist–inflected nudes to her male nudes (in a room of their own) to her signature pregnant nudes.

Says Ginny, “I wanted to present works that couldn’t have been painted by a woman if she hadn’t been determined to not submit to the restrictions put upon women. Alice freed herself from gender stereotypes because she looked at men the way men looked at women. Her representation of the twentieth century was about breaking stereotypes and elitism. I think her relevance is because, unlike a lot of artists of her time, she was not painting types: she was painting singular people. We all find ourselves in those people, no matter what time it is. And Alice was way ahead of her time, because of her love of people.”

On display were the rarely seen Joe Gould, a 1933 portrait of her friend, the legendary Greenwich Village character, endowed by Neel with multiple penises; her provocative male odalisque of the critic and curator John Perreault; and her breathtaking portrait of Andy Warhol. The female nudes ranged from her still shocking portrait of her estranged six-year-old daughter, Isabetta, whom she had not seen since she was two years old, to the well-known paintings of her pregnant daughter-in-law Nancy and Margaret Evans Pregnant, to her comical image of the semi-nude dominatrix Annie Sprinkle.

Neel always wanted to be shown in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Her rancorous 1967 portrait of Henry Geldzahler, who had just been named the Met’s curator of twentieth-century art, evidences her disappointment when he snubbed her request to include her in his landmark 1969 show, “New York Painting and Sculpture: 1940–1970.” Neel got the posthumous last laugh with “People Come First,” a major traveling retrospective of over one hundred works (including her painted payback to Geldzahler) spanning her entire career and opening at the Met in 2021.

As Hartley, Neel’s younger son, recalls, “Alice absolutely loved the Met. She would take us there any number of times as kids. I remember her taking me on numerous occasions to see the wonderful Van Gogh self-portrait. I can’t imagine what she would feel if she knew they were doing a blockbuster show.” Adds Richard, her older son, “The twenty-first century has been great for Alice. I think about Alice and know how much she would have appreciated what’s happened to her art and the appreciation of her art after she died. She would have been absolutely thrilled about the Met show.”

The artist’s first museum retrospective in New York City in twenty-one years, “People Come First” was co-curated by Randall Griffey and Kelly Baum and organized into eight thematic sections: New York City, Home, Counter Culture, Human Comedy, Neel and Art History, Motherhood, The Nude, and Good Abstract Qualities. It includes Neel’s WPA-era depictions of New York City, displays her canny use of her home as an intimate studio setting, and documents her lifelong personal and political involvement with a wide circle of Bohemians and political activists. The Met retrospective places Neel firmly in art history, pairing her canvases with works from the museum’s permanent collection, including paintings by such varied artists as Mary Cassatt, Robert Henri, Vincent van Gogh, and Chaim Soutine, and photographs by Helen Levitt and August Sander.

As Griffey puts it, “One of Neel’s great legacies is her career-long commitment to painting, and her belief in painting as a medium. She continued to paint despite many odds against figurative painting—and especially portraits—throughout the mid-twentieth century. Many contemporary artists who identify as painters owe Neel a debt of thanks. Neel as a painter is always walking that wonderful but difficult line, that tension between the engagement with a subject you are rendering, and being intently aware that you are working with a medium that is pigment on a two-dimensional surface.”

Adds Baum, “Neel’s legacy is what she could do with paint, but it is also that Neel saw herself as a witness, and she described her work as a kind of history painter. She didn’t make history paintings like Jacques-Louis David. She’s telling the history of the twentieth century through individuals, from the point of view of the winners and the losers. Some of her sitters are quite powerful and went after fame and fortune, but others were really battered and bruised by the unfairness of life. She’s one of the century’s great history painters, and partly because she is writing the history from the street.”

The Met show also illustrates Neel’s impressive technical verve, including her sophisticated use of abstraction, often employed in her backgrounds. As Casteel observes, “In every instance of her mark making I can’t help but see abstraction. It’s the relationship between green and blue as being shadow and light. It’s the difference between leaving areas of the painting unfinished and letting the lack of opacity, the transparency of the paint, speak toward light and form. Ultimately, abstraction is about investigating those relationships. And Alice Neel was doing that—and then some. She was representing figures, and then within that there are beautiful topographies.”

Says Griffey, “I think the takeaway is Neel’s fervent belief in her own vision, even with every force around her resisting her vision. Her career as an artist and her life are a testament to her belief in her talent and her vision, despite what anyone else might feel. She stuck to her guns. She paid a price for it for sometimes, but there is a reward in it at the end.”

Neel is an enduring icon. She courageously refused to mold her life according to the mores of her time, and her life and work are a vindication of her beliefs. As Neel herself put it, “I do not know if the truth that I have told will benefit the world in any way. I managed to do it at great cost to myself and perhaps to others. It is hard to go against the tide of one’s time, milieu and position. But at least I tried to reflect innocently the twentieth century and my feelings and perceptions as a girl and a woman.”

In her life and in her work, Alice Neel is a true American original. We live in unprecedented times. As I hope this biography vividly attests, Neel was—and remains—an unprecedented artist.

Phoebe Hoban December 2020






Chapter One Studio Still Life


Her paintbrushes and glasses still rest by the easel in the apartment on 300 West 107th Street, where Alice Neel spent the last twenty-two years of her life. The living room overlooking Broadway, which also served as her studio, is filled with furniture circa 1950. In the next room, lying on top of a dresser, is a faded snapshot of José Santiago Negron—the father of her oldest son, Richard—a handsome Puerto Rican musician who later became a priest. The surfaces are strewn with artifacts: two animal skulls, an odd menorah with five instead of the standard seven candleholders, and three sitting ducks—wooden decoys which Neel humorously referred to as herself, Sam Brody, the filmmaker and photographer who was her longtime companion and fathered her second son, Hartley, and John Rothschild, her erstwhile lover and close friend. There are paintings everywhere—on the walls, stacked in the hall. Everything has been left just as it was when Neel lived and worked here, covering hundreds of canvases with ruthlessly honest portraits of the people who intrigued her, from neighborhood children to Andy Warhol.

Like the Pollock-Krasner House in the Springs, where Pollock’s half-filled gallons of paint and cans of brushes remain in suspended animation, Neel’s place has been frozen in time since her death in 1984. But unlike Pollock’s studio, which has been carefully preserved as a temple to its former resident genius, no effort has been made to sanctify the Neel home; like the artist who lived there, it remains strikingly uncontrived. All that’s missing is the powerful presence of Neel herself.

The quintessential Bohemian, Neel spent more than half a century, from her early days as a WPA artist living in the heart of the Village, through her Whitney retrospective in 1974, until her death ten years later, painting, often in near obscurity, an extraordinarily diverse population—from young black sisters in Harlem to the elderly Jewish twin artists Raphael and Moses Soyer to the American Communist Party chairman Gus Hall to Linus Pauling—creating an indelible portrait of twentieth-century America.

An avowed sensualist, Neel painted unflinchingly naked (often literally) pictures of her lovers and the contemporary movers and shakers of the time, including many fellow members of the left-wing, activist art world. “I’m cursed to be in this Mother Hubbard body,” she once said. “I’m a real sexy person.” At the same time, she was a resourceful single parent, raising two sons, first in Spanish Harlem, then on the Upper West Side near Columbia University. Neel was highly attuned to complex issues of motherhood, and her raw, intimate nudes of pregnant women, from friends and neighbors to her own daughter-in-law, are among her signature works.

In every aspect of her life, Neel dictated her own terms—whether it was defiantly painting figurative pieces at the height of Abstract Expressionism, convincing her subjects to disrobe (which many of them did, including, surprisingly, Andy Warhol), or finessing scholarships for her sons at the Rudolf Steiner School. No wonder she became the de facto artist of the feminist movement. (When Time magazine put Kate Millett on its cover in 1970, she was asked to paint the portrait.) Very much in touch with her time, Neel was also always ahead of it. Although she herself would probably have rejected such labels, she was America’s first feminist, multiculturally conscious artist, a populist painter for the ages.

Neel managed to transcend her often tragic circumstances, surviving the death from diphtheria of her infant daughter Santillana, her first child by the Cuban painter Carlos Enríquez, with whom she lived in Havana for a year before returning to the United States, where Carlos later joined her; the breakup of her marriage; a nervous breakdown and several suicide attempts when she was thirty, for which she was institutionalized for over a year; and the terrible separation from her second child, Isabetta, whom Carlos took back to Havana, where she was brought up by the Enríquez family. Neel also lost much of her work when Kenneth Doolittle, her lover from her Village days, burned and slashed some three hundred of her pieces.

Although Neel suffered enormously, she never became a victim. Unlike Frida Kahlo, whose work brilliantly fetishized her personal pain, Neel transformed her deepest wounds into her most humanistic work. And unlike Mary Cassatt, who beautifully chronicled family life in the nineteenth century but never married or had children, Neel painted from firsthand experience of the vicissitudes—and rewards—of marriage and motherhood. She accurately called herself a “collector of souls” and spoke of her oeuvre, in homage to Balzac, as “the Human Comedy.” “I paint my time using the people as evidence,” she once said.

The story of Alice Neel is the story of a fiercely unconventional woman and artist who, without ever being a careerist, managed to carve out a significant niche in art history through sheer tenacity, a keen intellect, and a tireless drive to paint the truth. Her prolific output captures a universe of powerful personalities—and documents an age. Neel painted through the Depression, McCarthyism, the revolution of the sixties, and the feverish eighties. She was in her late sixties before she began to receive serious critical acclaim. Today she is widely considered a major twentieth-century artist.

Neel’s life is not just the saga of a great American painter; it is a great American saga. Born into a proper Victorian family at the turn of the century, Neel came of age during suffrage, struggled through the Depression, and lived through the women’s liberation movement and the sexual revolution, reaching her prime in a time when she was finally permitted to do—and even celebrated for doing—just what she had strived to do all along: forge the life of an independent woman who was first and foremost an artist. Neel’s personal and artistic growth was often at odds with the century that shaped both her and her work. But when the antiestablishment sixties arrived, Neel, then herself in her sixties, arrived, too. The lifelong iconoclast and rebel against institutional values was finally at one with her era.

Neel knew many of the important political and art thinkers of her day, as evidenced by her portraits of people as wide-ranging as Meyer Schapiro, Linus Pauling, Kenneth Fearing, the Beat legend Joe Gould, apocryphal author of an “Oral History of the World” (whom she famously painted with three penises), Frank O’Hara, Robert Smithson, and Andy Warhol.

She was also enough of a cultural character to have appeared as a cameo in two movies and in several books. Neel is the basis for a feisty WPA artist played by Elsa Lanchester in the 1948 film The Big Clock, from Fearing’s 1946 novel by the same name; Susan Sarandon played Neel in Joe Gould’s Secret (2000), in which her infamous portrait of Gould appears; and the novelist Millen Brand portrayed Neel in two of his best-sellers, The Outward Room, 1937, and Some Love, Some Hunger, 1955.

From the start her work was both personal and political: Neel participated in the first Washington Square Outdoor Art Exhibit (one piece, Degenerate Madonna, drew protests from the Catholic Church and had to be withdrawn). She was a member of the Artists’ Union, and in 1936, she created an audacious work called Nazis Murder Jews of a Communist torchlight parade. Neel was a long-term member of the Communist Party USA (with an FBI file to prove it) and painted many Party leaders. In 1953, Neel commented on Cold War policy in her powerful painting Eisenhower, McCarthy, Dulles, portraying a terrible trio hovering over the western half of the globe. She was also highly aware of issues of race and painted members of the civil rights movement as well as other influential black figures.

But Neel was no naïve folk artist. A witty, well-educated, and worldly woman, she studied at the country’s first all-woman art school—the Philadelphia School of Design for Women (now Moore College of Art & Design)—receiving awards for two consecutive years in her portrait class. Robert Henri, a founder of the Ashcan School (and one of Edward Hopper’s mentors), had taught at the Philadelphia School in the late 1800s and was still considered its foremost artist. His book, The Art Spirit, inspired a whole generation of artists. Neel’s work followed in the realist tradition of Henri and Thomas Eakins in its effort to portray the essential truth of its subject and to explore social diversity. But Neel pushed this envelope to its utmost edge, into a realm uniquely her own.

Neel’s portraits are incisive psychological studies of her models. Indeed, posing for Neel was an experience in itself. In a reverse form of “talking cure,” Neel entertained her subjects—and disarmed them—with a nonstop stream of racy stories, politics, and philosophical musings. Curator John Perreault had a vivid recollection of modeling for Neel. “I’m posing stark naked; Nancy, her daughter-in-law, is coming in and out of the room; Alice is chatting away about the Depression and this boyfriend, and that boyfriend. She looked like a grandmother—a Saturday Evening Post grandmother. She had that beauty that an older woman can have. She had great eyes; she had the devil in her eyes. She had a foul mouth, and she was a vicious gossip. So there I was, lying naked in front of a vicious gossip.”

Another model, artist Benny Andrews, described Neel’s clever ploy for capturing her prey in its most vulnerable state. “It was interesting because she would just come up with these stories. In fact, that was one of the things that was so effective about her, because then you were listening, and you were interested in what she was telling you, so you got involved in that. I always said she was looking at you like an X-ray, and you were sitting up there laughing at her jokes while she was seeing right through you, and you didn’t even realize it.”

One of the last paintings Neel made was one of her rare self-portraits. At eighty, Neel cast as relentless an eye on herself as on the hundreds of subjects of her long career. Perched on a chair, the artist known for her scathing nude portraits is stripped down to her quintessence. Naked but for her glasses, a paintbrush, and a rag, she bravely renders herself with neither clothing nor props, her aging body equipped just with the tools of her craft—her vision and her deftly wielded implements—as if to make the definitive statement of self-expression: “I paint, therefore I am.” The flesh may sag, may, as Neel put it, be “dropping off the bone,” but the artist and her ability to paint remain forcefully intact. It is a radical departure from the standard artist’s self-portrait and in its stark veracity beautifully illustrates Neel’s original and enduring American vision.

“The road that I pursued, and the road that I think keeps you an artist, is that no matter what happens to you, you still keep on painting,” she once said.






Chapter Two Childhood’s Canvas


Alice Neel always knew she wanted to be an artist. Her “Rosebud” moment was her earliest memory as an infant: the color red. “Whenever I think of writing a biography, I think of… the color red in our living room. My mother said I could not have remembered it because I was only about six months old.”

Highly conscious of herself as the protagonist in her own drama, Neel sometimes framed her self-reflections: “If I wrote a biography…” (meaning, of course, autobiography). Instead, she painted one: Neel’s canvas was a membrane through which the artist experienced the world. Her entire oeuvre is a powerful “Remembrance of Things Present.”

As art, her hundreds of paintings emphatically stand on their own. As biography, they are inextricable from the vivid verbal narrative which Neel, who achieved fame and an audience later in life, polished and stylized over the years: a dazzling and seductive cycle of anecdotes and reflections that brilliantly limn her character, much as her indigo blue outline defines many of her subjects. No wonder she had a difficult time parting from her work, hoarding it tenaciously. (Even when she actually sold something, she sometimes made a new version.)

“I tried to capture life as it went by—art records so much, the feeling, the beliefs, the changes,” she wrote. “One of the reasons I painted was to catch light as it goes by, right hot off the griddle. Now that doesn’t mean that the work has to tell about your life, I mean it can be abstract or anything, but the vitality is taken out of real living.”

Alice Neel’s lust for “real living” was in direct response to her stultifying background. Even today, her hometown, Colwyn, Pennsylvania, just outside of Philadelphia, exudes a sleepy provinciality; there are trolley tracks bifurcating the main street, and the trolley still runs. You can take the same route Colwyn’s most famous citizen would have taken as it rumbles through the drab little town.

And Neel, from the time she was a young girl, would have made an indelible impression. As Marilou Usher, a Colwyn denizen, recalls, “My mother, Isabel Huston Spahr, saw Alice on the trolley, on the way to a Sunday school picnic when Alice was about fourteen. She was in awe of her. She remembered her as very Bohemian. She was different than everyone else.” That would ultimately set Neel apart, not only from her hometown but from her family, who were nothing if not outwardly respectably conventional. “If I could have met myself in that little town, that would have been a wonderful thing for me,” she said. Instead, she had to invent herself.

Neel’s life and career were a violent rebellion against the values of her tiny hometown, with its numbing normalcy and rigid constraints. Although she returned frequently to her home—seeking comfort from her mother between recurrent crises—she was hell-bent on escaping its deadly confines. Neel would lead a life that was wild even by Bohemian standards, and create a deeply original body of artwork. It would be shaped by three potent forces: her relentless and transcendent desire to paint, her ongoing struggle with the sometimes mundane, sometimes tragic hardships of poverty, and her adamant refusal to conform. Neel was uncompromising in her absolute drive. In the end, it is that which enabled her to survive—and to leave an enduring mark.



Alice Neel was born on January 28, 1900, in nearby Merion Square, now known as Gladwyne (a town she would return to after a nervous breakdown in 1930). “If I ever write a biography, I’m going to call it ‘I am the century.’ I’m four weeks younger than the century,” she liked to say. When she was about three months old, the family moved to Colwyn—a working-class town of narrow streets and small wood and brick row houses—which boasted one of the country’s first black baseball teams, the Hilldale Club. At the time, Colwyn, which is located southwest of Philadelphia and is part of Darby Borough in eastern Delaware County, had a population of about twelve hundred.

Neel’s family history is as sketchy as the backgrounds of her mature paintings: If the family ever kept records, they have long since been lost. Neel was the fourth of five children born to economically lower-middle-class parents with somewhat distinguished genealogies. Her father, George Washington Neel, who was a clerk for the Superintendent Car Service of the Pennsylvania Railroad, came from a long line of opera singers in Philadelphia, ending with his parents, who died when he was between the ages of twelve and fifteen. (As an infant, he had even appeared onstage in an opera.) His father was a Civil War veteran.

Her mother, Alice Concross Hartley, was, according to family lore, a descendant of a signer of the Declaration of Independence, Richard Stockton. Stockton and his wife, the poet Annis Boudinot Stockton, had six children, four daughters and two sons: Julia Stockton (married to Benjamin Rush, also a signer of the Declaration), Mary, Susan, Richard, Lucius, and Abigail.

The most definitive link that can be established between Alice’s mother, whose maiden name was Hartley, and Richard Stockton is not directly through Richard, but through his brother, John Stockton. John was the great-great-great-grandfather of a woman named Rhoda Stockton, whose great-great-great-uncle was Richard the signer. Rhoda married a man named John Huff, and the couple had nine children, including a daughter, Mary, who married William Hartley, whose lineage is unknown. Hartley fought in the Civil War. There seems to be no further or more immediate connection.

Although she was proud of it, Neel herself was confused as to her mother’s precise place in the Stockton family tree. She told Richard Polsky, who interviewed her in 1981, that “Rhoda Stockton was a sister of Richard Stockton, who signed the Declaration,” that John Huff owned a shoe factory in Philadelphia, and that Mary was never seen in anything but a “black satin gown,” à la John Singer Sargent. She recalled, in a written reminiscence, that her grandmother “was the daughter of a woman who was a sister of a hero of the American Revolution and a wife of my grandfather who was a courier in the cavalry in the Civil War. She lived until I was eight or nine, and was slight and dark with a small waist. She was always well dressed and rather elegant. I still have a piece of purple satin ribbon from her funeral, which I was considered too young to attend.”

Apparently, there was also a wealthy side of the family that included Alice’s great-uncle on her mother’s side, Linley Walsh, a liquid-soap manufacturer, and his wife, Julia. As a Quaker, according to Alice, Walsh refused to advertise and ultimately lost everything, including his country house in Cape May. Neel’s mother grew up knowing some of the old, rich families of Philadelphia, which perhaps accounts for the fact that Neel always depicted her as “cultured.”

The only thing George Washington Neel inherited from his parents was a lifelong bias against Bohemians. According to Alice, he was vehemently “anti-Bohemian,” a sentiment Alice Neel’s own children would also later come to express. Although her father’s family had been well-off when he was a child (Alice had a picture of him with his own pony), his mother died when he was young, and at nine he went to live with an aunt. At twelve, he moved to a boardinghouse and took a job hanging beef at a butcher shop. At seventeen, he began working at the Pennsylvania Railroad, eventually becoming head clerk of the accounting department.

By Alice’s account, he was a “little gray man,” quiet, passive, and totally dominated by her mother. She depicted him in two paintings, nineteen years apart: The Family, 1927, in which he is a tiny coal-bearing cipher, and the poignant, austere Dead Father, 1946. His most striking feature was his large nose, which caused his wife to joke that he was an “Irish Jew.”

Alice Concross Hartley was an ur-Victorian. In that sense, she took after her mother, who was, according to George Neel, Alice Neel’s nephew, “the most disciplined Victorian I ever heard of.” Thirty years Alice’s junior, George (also known as “Georgie”) was a highly eccentric college professor, prone to colorful turns of phrase. George’s comments are among the only remarks on record (except for those of Alice Neel herself) regarding Neel’s childhood home and family antecedents.

“Now my Grandmother Neel [Alice Neel’s mother] was a disciplined Victorian, I mean to the nth degree, but her mother was even more so,” recalled George in a 1987 interview. “Her mother, my great-grandmother, was a perfectionist of discipline, and everything had to be exactly as she ordered it.” Her father (Neel’s great-grandfather), on the other hand, was a “big, blond, American of English descent.” A heating expert, he had installed the first central-heating units in Pittsburgh, and he frequently traveled.

Alice Concross Hartley had four sisters, Maimie, Lillian, Julie, and Jenny (a younger sister, Florence, had died of diphtheria), and a brother. While Mrs. Hartley may have been totally puritanical, her husband apparently had a drinking problem, and Alice Sr. would let him in when he found his way home in the wee hours.

“My great-grandfather was a heavy beer drinker and when he came home at night he was loaded. My great-grandmother wouldn’t let him in. She was a Puritan of the severest code and nature,” said George. “The girls, Lily, Maimie, Alice, Julie, and Jenny, slept in a large walnut bed, all five of them, crosswise in the bed. But my grandmother snuck downstairs and slept on the settee, so that she could let her father in when he came home drunk, and she said, ‘Well you know George, I loved him, but he did stink of beer and I didn’t like that.’ ” When she ran her own household, Grandmother Neel prohibited any liquor in the house, but according to George, “Albert and my father, Peter, and Alice always snuck it in.”

Life chez Neel was a matriarchy. “My mother was the real head-of-the-house type,” Alice told Frederick Ted Castle in 1983. “My father didn’t even care to be boss. He was a nice philosophic person. I was more interested in my mother because she was bright, she knew more and she was quicker on the draw.”

“My grandfather was a gentle and quiet man who was ruled by my grandmother. My grandmother was the boss,” agreed George Neel, who described her as a complicated and conflicted person. According to him, “My grandmother was a charming conversationalist. She never spoke but in a conversational tone, she never told a complete story, and she was always the most cheerful person I have ever known. My grandmother was exceedingly determined, exceedingly organized, exceedingly regimented, but she was also kindly and gentle really, or at least she had learned to become so. She was mean, but on the surface she was a lady.”

George (whom Alice would paint in 1982 [Georgie and Annemarie] as an effeminate man with well-manicured hands, seated side by side with his much older German wife) described Alice (at least as an adult) as just the opposite. “Alice did everything imaginable to be anything but a lady. Her habits were always essentially disgusting. Her fingernails were dirty. Alice didn’t like to bathe; Alice had a habit of eating her bread sideways. She could never do anything like any normal person would do. Alice spilled everything. Every time anything got exciting, Alice screamed and squealed.” Alice, said her nephew, “decided already as a very small child, ‘This house is unbearable. Therefore I must make a world of my own beyond it.’ ”

By the time Alice was in high school, the family had moved twice. Their third house, at 408 Colwyn Avenue, was by far the nicest. Part of a pair, it was really half a house, cream-colored, with forest green trim. It was up on a hill that dropped precipitously down to the stone-paved street. To its right was the bridge that led to the railroad; there was also a flight of wooden stairs leading down to the train. There were two forest green wicker rocking chairs on the front porch. All three houses still stand. Today the house at 408 Colwyn Avenue no longer has a cream-and-green exterior. But inside, the rooms remain essentially the same—small and low-ceilinged, with dark bedrooms up the narrow stairs.

Alice had the back bedroom; there was also a small sitting room at the top of the stairs with an oval table that in later years had a lamp with a shade that Alice had painted with images of corn husks, and a round ceramic dish that she had painted with a fish. A bookcase held a history of the United States bought for Alice’s brother Peter, who became a college professor.

Downstairs in the parlor, furnished with an oak settee, an easy chair, and an oak rocker, there was more Neel artwork: A still life of zinnias by Alice hung above her father’s beloved radio, and a watercolor of downtown Havana painted by Carlos Enríquez was displayed between the two chairs. The dining room had a massive Tiffany dome above the round oak table. There were also a heavy oak sideboard, two built-in china cupboards, and another rocking chair next to her mother’s Victorian spool-turned sewing stand with its marble top.

As Neel recalled it, “In the dining room was a plate rack and beautiful wallpaper, of an elegant kind, heavy with a rich dark red patterned border, and on the rack really beautiful plates which had belonged to my grandmother [Mary].… There were china closets in this dining room with the plates all arranged very artistically and a bay window. It was really very nice. But for me too small, and besides I didn’t like the fact that the house was one of a pair. I wanted it to be standing all alone with the lawn all around it, not a so-called yard such as we had.”

In a striking cross section of this childhood home, a dun-hued watercolor painted in 1927, Alice used the house to provide an almost Freudian analysis of the family dynamic: There is her father, hauling coal up from the cellar; her mother, wild-eyed and nearly hysterical, scrubbing the dining room floor; Alice pensively cradling her first baby, Santillana; and her brother Peter, impervious to the melodramas being played out beneath him, on the top floor, studying French for his classes at Temple University.

George Neel painted a telling picture of Grandmother and Grandfather Neel at home after their children were grown. As a young boy, he would play pinochle every evening with his grandparents, with Grandmother Neel priding herself on her ability to read the cards upside down. She would boast that “your grandfather can count pretty well, but he can’t count half as fast as I do.”

Alice’s father, meanwhile, would amuse himself by making little drawings of neighbors and dogs. “Alice got her drawing interest from her father—not from her mother,” George Neel said. “My father [Peter], Albert, and Alice looked very similar.”

Grandmother Neel had a commanding personality. Equally impressive was her misogynistic attitude. “My grandmother was a male chauvinist. She hated all women. Women were for her absolutely unimportant. The only thing that mattered with any woman was she had to be rich, or she was nothing. She couldn’t even be politically important. Either she was rich and fashionable or she was nobody. Then she said to Alice when Alice told her she was going to paint, ‘Why do you want to be a painter? Don’t you know you are only a girl?’ ”

Or as Neel herself recalled it, “I don’t know what you expect to do in the world, Alice. You’re only a girl.” Neel would later say the comment made her “ambitious.”

Neel’s mother’s patronizing remark was as much a reflection on her intense frustration at the severe limitations of her own era as it was a perspective on her daughter’s future. Alice Concross Hartley was a competent, intelligent woman miserably inhibited by staid Victorian constraints. As Neel later said, “Everything in her life was induced by being so frustrated.” Her mother’s enforced inertia—with its tacit entrapment and despair—was both a cautionary example and a challenge to Neel, who had, fortunately, been born on the cusp of a time when women began to gain some vestige of freedom. In reacting to her restrictive background, Neel would exploit that newfound freedom to its maximum extent.

Neel’s mother also said, “None of us will ever be remembered.” Alice’s father, however, seemed to sense Alice’s singularity. “Well, I am not so sure about Alice,” she remembered him saying.

From an early age, Alice Neel’s quirks were apparent. She was a child consumed by anxieties and indecision. Clearly stifled by the prim Victorian household, where by the time she was three or four years old, “there was already a wall between me and the reserve of my mother,” she was showing signs of neurasthenia (duly noted by the family doctor). “I was hypersensitive as a child,” Neel told Eleanor Munro, who interviewed her for a WNET television program on women artists that became the 1979 book Originals. “If a fly lit on me, I’d have a convulsion.… There was a stuffed cat I lived in terror of. For all I know my human images originate in terror. It may be I need to exorcise something.”

Even Sunday school frightened her. “The tale of Christ nailed to the cross would send me into violent weeping and I’d have to be taken home. Also I remember a film they showed at the church of the horrors of delirium tremens that quite unnerved me and prevented my sleeping for many nights.” She was also plagued with ambivalence, “going into a fever” over even the most minor decisions, like whether or not to have hot chocolate or coffee. Her mother later said she was “jumpy as a cricket on a hot stove.”

Neel’s uncertainty undermined her sense of self. “Other people loomed too large. Everybody could knock me off base so that it was hard for me to be myself. I’d make such an effort to be what they wanted, a pretty little girl, that I wouldn’t be myself at all. As for that, I doubt if I was really myself until my mother died when I was fifty-four.”

Although physically Neel was indeed conventionally pretty, with round cheeks, blue eyes, and red-gold hair, “I was an unknown quantity. That’s what my mother used to say,” Neel told Joan Kufrin, author of Uncommon Women.

But despite her psychological and emotional insecurity, Neel maintained one strong conviction: “Even as a child, I was sure there were three things I could be: a writer, a painter or a sculptor.” She was even more emphatic in her oral history with art historian Patricia Hills: “I always wanted to be an artist. I don’t know where it came from. When I was eight years old the most important thing for me was the painting book and the watercolors. When I was very small, about 5 or 6, my most important Christmas present would be a coloring book.”

Later, Neel would say that she had been bitten by the “the bug, the virus, Art.” It would be her often tortuous lifeline. It was her refuge—her way of coping with her constant dis-ease. “When I first began to paint that was my only real life, really. That was the only place I acted natural. That was where I was completely myself. Because in life itself I was not ever completely myself. I’ve had a lot of lonely wretched times, but then I would paint in them.”

Alice loved drawing violets and rose of Sharon, which grew around the two-story house in abundance. There were also three rows of pear trees—the vestige of a former orchard. In the backyard, there were maple trees and a garden tended by her father: nicotiana, lilies that Alice’s mother hated—she called them “swamp things”—and an impressive bevy of blue hydrangea bushes lining the house. (Alice would later paint the roses in Still Life, Rose of Sharon, 1973.)

Neel used to go to Tribbet’s farm, “the only real farm left in this little suburb,” to pick the “first May lilies… then the violets, beautiful rich purple… I would take them home for the house, and for my mother who always loved them. Then star of Bethlehem all over the ground… then later buttercups, a whole field of them beautiful and yellow in the sunshine.…”

But even Tribbet’s farm had its dark places; the buttercups grew near “Ann’s Rock, a dangerous place, so that even as you enjoyed and picked them you were a little afraid. Ann’s Rock was an enormous rock covered with Isinglass a great distance from the ground below, from which an Indian girl named Ann had jumped, so it was said, because her white lover deserted her. Now a strange shabby dark man sometimes lurked there, and there were nameless things about him, things that made him dangerous to children, that everyone talked of so that as soon as you saw him, you had to run away.…”

“I was just a child then, but I remember all the flowers, what they looked like: elephant ears, and four o’clocks and scarlet sage,” she said. “When I was in high school, I loved botany class. We had a bean that sprouted, and I made beautiful paintings of the bean and the sprouting. They looked like Ellsworth Kelly drawings.…”

One Christmas, when Neel was eight, she got a paint book with apples and flowers. “I was a romantic and that was the most exciting thing for me. Not like the one they gave me when I was ten, with the Katzenjammer Kids. I hated that. I read how Picasso loved [that comic], but I hated that hideous dog and those frightful kids,” she told Karl Fortess when he interviewed her in 1975.

Neel hated the book because, like the stuffed cat and the story of the Crucifixion, it scared her. From the time she was an infant, she was also deathly afraid of the dark. “At night I’d turn on my side in bed and look out the door at the gaslight in the hall. With one eye I could see the light, and with the other I couldn’t, and I thought the eye that couldn’t see was blind.… The minute the light went out, I thought I was blind, so I was terrorized at night. W. H. Auden says that people with night fears never will become nice people. I had these fears, but I wouldn’t tell anyone.… I internalized everything. Mother and my older sister were different. They were elegant ladies. They didn’t make any noise, but their emotions went outward. Mine all went inward.”

Neel, however, described herself as “extremely attached” to her mother. “She had a strong, independent character, stronger than I, but she was terribly nervous. She could have done anything, run a big business establishment. She was very well read and very intelligent, and she had a terrific capacity, but she couldn’t compromise.” According to Neel, this is why she was able to “run the roost.”

But beneath the maternal hierarchy ran a troubling undercurrent. According to George, “My grandmother, who was so charming and who was so really matriarchal and Victorian, really suffered from a level of hysteria and possibly schizophrenia, but had learned how to balance this world so well.”

As Neel put it, “She was so superior, so sensitive, she couldn’t bear anything.… I had to keep her happy all the time.” Indeed, in one of her last interviews, Neel told writer Judith Higgins that her therapist hypothesized that she had become a portraitist as a result of intently studying her mother’s face, which, she said, “had dominion over me,” for signs of her conflicting and unpredictable feelings.

According to Neel, her mother, who was often moody, “needed sunshine because it was very easy for her to fall into dissatisfied morbidity, never very deep or lasting, but still the sunshine helped her to feel that life after all wasn’t so bad, although every day there was evidence that it really wasn’t what one expected and hoped for.”

Half a century later, Neel conjured up a remarkable childhood memory of that sense of apprehension and discontent:


… Do you remember your mother and your father, how they struggled, the little people, and that house they thought was so nice, and it was nice, on a street that had once been a pear orchard.… Then all the present melted away, and I could smell one of those thunderstorms that come up around five o’clock, just when supper is being prepared, and first the sun disappears, then there is a feeling of threat and a light breeze, fitful and chaotic springs up from nowhere, the leaves on the pear trees rustle. Next it grows darker with heavy grey clouds in the sky and a yellowish light, the wind lashes the pear trees and the little sickle pears, green and reddish on one side, begin to fall. Then rain in great drops. Inside the house my mother gets more and more nervous, the peals of thunder terrify her and make her rush around. You mustn’t stay on the porch for the lightning is attracted to wet wood. The street is full of falling pears and the rain fills the gutters with water. After the storm a lot of little urchins in bare feet and scant clothing rush out to pick up the pears. It is frightful not to be able to do this also. You can feel the good wet mud and grass on your feet, what fun, but you aren’t allowed to do it, and you see your mother is so frantic that you give it up out of sympathy for her. Instead you get out the tablecloth and begin to set the table to show her that everything is normal.



Neel did not derive much comfort from her siblings, who were not close to each other in age or temperament. Alice’s sister, Lily, ten years older, was her diametric opposite. “Small and dark,” Lily was as straightlaced as her mother, and an accomplished seamstress. “My sister made the most magnificent clothes so I tried to sew but I never could. So it was something I always hated,” Alice recalled. According to Neel’s daughter-in-law Nancy Neel, “When Alice was born, Lily was like a little mother, and she made beautiful clothes for her. Alice was like a little doll, and she dressed her and she took care of her.” But Lily married and left home young. Her husband, Chadwick Scott, was one of the architects of the Holland Tunnel. He later became gravely ill and had to be carried to work. They had a son named Jimmy.

As time went on, the two sisters grew significantly apart, although Alice told Richard Polsky that she loved her sister. “Later on she became a bone in my throat because she only loved me as long as I was an accessory of hers.… When I began to have my own life, which she felt was a little scandalous, then it was another story.” Indeed, Lily later turned on Alice. As Neel told Jonathan Brand, “She was wonderful to me when I was little. It was just when my life got so wild that she became a menace.”

The family’s firstborn son, Hartley, had died of diphtheria before Alice was born. Her brother Albert, who was twelve years older, was a true eccentric, a mama’s boy who didn’t marry until he was thirty-nine, and obsessively raised dogs, flowers, and pigeons. Neel did one watercolor, Obie’s Corner, 1926, done in a similar style to that of The Family, of a neighborhood bar that Albert used to take her to, where, Alice recalled, she would dance a jig on the counter.

Alice’s brother Peter, who was five years younger, had fathered George out of wedlock, then married the child’s mother, Dorothy, and moved back home for a year, leaving the infant with his wife’s family in Pennsylvania. Neel’s son Hartley says Peter was also “peculiar, really bizarre—very loud and self-centered, the spoiled child of the family.” He played the saxophone, and drank and gambled to excess.

Still, Peter ultimately became the dean of Monmouth College, in New Jersey. Eventually his vices caught up with him; a serious smoker, he burned to death in bed. Observed George of the Neel children, “None of them had any grace or gratitude toward their parents. And the parents served the children as though they were organized slaves to them. They didn’t want children. Therefore they felt that they had to take care of these chicks especially well.” Although Hartley says Alice was fond of both her brothers, she never spoke about them to interviewers; it was almost as if they didn’t exist.

Alice’s memories of elementary school were the archetypical experiences of the perennial outsider. Unlike her classmates, she was prone to existential thoughts. “She’d tell the other kids, ‘you know your mind is really a strange thing, you are always thinking,’ and someone would say, ‘What am I thinking about now?’ and she would say, ‘You are thinking about what you are thinking about,’ and the other children would beat her up,” her son Richard recalls. Once, when a teacher insisted she do something she didn’t want to do, she planted herself on the ground and declared, “I am the Rock of Gibraltar.”

At fourteen, Alice attended Darby High School, where she excelled in math. She did not take art classes, although she drew, not very confidently, confining her sketches of people to the very edges of the page. She also copied covers of The Saturday Evening Post—“you know, the gorgeous girl with her hand out and a drop of rain falling,” she told curator Henry Geldzahler.

Art provided Alice’s only outlet from her repressive childhood. It wasn’t just her household that was stifling, but the “benighted” town of Colwyn itself. “Although in the spring it was beautiful,” Neel told Patricia Hills, “there was no artist to paint it. And once a man exposed himself at a window, but there was no writer to write it.… There was no culture there. I hated that little town. I just despised it.… And in the summer I used to sit on the porch and try to keep my blood from circulating.… Because boredom is what killed me. There was nothing to stimulate my mind except my mother.”

When Alice was a teenager, her mother took her to the theater, concerts, and ballets in Philadelphia. Neel recalled seeing Faust at fourteen, and she particularly admired Sarah Bernhardt and Eleonora Duse as actresses. She also saw performances by the ballerina Pavlova and the Polish pianist Paderewski. Neel told Hills her mother took her out “so I wouldn’t get pregnant,” indicating a certain popularity with the opposite sex. “She took me to Faust to show me what happened to girls that strayed from the straight and narrow,” Alice recalled. But it is likely that Mrs. Neel, whom Alice described as “intelligent and well read,” enjoyed culture herself.

Still, by the time she was in her early teens, “I felt like their parent,” Alice said of her mother and father. “They seemed very innocent and naïve.” When her brother Peter, who raised rabbits, mentioned that one of them was about to have babies, “a dim silence fell over the whole house. You didn’t mention things like that,” she recalled.

Meanwhile, Alice tried to be responsible, taking a business course in typing and stenography during her last two years of high school, despite the school superintendent saying she was too bright to waste her time on such things. “This was the stupidest thing I ever did in my life. But nevertheless, I did it. They came to see the family, they told them I was so great in mathematics I should never do that, but one thing the family never interfered with.… I could do as I pleased, so I took this course,” she told Karl Fortess.

Between feeling a duty to her financially strapped family, who were saving money to send her younger brother, Peter, to college, and the constant distraction provided by the boys in her class, her junior year was, it seems, particularly stressful: “I had a small nervous breakdown when I was seventeen, only a small one, but I remember not being able to hold my head up for a couple of months. It came from repression, from growing up in a very puritanical atmosphere,” she told Eleanor Munro. She also mentioned it to Patricia Hills. (While it is unlikely that it was diagnosed as such, or even noticed by anyone in her family, her lethargic condition was the precursor of a full-fledged breakdown a decade or so later.)

In a scrap of journal-like writing, Neel described her state of mind at the time, which appeared to have been a result of teenaged sexual frustration and holding down a part-time job:


Well you see I should have been exercising when I was a weak white adolescent. I never had the money to go with the others so I just sat on the porch and got sexual. Then I learned to click clack typewriter letters beautifully to get money. I click clacked them and hated it. I was so tired always. I didn’t know what to do with the money anyway. I bought heavy supplies that made me sick. I used to itch and feel awful in stuffy restaurants and my eyes were blurry and I felt so sexual.…



This was the same year that she went to New York for the first time. “I did love New York at first. I went to the Metropolitan. Such was my hunger for art that I remember three or four rooms, not only every picture in them, but how they were hung as well.”

When she graduated on June 28, 1918, in a ceremony that the 1919 Darby High School yearbook indicated was unruly, she passed the civil service exam and got a job with the Army Air Corps in Philadelphia, making twenty-two dollars a week working as a file clerk and girl Friday for Lt. Theodore Sizer (who later became an art historian), and “meeting lots of Air Force officers.” She worked at various civil service jobs for three years, eventually making thirty-five dollars a week and taking art classes at night at the School of Industrial Art and a smaller school in downtown Philadelphia.

Even then, she had her own idiosyncratic way of doing things. When an old-fashioned art teacher criticized her naturalistic method of painting hair, suggesting she simply color it in, she told him, “Well, that isn’t the way the hair goes. I don’t want to put in a tone.” When he told her, “Before you conquer art, you’ll have to conquer yourself,” Alice retorted, “That’s not for you to say because you are only my beginning teacher.”

By the time Alice began classes at the Philadelphia School of Design for Women, in 1921, she had proven that she had the two qualities she deemed essential for the life of an artist: “You know what it takes to be an artist? Hypersensitivity and the will of the devil. To never give up.”

As she further explained: “Hypersensitivity, because in order to be an artist you have to react intensely. And then you must have the will. I had a very strong, adamant self. That is proved by the art I have produced. Now I don’t know how you arrive at that. But in my case I believe it came about because other people had such a strong effect on me.”

Neel used portraiture as a framing device; a way to contain both life and people—and the intensity of their impact on her. Her trademark draftsman-like outline—in itself a frame—is a painterly metaphor for Neel’s artistic survival instinct. Portraiture provided the perfect aesthetic distance. On canvas, Neel could create “a world, and I could do as I liked in it.”






Chapter Three Designing Women


In the autumn of 1921, Alice Neel was the model of the young working woman. She had just returned from Pittsburgh, where she visited her sister, Lily, and got a job at a bank. Although she was still living at home, she was earning thirty-five dollars a week at her civil service job. And she had just answered an ad for a job opening at Swarthmore, which paid thirty dollars a week. But walking home from the job interview, Alice had an epiphany. This was not the life she wanted: It was clearly time for her to push her interest in art to the next level. “Art was in the back of my mind always,” she said.

As she later elaborated, “For me art was a necessity, apart from being a profession. There was something obsessive about art for me. And I think that’s one of the main—the best—reasons that people go into art and stick to it, because it’s essential to them feeling that they’re living, no matter how uncomfortable it makes them.”

On November 1, 1921, Neel was admitted to the Philadelphia School of Design for Women. She specifically chose the school over the more famous Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts for four reasons: First, it was a women’s school, and she wouldn’t be pursued by men. “I was very beautiful then and all the boys chased me.… I chose a women’s school so there wouldn’t be anyone there to distract me,” she told Munro. Second, it differed significantly from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Mary Cassatt’s alma mater. “I didn’t want to be taught Impressionism,” Neel declared. “I didn’t see life as Picnic on the Grass. I wasn’t happy like Renoir.” Neel emphatically despised those “yellow lights and blue shadows.” And third, “I didn’t want to be taught a formal form. At least where I went it wasn’t too well organized, but you had freedom. You could do as you wanted, which was really the most important thing in my life.” Perhaps even more important was the fact that although it had classes in commercial illustration, the Philadelphia School of Design also had a school of fine arts.

The school’s registration pages indicate Neel was admitted to the school of fine arts on November 1, 1921, and switched to illustration about a year later. But Neel always said that she initially enrolled in the illustration course “because I still had the idea of making money,” and that after just a short time she shifted to the school of fine arts. (Since Neel graduated with a fine arts degree, it would appear her version is correct.) Neel only informed her parents that she was studying fine arts after the fact.

“The truth is I deceived them,” Neel told Cindy Nemser. “They didn’t interfere with it because they knew how much I wanted it, but at first I told them I was going to be an illustrator. Of course I soon realized that that was not for me, and I was trying to do things that were completely impractical—just to be a good painter was impractical—it required complete concentration. It also required that whatever money you had had to be put into art materials. I had my own secret life at art school.”

Neel paid the one-hundred-dollar tuition for her first year at the school out of her own savings. Thanks to her obvious talent, she was soon given the Delaware County Scholarship for the remaining three years of her studies.

The history of the Philadelphia School of Design for Women itself mirrors the changing attitudes toward women’s education and their role in society from the mid-nineteenth century through the early twentieth century, a pivotal generational shift from the Victorian era to the industrial age, when the first seeds of women’s rights began to blossom and women emerged as a viable workforce. If Neel’s mother, who was betrothed by the time she was eighteen, had been brought up to believe that the only thing a woman could do was marry well and run a household, Neel herself emerged at a time when women were combatting the rigid hierarchies of their predecessors, going out into the workforce, and finally winning the right to vote. (In 1920, the year women won suffrage, Neel herself was twenty.)

As the school’s 1922 pamphlet, An Experiment in Training in the Useful and the Beautiful, begins:


Anyone familiar with the education of girls and women today can hardly realize what kind of instruction was given them only as short a time ago as eighty years. Girls with conscientious mothers were taught to be expert housekeepers in expectation of marriage. People with some means, whose children it was thought would not ordinarily be thrown on their own resources, gave their daughters what was called a fashionable education. This generally included fair penmanship, a limited knowledge of their mother tongue, a very little arithmetic, a few words or phrases of French… and some drawing or painting… If any such samples of such work now exist, they will be found stored in attics with their faces to the wall. The accomplishments also include the learning by rote of a few melodies or dances for the piano. If a girl of some education happened to be thrown on her own resources and did not care to marry or had not the opportunity, she had nothing upon which she could fall back for support.… Such a dependent became a hanger on, a barnacle.



Founded in 1848 by Mrs. Sarah Peter, the wife of the British consul William Peter, the Philadelphia School was one of the first trade schools in the United States for women, and the first of a handful of women’s design schools that emerged in the mid-nineteenth century. Initially established in a single room in the Peters’ residence at 320 South Third Street, it started out with one drawing teacher and ultimately expanded to include teachers of ironwork, paper hangings, calico prints, and woven textiles, as well as wood engraving and lithography.

The idea was that women could be taught marketable skills in the commercial arts, turning the crafts they had hitherto learned at home into wage-earning skills. The school fulfilled a twofold need: to give women a trade and to provide trained designers for the local industries, including textiles and household goods.

Eventually, the endeavor outgrew the Peters’ residence, and the Franklin Institute agreed to fund its move to a larger building at 72 Walnut Street. By 1851, the school was doing so well that its students were earning an income from their work, of which they kept three-quarters; the fourth quarter went to the school for expenses. In 1853, when Mrs. Peter moved back to Cincinnati, the Franklin Institute took the school over. At that time, the school had just three departments and fewer than sixty pupils: Drawing; an Industrial Department, which applied drawing, shading, and coloring to the art of designing paper hangings, textiles, et cetera; and the Department of Wood Engravings and Lithography.

In 1880, the school moved into an imposing block-long mansion with a large garden, formerly owned by the actor Edwin Forrest, on the corner of Broad and Master Streets, where Alice Neel first entered its doors. (The Forrest mansion is now a designated historical landmark and houses the Freedom Theatre. The school moved in 1959 to its present location at 1916 Race Street.)

“The school had great towering rooms and this marvelous collection of statues. It was completely conventional. But they had the most magnificent collection of classic statues I ever saw in my life. To me it was just heaven to be there,” Neel told Fortess. “They had a magnificent Michelangelo’s Moses and they had the Elgin friezes. They had marvelous things.” As for the mansion itself, “It was magnificent. Architecturally it fit perfectly with the buildings around it.”

The collection of plaster casts that made such an impression on Neel was used to teach the students drawing, before they progressed on to a life class. According to Moore’s 1921–1922 catalog (which includes among its illustrations Neel’s oil portrait of a young woman), the Fine Arts Course began with first-year classes in cast drawing, pencil-drawing composition, oil painting, perspective, the theory of color, the history of art, and painting; second-year students studied portrait and antique painting with Paula Balano and Henry Snell; and third- and fourth-year students studied life class and portrait, modeling, painting, pictorial design, and costume-model sketch class.

“It is so arranged,” the catalog explained, “that the student, through steady progression from simple to complex, may develop the power to represent objects faithfully and learn their forms and aspects, while at the same time, by constantly interchangeable use, she acquires equal facility in the handling of pencil, charcoal and brush.”

Typically for the time, drawing was a foundation of the school’s academic training; it was a skill that Neel would put to expert use throughout her career, even when draftsmanship was at its most unfashionable. Neel used drawing as both a compositional tool, to map the elements on the canvas, and as an integral part of her painting technique. “For me, drawing is the great discipline of art,” she would later say. “Usually I place everything when I start by drawing on the canvas in thin blue or black paint directly from the model.”

The Philadelphia School stuck to a fairly traditional curriculum, and by the time Neel arrived there, had acquired the nickname “the Philadelphia School for Designing Women,” because many of its students were unmarried.

Still, in choosing the Philadelphia School over the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Neel was, in part, choosing the aesthetic precedent of Robert Henri over that of Mary Cassatt. (Cassatt was America’s leading Impressionist and, as a successful nineteenth-century female artist, one of Neel’s immediate antecedents. But her beautifully rendered portraits of mothers and children—subjects Neel herself would later radically transform—ultimately stuck to the conservative.)

Although he taught at the Philadelphia School of Design for only three years (1892–1895), several decades before Alice attended the school, Robert Henri, who along with John Sloan founded the Ashcan School, was the most famous artist associated with it, and his book, The Art Spirit, published in 1923 (when Alice was in her second year), informed an entire generation of artists. Neel took its tenets—that realism represented one of the highest orders of art, and that its goal was to embody the absolute truth rather than the beauty of an individual—deeply to heart. Indeed, she took his book with her to Cuba and gave it, as a token of friendship, to the novelist Alejo Carpentier. “Paint what you feel. Paint what you see. Paint what is real to you,” Henri exhorted.

As one of the founders of the Charcoal Club, which included William Glackens, George Luks, Everett Shinn, and John Sloan (also known as the Philadelphia Four), Henri espoused the realistic portrayal of city life, including its ghettos and street scenes—hence the name “Ashcan School” (and one of its successors, Social Realism)—and the philosophies of Emerson, Whitman, Zola, and Thoreau. In 1907 the group, which by now included other artists, became “The Eight,” several of whom were key to the seminal 1913 New York Armory Show, which officially ushered in the American age of modern art.

Henri, who studied with Thomas Eakins, started out as a landscape painter, but his reputation rests on his uniquely expressive style of portraiture. He believed in capturing his subjects spontaneously, in a single sitting, and he taught his students “to work with great speed… get the greatest possibility of expression into the larger masses first. Then the features in their greatest simplicity… Do it all in one sitting if you can. In one minute if you can. There is no virtue in delaying.”

As he wrote about his portraits of children, “I am not interested in making copies of pretty children. What I am after is the freshness and wonder of their spirit, the beauty that so often lies back of an awkward or even homely exterior until it is searched out.” Among his students were Edward Hopper, Rockwell Kent, George Bellows, and Stuart Davis. Neel’s later career would powerfully reflect Henri’s influence, from his subject matter to his ideology.

Harriet Sartain was the dean of the school during Neel’s time there. She was a member of an eminent Philadelphia family dedicated to the arts; the granddaughter of engraver John Sartain and the niece of Emily Sartain, a well-known painter who ran the school from 1886 to 1919. It was Emily who instituted a life class for the study of the full-length nude figure—the class which Alice singled out as her favorite—quite aware that twenty-five years earlier Eakins had been fired from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts for allowing women to paint male nudes—“even though the male model had a jockstrap on,” Neel said. (Actually, it was a loincloth, which Eakins had removed from a male model in the presence of female students.)

Alice didn’t have much respect for Harriet (whom she wrongly called “Emily” in her interview with Hills), describing her dismissively as “a very conventional lady.” A landscape painter who had been the first instructor at the Graphic Sketch Club, Harriet was a firm believer in art as “beauty in the largest sense,” and a thorough knowledge of art history. “Tradition is our springboard,” she would say.

This stodgy attitude was reflected in her classroom. Neel recalled one assignment given by Harriet: a brick wall, which Neel represented as “romantic,” with ivy and deliberately chipped bricks. Harriet singled out a painting done by a classmate, Vera Weber, “the daughter of the Weber paint people, who did one with a rule,” as the best. “But this Aunt [Emily] came from Paris and they were all up on the wall, and she pointed to mine and she said obviously that is the best. But still the woman [Harriet] never took back the fact that the other one was the best.”

By her own account, this sort of thing seemed to be a repeated experience for Neel. While her talent was instantly recognized—and she received several awards during her time there, including one for best painting in life class—she clearly didn’t conform to the school’s academic conventions, or, for that matter, to its sensibility in general. Not only were girls required to wear hats and gloves as they came and went from the school, they were certainly expected to respect rather than challenge authority as Neel did on more than one occasion.

Neel’s favorite teacher was Paula Balano, who taught anatomy. “There was one very good teacher, a woman, Paula Balano, who used to design stained glass windows for a living. And she was great because she taught you to draw, and she taught you anatomy at the same time, so it wasn’t just the cold medical stuff of anatomy. She would teach you, for instance, that the bone in the nose ends here. The mouth has a circular thing like a rubber band, so when you get old it is pursed in. She was great. She once said to me, ‘The things that are hard for other people are easy for you, but the easy things, you can’t do,’ ” Neel told Karl Fortess. (She was still moved to tears by the memory fifty years later.) It was an oddly prescient comment, given Neel’s later life experiences.

Neel had nothing but “contempt,” however, for Henry Snell, a convivial type known by the students as “Uncle Harry,” who dressed up as Santa Claus for Christmas. “Once I took him a landscape that was all horizontal on purpose, and he said ‘now this needs a few verticals,’ so he put in charcoal trees. Of course that destroyed it for me and as soon as he got out of the room, I took the verticals out because I didn’t want verticals. That’s what it was all about, you know. But he was a nice old man,” she told Fortess. “Then we did landscapes. Henry Snell criticized that. He was a very inferior teacher. Still it was good to have someone to stimulate you to do that branch of things.…”

Alice, who had a hard time doing the lettering required for the course, also disliked her illustration teacher, George Harding, who had been a pupil of both Howard Pyle and George Bellows. But she valued one comment he made to another student: “Now, if you could add your clever drawing to this girl’s feeling—you’d be really good.” Neel explained, “I was the feeling… but that didn’t entitle me to anything, you know.”

Neel also took a life course, where the students drew from live nude models. “Of course that to me was heaven, just heaven. And one of the first things I did was a male nude.” (Until the end of the nineteenth century, women in public art academies were not permitted to study live nude models of either gender. Neel’s generation of female art students was the first to be permitted to study live male nudes, an academic experience that would later prove pivotal to her work. Neel would become known for her many nudes, including several notorious portraits of naked men.)

“We had another teacher, R. Sloan Bredin,” Neel recalled. “He was so excited about art he used to perspire just talking about it, even though it was winter. And then he said, ‘What is that little thing on his face?’ and I said, ‘Well, that’s his moustache,’ and he thought it was absurd that I’d put the moustache. But after all I was naïve—the moustache was there so it was there. Why he thought it [the picture] was great was the composition, the legs, the muscles, all of that.… I was good at drawing and won all the prizes. But what I also had was a fantastic memory. I trained it. I made myself paint from memory something I saw every day.”

Still, Neel said, she was “too rough for the Philadelphia School of Design.… I didn’t want to pour tea.… Once I painted a sailor type with a lighted cigarette… this shocked them.” Neel prided herself on the realistic depiction of the sailor’s lit cigarette and said that the reason she didn’t receive the prestigious Elkins award with a European scholarship (given to her friend Rhoda Medary when she graduated in 1923) was that “they liked pictures of girls in fluffy dresses better.…”

To escape the staid confines of the Philadelphia School, Neel and her closest friends at the school, Medary and Ethel Ashton (of whom she later made a striking painting, Ethel Ashton, 1930), would take classes together at the Graphic Sketch Club, which met on Sunday afternoons and used real people, including “old, poor and city people, an Asian and a young black child,” as models. The Sketch Club was free and attracted not only art students but also painters of different styles. The three young women would also take their easels to the Reading Railroad yards and the market on Ninth Street—certainly not the usual subject matter of the Philadelphia School of Design students.

Neel’s social conscience, which would play such a big role in her later work, was already making itself felt. She was keenly aware of class differences. “There were all these rich girls who went there [the Philadelphia School of Design] as a finishing school. At the start I went out to lunch with them, but I realized that wasn’t what I was there for, so I gave up everything and became a grind… For three years I worked so hard I nearly destroyed my own talent. I worked so hard because I had a conscience about going to art school. Not for my own family, but for all the poor in the world. Because when I’d go into the school, the scrubwomen would be coming back from scrubbing office floors all night. It killed me that these old gray-headed women had to scrub floors, and I was going in there to draw Greek statues.”

Every day, Neel would travel to school on the 8:03 train from Colwyn, get off at Pennsylvania station, and take a bus to Broad and Master Streets. She’d return home by the same route at around 6:00 P.M. Even when she was not in classes, Neel was constantly drawing: “I’d go wait at Penn Station, and I’d even sketch people sitting in there.”

Alice also occasionally painted at the center-city studio that Rhoda Medary and Ethel Ashton had rented at 622 South Washington Park Square. The neighborhood was filled with painters, and the three-room space overlooked the park. Her friends kept an easel there for her, and the studio would later provide a temporary refuge during a major crisis. But for now, Alice used it rarely; it was far from the school, and the one time she cut classes to get there, she was punished. Instead, she dutifully returned home each day after classes.

By the end of her third year, Neel appeared to be on the verge of another potential nervous collapse—not just from overwork in her classes but, as she herself put it, “from going to the theater with boys every night.” She told Fortess she had dated a young architect and seen most of Shakespeare. “I didn’t like him physically. Still, I saw all the great plays really and he was very aesthetic, very artistic. But he didn’t really know about painting so much.”

Neel later described her response more viscerally:


Well, then there was Jim. He made me sick.… He used to shiver with emotion. He used to wriggle damp wriggles of emotion. He was good though—he was clever and English. He used to give me dollars for art’s sake. He knew a lot about art. I’d fold them up and put them in my shoe. The little square would press my heel, it made me feel powerful. Nobody could make me stop the school as long as I had dollars.



Despite her ambivalence about Jim, Alice had no qualms about taking his money. In order to get a much-needed break in the country, Neel enrolled in the Chester Springs summer school, run by the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, which had a six-week course in outdoor portrait-painting classes, drawing, and painting. She paid her tuition with thirty dollars she had gotten from Jim.

In accepting money from someone with romantic intentions toward her that she did not reciprocate, Neel established a behavioral precedent. She would later engage in a major long-term relationship that followed much the same pattern.

Jim, like most of her previous “dates,” presented Neel with a classic dilemma: “If I liked a boy physically I didn’t like him mentally, and if I liked him mentally I couldn’t stand him physically. That was partly my mother’s fault. Those Hartley girls were hell on wheels. They were too domineering in some terrible way.” But all that was about to change.

Although Alice completed only half the course, her three-week stay would radically transform her life—and her work. It was at Chester Springs that Neel met Carlos Enríquez, with whom she fell passionately in love and whom she would marry the following year.






Chapter Four En Plein Air


It was an idyllic setting for a summer romance: a series of quaint buildings and barns that constituted the open-air studios of the Chester Springs Country School. Established in 1916 by the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts on the site of a Civil War orphanage, the school was located in a picturesque corner of Pennsylvania, near Phoenixville, now known as Yellow Springs, thanks to the convergence of three natural mineral springs, including a yellow spring rich in iron. The property was a medicinal spa in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, attracting such celebrities as the opera singer Jenny Lind (one building is named after her).

Situated on one hundred rolling acres, the Chester Springs summer school compound had a number of buildings, including a former stable, “the small barn studio,” with its huge skylight, a nineteenth-century hotel turned dormitory, a swimming pool, and tennis and croquet courts. But the primary attraction was the great outdoors. Taking a page from the Impressionist tradition of en plein air landscape painting, “The chief object of the academy in establishing a school in the country is to afford fine-art instruction in the open air, with all the beautiful surrounds of nature herself, in order to supplement instruction within the walls of classrooms.…”

For Neel, who had just spent three years toiling at the Philadelphia School, located in the heart of a bustling urban neighborhood, Chester Springs must have literally provided a breath of fresh air. The old buildings had porches that overlooked lush green hills and meadows. There was a charming courtyard, where students gathered to paint (although classes were held all over the campus). There were winding tree-lined lanes, a gazebo, and even some “Oriental Bog Gardens,” landscaped in the 1920s. “The rare charm of the old revolutionary place and its delectable countryside have made possible the only summer school of art in the United States of this sort,” according to a 1925 newspaper clipping.

There are no records documenting the initial meeting between Alice Neel and Carlos Enríquez de Gómez, who arrived at Chester Springs after attending Curtis Business School in Philadelphia. Carlos, like Alice, was intent on becoming a serious artist, and came across as an exotic Bohemian. But, in fact, he was from one of the wealthiest families in Havana, where his father, a major sugarcane-plantation owner, later became the physician to Cuba’s president Gerardo Machado. His parents were completely against his artistic vocation and, after he had proven to be a recalcitrant student at several high schools in Havana, including an Episcopalian and a Catholic school, sent him to business school in the United States, hoping to reform him.

Even years later, Alice enthusiastically described him as “gorgeous,” and Carlos was, in fact, tall, dark, and handsome. In high school, he had been nicknamed “the Mosquito,” as much for his high-strung energy as his high-pitched voice. He was thin and wiry, with wavy hair and a trim mustache. In old black-and-white photographs, his physical intensity and dashing nonchalance are striking. A picture of him and Alice as sweethearts at Chester Springs, sitting on their favorite bench under a tree, shows him sporting a dapper bow tie. Carlos was an infusion of vivid color into the muted palette of Alice’s life. “That was the first time I really fell in love,” Neel told Munro.

On the surface, at least, it appeared to be a classic case of opposites attracting; the sensual foreigner, with his expressive eyebrows and voluptuous lips, and Alice, a prim young blonde whose conventional “dairy maid” looks belied her true nature. But in many ways, he and Alice were kindred spirits. Both had grown up in a provincial area outside a major city—Carlos was born in Zulueta, a rural village, and didn’t move to Havana until he was a teenager. Both loved to read. As a boy, Carlos was particularly enamored of the works of Alexandre Dumas and Sir Walter Scott. Both drew from a very young age. Carlos illustrated the covers for his school magazine.

In addition, both were deeply antiestablishment. “Carlos rebelled all his life. He didn’t accept his family’s values or take advantage of their wealth,” according to his biographer, Juan Sánchez. (Indeed, in later years, Carlos would cause his family much consternation because of his constant opposition against the government. Machado himself once told his father, “Well, doctor, your son is an insolent bastard, and if he doesn’t leave Cuba on his own, and quickly, I’m going to throw him out!”)

Unlike Alice, however, who took a business course to help support her family, although she was “a whiz at mathematics,” Carlos was “very bad at mathematics,” which is why, he told her, his parents had made him go to Curtis Business School. “But he really loved art and was always painting. As soon as he finished his business course, he took this art course,” Neel told Cindy Nemser. According to the school’s records, Carlos attended Chester Springs from May 15 through July 24, 1924. Neel was there just three weeks, from July 1 through July 24.

Although Alice was about six months older than Carlos, he appeared to be far more sophisticated. At the time, she was, in her own words, “the most repressed creature that ever lived.” At nearly twenty-five, she had scarcely ever spent a single night away from her parents. And while her hair was fashionably cut in the 1920s bob of the “new woman,” she certainly wasn’t a flapper. (She even complained about the Charleston: “the forced gaiety and jumping up and down of dancing.”) It’s easy to see how Carlos could have swept Alice completely off her feet.

But if it was nearly instantaneous, the first phase of their romance was also short-lived. Like Alice, Carlos didn’t get along well with authority figures. Although Alice said that he was expelled from the school for “doing nothing much more than taking walks” with her in the evening, he was at loggerheads with the head of the school, Professor D. Roy Miller. “After failing in various prep schools, in 1924 I entered the Pennsylvania Academy of [the] Fine Arts. But I wasn’t lucky. Professor Miller decided to kick me out,” Enríquez said.

According to Sánchez, Miller, who was also a teacher, did everything in his power to make Carlos, who had a defiantly different painting style, fail. As Carlos wrote in a letter, “When the student doesn’t paint like the teacher, he has to fight hard to make himself recognized.” In the unedited transcript of Neel’s interview with Eleanor Munro, she says that he fought with the head of the school, who threw him out.

Still, according to Gerald and Margaret L. Belcher, who interviewed a Chester alumna for their book Collecting Souls, Gathering Dust, Carlos and Alice had already attracted notice by their brazen behavior: They cut classes, strolled hand and hand through the woods, arranged private evening rendezvous, and, taking advantage of a costume trunk that was also used for sketch classes, even showed up at the school’s masquerade party in drag—Neel dressed as a man, and Enríquez as a glamorous flapper.

Not that the colony was so staid: According to Sandy Momyer, the archivist for Chester Springs, the covered walkway that connected the men’s and women’s dormitories proved quite convenient for late-night assignations. And many of the city girls were thrilled to have a chance to cut loose, wearing shorts and smoking cigarettes outdoors, much to the dismay of the local farmers.

Although school authorities were apparently concerned that if things continued, Alice might get pregnant, according to Neel herself, the relationship had not actually been consummated. In her later account to Munro of why she delayed going to Havana with Carlos once they were married the following summer, Neel said that she and Carlos never slept together before they went to Havana in 1926. “Now by then I’d had too much experience of a kind, but never the real thing,” she said in the published interview. What she actually said was, “I had millions of clitoral orgasms, but I never had the real thing. I was always having sex but also conservative. Anyway, I was terrified of the whole thing.” In any case, the pair were in their mid-twenties, old enough to do as they pleased, despite the fact that they were both still supported, in part, by their parents.

Before things could progress any further, Carlos was recalled to Havana by his father, who had been notified of his expulsion by the school. Despite his seeming independence, the “rebellious” young artist left immediately. It would be almost another year before he and Alice were reunited. But Carlos continued his courtship from Cuba. A surviving letter to Alice, embellished with charming sketches, captures the lyrical, poetic spirit with which he pursued her—and his teasing, idealized image of her:


LA HABANA, 1924

Sweetheart, rest in a green lawn looking to you and the sky while your fingers tramp around the ringlets of my hair. How wonderful would it be for us to see the rest of the world in each other’s eyes and wait for the moon to come out… Talking to the mountains, far away, a tale of witches.

Watch the stupendous silhouette of the trees against the clouds and imagine a grotesque face. How wonderful it would be if you were a lost princess in the woods and of course as the legend always says, I riding a horse will find you crying. “Weep no more, my fair lady,” I’ll say, for I have a kingdom in my heart for you.

Dear we rode together…

How wonderful would it be to watch the day come that your kisses all mine will be, and your hands as lotus flowers in mine will be, in winter to warm them and, together we will read at twilight, when the sun is sinking in the sea, then you will tell me I love you with the same tenderness and same fire as today. Will you dear?

Oh yes, for the sea have to be empty and the sky without stars before you stop loving me…

… Every night I send a kiss to the window he will find you he will find the three tiny windows in your room. For I’ve told them of the little bench under that tree where at sunset we used to sit and watch the elves…

Please window, take her a kiss from these lips which only can say “I love you Alice.”



It is signed, Yours forever Carlos, with the date October 15.



At the top of the letter is a drawing captioned “Alice, my beloved sweetheart, Oh, life like that” of a sultry Alice in a “fancy dress” and “fancy skirt,” running her fingers through Carlos’s hair. She has a patch of “frekles” on one wrist. Carlos, wearing a bow tie, a striped jacket, and polka-dotted socks, head on her lap, is smoking a cigarette. An arrow points to his “tiny moustache.” Farther down are the trees, with their “grotesque silhouette,” and two tiny dark embracing figures, labeled simply “Us.”






Chapter Five Limbo


Although there is no question that Alice was totally besotted with Carlos, she continued to see Jim. She later recalled her brief summer romance in somewhat more cynical terms:


Well then one summer Jim gave me $30 and I went to summer art school. It was wonderful. Well there I met a sleek skinny black hairdo Spanish boy and of course loved him. He was the type that lived by his wits—not [that] that’s a mistake. He lived off his family—but I didn’t care about money then; I was so romantic. Well we loved each other.

Then the teacher put him out so I went too—I got $8 back of the $30 Jim gave me. He borrowed $5 because he was so broke but he never paid it back—he forgot. Well then his family—they were wealthy. O [sic] they ordered him back to Cuba so he went. He wrote me a letter every day. I was crazy about him. He’d send cables on Sunday. He sent me a bottle of perfume once but it got broken in the mails and my mother—well you may imagine she paid $2.50 duty on an empty bottle. He wrote once that he didn’t like to think of me going to theaters etc. With other people or staying home alone. He’d send me $50 to go with mother. It was such a relief I cried because I didn’t have fifty cents to buy writing paper with—well he never sent it.



Given the long-distance distraction provided by Carlos (and the immediate attention from Jim), it’s not surprising that Neel completed her fourth year of school on automatic pilot. Already alienated from many of the other students, she kept even more to herself. “After I met Carlos, I went back to school, and although I worked hard, it wasn’t like the other years, it wasn’t as good,” she said. Although she still advanced, “the year was sort of ruined by the fact that I wanted to be in Havana even then and marry.”

She began to spend more time at the Washington Square studio, painting characters from the park that she, Rhoda, and Ethel had asked to model (including the man with the lit cigarette). She was no longer seeing various young men, as she had the year before, waiting instead for Carlos’s whimsical letters.

She became much more vocal about her increasingly “anti-bourgeois” attitude, and her only time socializing at school was not with her classmates, but with the janitor and his wife, Hugh and Mary Coyle, nicknamed by the students “Mom and Pop.” A photograph of Neel in the school’s 1925–1926 yearbook shows her, seated, back to the camera, in an advanced portrait class. The picture of a young woman propped up on her easel is very different from the rough, bare-chested sailor she painted at the studio, a raw precursor of her Spanish Harlem work. She also portrayed herself naked on a vase as Lady Godiva.

In Havana, meanwhile, Carlos coped with the separation in his own way. He turned his professional painting debut at the 1925 Salón de Bellas Artes into a Valentine with his portrait of a girl “en plein air”—“his fiancé,” Alice Neel. He also reunited with his childhood friend Marcelo Pogolotti, who showed a painting of a laundress. (Among the other painters in the show were Eduardo Abela, Víctor Manuel García, and Amelia Peláez, who, along with Enríquez and Pogolotti, would soon form the core of the Cuban Vanguardia movement.)

Pogolotti mentioned the painting of Alice in his autobiography, Of Clay and Voices: “Carlos exhibited a portrait of a young blonde in the open air, seated upon the grass, who it turned out would later become his wife, Alice Neel, a painter of talent, whose rather brief stay in Havana left good and lasting memories.”

The meeting rekindled the friendship between Carlos and Marcelo, which would continue throughout their lives. (Pogolotti would also remain close to Neel, years after she left Havana.) “For me, there was not any other moment happier than that. As I would have expected, he hasn’t abandoned his painting vocation. He has a job [the Independent Coal Company] with a steady salary that gives him the freedom to do what he wants,” Pogolotti wrote of Carlos.

Like Alice, Carlos was still living with his family—in a huge house in Reina. Enríquez and Pogolotti would meet up each day for lunch or dinner at the Nuevo Mundo restaurant on fashionable Obispo Street, and soon developed a painting routine. “Our points of view mostly coincided with respect to the Cuban artistic climate, and we regretted its underdeveloped nature and aridity. There was a need to educate a public indifferent to arts and letters.… On the other hand, Cuba offered rich, virgin material for the artist who was able to discover and interpret it. The work we had before us was tremendous, but we made a pact not to abandon painting under any circumstance,” Pogolotti wrote.

The two would spend each weekend painting a different part of the city, or hiking to the fields, hunting for landscapes. “After some intense work, we would return to nightfall, dine with good appetite and examine our respective paintings, making friendly critiques that gave us footing for long conversations and considerations about art and literature in general, since Carlos had always been very inclined to reading. His father, a renowned physician… liked to tell paradoxical stories about medicine and comment on the most recent theories. But as a cultured man, he was one of the rare people in Cuba already subscribed to Revista de Occidente, a publication that we read with gusto. It was then that Ortega y Gasset’s ‘The Dehumanization of Art’ reached our hands…” which, with its insistence on the irrelevance of humanism and the idea of an “objective purity of observed reality,” in service of the new art, had “a huge influence on Carlos.” He would translate the essay for Neel, who some fifty years later still referred to it in interviews.

Carlos and Alice both sought refuge that year in painting, often with their friends, although Carlos, it seems, enjoyed this period more than Alice. In addition to having lost interest in her academic training, she was having a tense time at home, where her mother had still not forgiven her behavior at Chester. Neither Carlos nor Alice had given up the belief that their summer romance was more than a three-week fling, and that they could eventually reunite.

But that didn’t prevent Alice from continuing to encourage Jim’s attentions. “Then I did a dirty trick,” she wrote. “I let Jim dangle for a year so he’d give me money. Sometimes I would mean it when I told him I didn’t know what to do, but all the time I loved the other one. Well then one day I got a cable—he was coming. I had a green silk handbag Jim bought for me with me when I met him.”

“Could you come as far as Colwyn to see me?” Alice had plaintively written to Carlos in response to his October 15, 1924, letter. Although she never sent her plea, Carlos arrived in Colwyn in late May 1925, nearly a year after they had first met. Alice’s erstwhile suitor was welcomed by Alice’s parents, who were particularly impressed with his perfect manners and his family wealth.

According to George Neel, Alice’s mother “absolutely adored” Carlos. “She said he was the only man she ever met that had manners.” A few years later, she would observe that “he had marvelous manners and no money.” But Alice remembered her mother remarking, “He is very interesting, but I don’t think he is dependable.”

In the days after Carlos returned, Alice virtually disappeared from the Washington Square studio, which had served its purpose as a retreat from both school and home. Now she spent all her time with Carlos. Rhoda and Ethel had not even met her fiancé when she suddenly announced that the two were married. The marriage certificate, dated June 1, 1925, states that Carlos Enríquez de Gómez and Alice H. Neel were wed by Elisha Safford, a Minister of the Gospel, in Darby, Pennsylvania (in accordance with the license issued by the Clerk of the Orphans’ Court in Delaware County, Pennsylvania).

The ceremony took place at the Darby Presbyterian Church, a big stone house of worship built in 1854, in “the manse,” with Alice’s parents as witnesses. “Well I couldn’t help it—I married him. He made a big fuss and tried to get out of it, when I told him to give the minister $20—but he didn’t have the nerve to refuse,” Alice wrote.

Just a few days later, Alice, with Carlos and her family in attendance, graduated from the Philadelphia School of Design for Women. The commencement took place on Wednesday, June 3, 1925, at 3:00 P.M.; a reception in the school’s courtyard followed. Entertainment included music and an exhibition of the students’ work. When the awards were announced, Alice Hartley Neel, as she was referred to in the commencement program, did not receive, as many had assumed she would, the Elkins European Fellowship, which went instead to a classmate, Peggy Goodell. Still, Neel’s talent was, for the third consecutive year, recognized: She won the John Sartain award for general achievement and ability, giving a year’s study in the school, and the Kern Dodge Prize—twenty-five dollars for progress in painting from life.

Neel would never take advantage of the extra year of study. A new chapter, one that would make an indelible imprint on her life and her work, was about to begin.

But not before Neel succumbed to a paroxysm of indecision and self-doubt that brought her life to a standstill for nearly eight months. Once again, Neel confounded stereotypes. Her sister, Lily, had come from New Jersey to help Alice pack. But instead of leaving on a blissful honeymoon, Neel suddenly stopped cold in her tracks and refused to leave the country with Carlos, despite the fact that she clearly loved him. Her parents, particularly her mother, were dumbfounded. Their twenty-five-year-old daughter (by 1925 standards already a spinster) had found a cultured, well-to-do husband, one who doted on her, and she was acting like a stubborn ten-year-old child.

While Carlos waited for her to come to her senses, patiently spending several more weeks at the Neels, Alice fled the house every day, seeking refuge in the studio she shared with Ethel and Rhoda, often arriving before they did each morning. She would go with Rhoda to buy lunch provisions at the market, then paint the rest of the day. She didn’t discuss her dilemma with her friends, nor did she tell them under what conditions Carlos finally gave up and left Colwyn.

Neel had been brought face to face with the “awful dichotomy” she would later express with such force when she became a mother. Right now, it was only a fear, not a fact, but Neel’s ambivalence about subsuming herself into marriage and, inevitably, motherhood (and doing so in a totally foreign environment, Carlos’s home, Havana) when her foremost desire was to paint was an almost unthinkable leap.

“He sent me money to come to Havana. He thought I was a normal American girl. I had every appearance of being utterly normal and beautiful. But I couldn’t go. I couldn’t go. It was the worst agony, because I really wanted to go,” she would later say, in an effort to explain her behavior.

It was not until Carlos returned that Neel’s terrible quandary was resolved—at least on the surface. Just a month after her twenty-sixth birthday, Enríquez materialized in Colwyn. “So he came back in February and got me, and I finally went down, and got pregnant right away. I’d eaten my heart out all those months, and then afterward I had no rest,” Neel said. Her stay in Havana would prove to be pivotal to Neel and her art. But the “dichotomy” had not been vanquished.






Chapter Six Tropical Soul


Up until this point, Neel’s farthest excursion from home had been to the Jersey shore, where her parents rented a summer cottage. Her honeymoon with Carlos started on a train from Philadelphia to Key West, where they caught the overnight boat to Havana. The train, which took about twenty-four hours (Neel recalled having a private compartment), connected them to one of the many steamships that plied the bay between Florida and Cuba. The Peninsular and Occidental Steamship Company ran several vessels (The Governor Cobb, The Florida, and Cuba) between Key West and Havana. Period brochures show swank staterooms, promenades, and even a “writing room,” a hint of the glamorous city ahead. But it was wasted on Neel, who immediately got seasick. “I bravely got on the boat at Key West,” she told an interviewer, “and in two minutes I was lying down and couldn’t get up. I vomited solidly all the way from Key West to Cuba.”

Neel’s tropical odyssey began even before they set off for Havana. En route to Key West, the couple took a detour to Palm Beach, where the pair met up with Carlos’s friend Pogolotti, who would also become a lifelong friend of Neel. The three of them, sketchbooks in hand, instantly attracted the press, as they would throughout Neel’s time in Cuba. According to an unidentified newspaper account, which unwittingly took Carlos and Pogolotti at their word:


Helping to spread the fame of Palm Beach, a trio of artists, Miss Alice Neel of Philadelphia, Don Carlos Enríquez and Marcelo Pogolotti of Havana, Cuba, are daily sketching many of the show places of the famous winter resort.

Señor Enríquez is a staff artist for a Havana magazine while Señor Pogolotti is sketching scenes to be incorporated in a book showing various scenes around the world in a tour he is making.

The trio are clever draftsmen, transferring their thoughts to the sketch pad with fountain pens. Each stroke of the pen must be correct because there is no chance for erasures.

Friday the trio was photographed for a motion picture news reel. Their presence on the Lake Trail drew much attention and a great deal of curiosity.



From Key West, it is just a six-hour journey by boat to Havana. The ships arrived at the boat terminal facing the graceful Plaza de San Francisco, with its Fuente de los Leones (a replica of a famous fountain in Spain, decorated with four lions) and the lovely Basílica Menor de San Francisco de Asís. Despite the short distance from the United States, Neel’s new city might as well have been another universe.

It’s difficult to imagine the intensity of Neel’s first impression of Havana. Nothing could have prepared her for the sheer exoticness of the tropical port, from its flora and fauna to the rich resonance of its language. The city had a lush, lyrical quality, in keeping with its lilting, omnipresent music. “Spain touched everywhere by the tropics, the tropics—without a tradition—built into a semblance of the baroque,” wrote Joseph Hergesheimer in his 1927 edition of San Cristóbal de la Habana, pronouncing the city “Rococo.”

Havana was drenched in light and color. As an old tourist guidebook put it, “You see tortuous cobbled streets, balconied buildings with elaborate iron grilles and stupendous carved mahogany doors, sidewalks shaded from the sun in pillared arcade effect. You notice the cool, plant-filled patios, the lush tropical foliage in little parks scattered everywhere through the city, the vivid, unmixed glorious colors. It’s the color that gives Havana its perpetually fiesta-like appearance. There is color in everything: it gleams in the buildings and the rooftops, glows in the flowers and foliage, is gay in the tiled walls, and bright in the complexions and clothes of the women.” And then there were the “crystal light” and “printed shadows” heightened by the proximity of the sea.

Neel must have been equally overwhelmed by the extravagant luxury of the Enríquez household. Having grown up in cramped, dark, low-ceilinged rooms in a working-class town, Neel suddenly found herself not only in a glamorous cosmopolitan city but living in a marble-floored mansion with gracious rooms, wide hallways, and huge arched windows. (Alice referred to it as a “palace.”) There was even a charming balcony off the bedroom that she shared with Carlos, overlooking a small garden, where peacocks strutted. Within walking distance of the house was the magical Malecón—the curving seaside balustrade that was a favorite promenade for upper-class Cubans. At six each day, “the Hour of the Promenade,” Neel, Carlos, and her in-laws would tool along the Malecón in the Enríquezes’ chauffeured Rolls-Royce.

It would be Neel’s first—and last—encounter with such material wealth. Years later, she still marveled at the Enríquezes’ lifestyle. “Carlos’s father was the most famous doctor in Havana, Doctor Carlos Enríquez de Gomez. You can’t imagine how they lived,” Neel recounted to Hills in her oral biography. “The family had seven servants. One was a cook who just cooked all day. She did nothing but cook—Josephina. I remember going out in the kitchen and eating fried banana before dinner. At lunch they had their big meal. We’d start with soup, fish, well you never saw anything like it. It was just fantastic, on the grand scale you know. His mother as a girl was dressed by slaves. And they lived in this white palace in El Vedado, with peacocks walking in the garden. I had a room like Romeo and Juliet’s with marble floors and a balcony. My God, it was fantastic.”

Alice and Carlos lived with his parents for about eight months. As an American, Alice was certainly not expected to conform to the strict turn-of-the-century etiquette that until recently had been required of Cuban upper-class women, who were not allowed to roam the city freely, but were either driven to the shops and restaurants or confined to their homes or to private clubs like the Biltmore Club and the Vedado Tennis Club (leading Alejo Carpentier to say that until 1925, Havana was “a city without women”). Indeed, as Hergesheimer wrote of his first impression of Havana in the early 1920s, “What struck me at once was the fact that there were, practically, no women along the streets. It was a tide of men.… Havana was a city of balconies, barred windows, of houses, impenetrable, blank to the streets, but open on the garden rooms of patios.”

By the time Neel arrived, that was dramatically changing. According to the historian Louis Pérez, Neel’s generation of women in Cuba led parallel lives to American women during the Roaring Twenties. “These were not women who stayed behind curtains,” he says. “There was a real sense of pushing boundaries and breaking taboos.”

Cuban women smoked in public, drove cars, and had shrinking hemlines. They found ready-made role models in American film stars: Mary Pickford as the optimistic ingenue; Clara Bow as the flirtatious flapper. Even American-style short hair became à la mode: There were bobbed-hair contests, and in 1925 a fashion writer declared “bobbed hair has triumphed in Cuba.” The newly liberated hairstyle symbolized a newly liberated lifestyle. Neel didn’t necessarily see it that way. “It was backward and the women were very conservative. Not that they were stupid. It was just the rules. They even thought it was dreadful if a woman was in the streets too much. ‘Siempre en la calle’ was considered a very derogatory remark about a woman,” she told Cindy Nemser.

Neel’s behavior must have been a constant affront to her affluent, old-fashioned in-laws. Alice consorted with the servants; she would spend time in the kitchen with Josephina, practicing her Spanish. “I wasn’t made to sit in the patio and do embroidery,” she said. In the evenings, she would go out to join Carlos and not return until the wee hours. “I used to go meet Carlos at a restaurant called El Nuevo Mundo, and we used to stay there so late that the garbage man would be coming.”

And there was a much more profound tension: In April, just two months after her move to Havana, Neel discovered she was pregnant with her first child. “I should have had some birth control thing, because I was then simply an ambitious artist.… But anyway, when I got pregnant in Cuba, that was it. Of course, Carlos’ father was 100 per cent against abortion.”

The looming fear that had initially prevented Neel from traveling with Carlos to Cuba was now a physical reality. And by July 1926, when Alice was about six months pregnant, she would convince Carlos to move out of El Vedado to an apartment on the waterfront, near the Produce Exchange. (Although the Enríquez family would have far preferred their new granddaughter to be brought up in their beautiful, well-staffed home, Alice refused to return there.)

But in the meantime, Neel was intent on not letting her pregnancy prevent her from painting. She and Carlos liked nothing better than to take a bus from El Vedado to the poor sections of town, Alice colorfully dressed in the native garb. Equipped with their paint boxes, “like van Gogh,” they would stroll the streets and paint the street people. “All we did was paint day and night,” she said. Although she complained about the heat, and commented that Cuba was “too happy, with all that bright sun,” Alice was struck by the “tropical light,” which she tried to capture in her paintings.

The scenes in these outlying neighborhoods were in vivid contrast to the elegant streets of El Vedado. As Neel described it, “There the Afro-Cubans would be dancing: they’d dance like mad and run into the bushes—you know for what. They’d use this strange language, part African and part Spanish, and what dancers! Wild, you know. Nicolás Guillén, a Latin-American writer, claims ‘that the spirit of Cuba is mulatto.’ ” (A spirit Enríquez was later to famously capture in his own paintings, including one of his best-known works, El Rapto de las Mulatas, 1938. Carlos’s work would also be noted for its use of tropical light.)

Neel was particularly taken with the bearing of these Cuban women. “They have more self than American women. They are highly sophisticated. The American woman was weak compared with the womanliness of the Cuban woman.” And with the extreme rift between the rich and the poor. “There were people who were hugely wealthy and the bitterly poor were much poorer than I had ever seen,” she told Barbaralee Diamonstein. “The rich used to cut all the trees small so you could see their great houses. And the poor were just wretched, they were on the streets.”

Several works from this time survive: a painting of two beggars (whom Alice and Carlos paid to pose) and another of a mother and child. Neel was already documenting “the people as evidence of her time.” There is also a dreamy portrait of Carlos, in the tobacco-tinted palette she then favored; this painting was exhibited in her first group show in 1927. Although almost academic in style, Neel’s work at the time had a fluid brushstroke. She depicted Carlos as the epitome of the Latin lover. This was the man who opened up an entirely new world to her, and the painting reflects all the passion of Neel’s initial infatuation.

But for Neel, the real revelation was the community of artists of which she and Carlos quickly became a part. This was a heady time not just for Neel but for Cuban culture itself. “We completely lived the vie Bohemienne,” she told Nemser. “It was more civilized there than here. The writers and poets and artists all got together, so there was more of an overall culture than there was here.” Besides their close friend Pogolotti, Neel’s circle included poet Nicolás Guillén, Alejo Carpentier, Cuba’s leading novelist, painter Víctor Manuel García, Domingo Ravenet, Martí Casanovas, Jorge Mañach, Juan Marinello, José Manuel Valdés Rodríguez, and Juan José Sicre, among others.

Havana circa the mid-1920s was a place of major political and cultural flux. Neel’s stay, though brief, coincided with the birth of the Cuban modern art movement, of which she became an integral part. Havana would have a lasting influence on both her life and her art. “My life in Cuba had much more to do with my later psychology,” she told Hills. “It conditioned me a lot.” She would also later say that being married to Carlos gave her a “Latin mentality.” She was referring as much to the politics as to the culture.

When Neel arrived in Havana in February 1926, it was more than a quarter of a century since the 1895–1898 War of Independence. In January 1899, four centuries of Spanish domination had finally ended, but the U.S. military occupation had just begun. It would be another three and half years, until May 1902, before José Martí’s dream of a “Cuba Libre” was realized, and Cuba became, in name at least, no longer a colony, but a republic. Still, the United States’ political and economic control remained omnipresent. U.S. domination would not end until the revolution in 1959.

The 1920s, according to Pérez, was “the coming of age of the first generation of the Republic born in free Cuba. It was a period of remarkable political, cultural, and artistic effervescence, what you could call the first Cuban generation.”

Cuba’s love-hate relationship with the United States was fomenting. The country was still in the midst of a major U.S.-fueled sugar boom—the “Second Dance of the Millions.” However, by 1926, when the price of sugar went down by nearly half, Cuba’s economy was already beginning a downward spiral, which culminated with the Depression in 1929.

In May 1925, General Gerardo Machado was elected Cuba’s fifth president. Although he ran as a member of the Liberal Party, by the time of his overthrow during the 1933 coup, he was perceived as a brutal tyrant responsible for the death of thousands of political insurgents, and was ultimately toppled by U.S. diplomatic intervention.

In 1926, however, his minister of public works, Carlos Miguel de Céspedes, was overseeing many of the great architectural projects of the period, from the continuation of the newly expanded Malecón to the new capitol building to the paving of the Central Highway. In the previous decade, Havana was already a favorite resort of the rich—particularly rich North Americans. The many country clubs of El Vedado—the Havana Biltmore Yacht and Country Club, the Cuban Athletic Club, and the Jockey Club—were social epicenters where wealthy American families could hobnob and entertain their guests. (The DuPonts even established their own club, the DuPont Country Club, on the vast expanse of beach they had acquired.)

By the 1920s, Havana had become known as “the Monte Carlo of the Western Hemisphere.” The city was a hot spot of fancy clubs and literally thousands of bars, from La Florida to the Plaza Bar and the Paris Bar. “Havana is becoming a second home for that section of the smart set which formerly spent its winters on the Riviera,” exclaimed Basil Woon’s seductively titled book When It’s Cocktail Time in Cuba. “It is hot, it is wet, it is, in its easy tropical way, Wide Open,” wrote Bruce Bliven in a February 1928 article for The New Republic entitled “Cuba and the Winter.”

Pérez describes it vividly: “There was live music, people in white dining coats, the racetrack [at Oriental Park], the bath clubs, an amazing casino. Havana in the 1920s was quite an astonishing place.” “The moment to go to Havana was youth, the moment for masked balls and infidelity and champagne,” advised Joseph Hergesheimer. (When Prohibition was at its peak in America, the rum was flowing freely in Havana, a major incentive to wealthy tourists.)

Although Havana maintained its multicultural, melting-pot identity—rich with Spanish and African influences—the North American hegemony was pervasive. Perhaps nothing symbolized that as much as the influx of American cars in the early twenties, with Fords becoming ubiquitous. “Foot It and Go” ran the Ford Motor Company’s advertising campaign, giving rise to the Cuban term fotingo. Even the taxis were Fords, with people colloquially “catching a Ford” rather than catching a cab.

Beneath Havana’s shimmering surface, though, other revolutionary forces were at work. During the 1920s, as the upper classes and “entrepreneurial” bourgeoisie thrived, the political dissidents and labor movement leaders were rapidly organizing, striving to assert Cuba’s national identity, largely in reaction to the oppressive U.S. influence. In 1923, the Junta for National Renovation was founded by Havana professor Fernando Ortiz, which demanded labor, education, health, and legal reforms. The poet and activist Rubén Martínez Villena formed a political action group, the Cuban Action Phalanx, which then became part of a larger group of intellectuals, the Grupo Minorista.

Nineteen twenty-five alone saw the formation of the Third National Labor Congress, which merged the Cuban trade unions into one entity, the Confederación Nacional Obrera de Cuba (CNOC), and the Cuban Communist Party. In May 1927 (the same month as the pivotal Exposición de Arte Nuevo) the Grupo Minorista published its manifesto, stating, among its primary precepts, the desire for:


The revision of false and tired values; the introduction and popularization in Cuba of the latest artistic and scientific doctrines, theories and practices; the economic independence of Cuba and against Yankee imperialism; against political dictatorship in the world, America and Cuba; against the excesses of Cuba’s pseudodemocracy, the falsity of Cuba’s suffrage and for the effective participation of the people in government…



Politically and culturally, a wave of nationalism was rising, and the Vanguardia art movement (like the Grupo Minorista) epitomized its ideology. Their goal was to create art emblematic of an authentic Cuba. (Four of the Vanguardia painters were active members of the Grupo Minorista.)


We fully condemn and negate the art of the nineteenth century, the service instrument of capitalist bourgeoisie. The central issue of modern art is to return to emotions: situate oneself with pure intentions before the spectacle of the world and of life, and describe, with a simple and clear language, the emotion of everyday life.



Art historian Juan Martínez identifies 1924 to 1927 as the “embryonic” period of modern Cuban painting. It was at this time that the cadre of a dozen or so painters who would become known as the Vanguardia movement—including Enríquez, Pogolotti, Jorge Arche, Amelia Peláez, Víctor, Antonio Gattorno, Eduardo Abela, Domingo Ravenet, and Wifredo Lam—began to first show their work. Most of these painters had originally been trained in the Cuban academic style—many at San Alejandro Academy of Fine Arts. Now they were taking motifs they had encountered in Europe, particularly Paris—Fauvism, Cubism, Surrealism—and applying them to “lo Cubano,” Cuban tradition and folklore. (Although they were also inspired by the nationalism of the Mexican mural movement, they wanted to create an original Cuban style, incorporating current painting techniques.)

The new European-influenced work began to emerge in a handful of solo shows by painters including Víctor Manuel García and Antonio Gattorno. Neel even had her own solo show in the fall of 1926, possibly at a small gallery or an alternative bookshop; the location is not recorded, nor did Neel remember it in later years. According to the Belchers, it contained about a dozen paintings—of women, mothers and children, and beggars.

In October, Neel’s family came to visit. Their timing couldn’t have been worse: They arrived the day before the great hurricane of 1926. Pogolotti dramatically described the “apocalyptic” damage in its wake:


The storm had been wild. Dozens of masts and some chimneys stood out from the waters of the port. A steamship was missing half of its upper decks… clearly revealing a cross-section of the rooms and cabins.… Seventeen cadavers, some in postures of rigid action, lay in a small boat near the end of the avenue.… The bronze eagle from the monument honoring the victims of “The Maine” came flying out to the edge of the gardens of the Hotel Nacional. The trunk of a palm tree had passed through a beam as if it were a giant knife. The examples of incredible devastation are too copious and well-known to list. The hurricane of ’26 has passed into history as one of the more devastating that Havana has ever suffered.



Pogolotti also recounts Neel’s parents’ astonishment: “After hearing for a while with shock and surprise, cement decorations falling to the ground and branches breaking, they asked, ‘Does it always rain like this here?’ ”
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