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For Alexandra, Mary, and Sam










Introduction


‘I am an artist. Even to write it makes me feel deeply uneasy.’


So writes the great sculptor Anne Truitt in a notebook entry dated 6 August 1974.


This important book is about an artist’s search for truth. The artist needs to stay true to herself, too, in her search for the truth.


Anne Truitt was very successful during her lifetime and is now an established name in the canon of art; her sculptures are in major museums throughout the world, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, MoMA, and the Whitney. Her success is partly due to an extraordinary single-mindedness in the face of what, to many people, would be crushingly difficult circumstances. As a single mother of three children, the challenges she faced were often overwhelming.


She writes in Daybook: ‘The fact of financial insecurity since my divorce in 1971, and the momentum of my own work and my efforts to be responsible for it, have thrown me into the open.’ Yet, she never loses her way. She may doubt, but then she quickly asserts; she questions and then rightly answers. She resolves her uneasiness and expresses it with typical affirmation: ‘We are artists because we are ourselves.’


To be oneself is the vital thing. To be ‘uneasy’ is part of being true to oneself. Her elation at seeing her first Barnett Newman painting at the Guggenheim Museum in New York in 1961 endorses her commitment to her calling. Her ‘whole self lifted into it’ and she has never felt so free: ‘Such openness wiped out with one swoop all my puny ideas.’ She starts ‘thinking about art in a whole new way. What did I know, I asked myself. What did I love? What was it that meant the very most to me inside my very own self?’


When I first read this astonishing work last year, I knew that I would be returning to it as a source of wisdom and comfort for the rest of my life. I felt that it mattered to me, as Van Gogh’s letters do, because of the unflinching way Anne Truitt records her emotions, the events, and the people with whom she is involved. She displays no self-pity, egotism or resentment. She is often ruthlessly detached in her observations, yet always compassionate.


Daybook is formed of notebook entries dating from after her retrospective at the Corcoran Gallery, Washington, in 1974. First published in 1982, it would be followed by three further books drawn from years of journal-keeping: Turn, Prospect and Yield. She writes in her Preface to Daybook about the impact the exposure to her own work of many years had on her:


‘I felt crazed, as china is crazed, with tiny fissures. It slowly dawned on me that the more visible my work became, the less visible I grew to myself.’ She is thrown into a panic by ‘the reactivation of feelings I had thought to get rid of forever, now so objectified that I felt myself brutalised by them.’ And that, ‘It was as if the artist in me had ravished the rest of me and got away scot-free.’


She is traumatised by the experience. She needs to understand the reason for the sense of fragmentation she suffers when confronted by her work’s intactness. She suddenly realises there could be a solution: she has the idea that she ‘could simply record my life for one year and see what happened’. And she adds: ‘The only limitation I set was to let the artist speak.’ The overriding impulse that drives her is to ‘see myself from a perspective that would render myself whole in my own eyes’.


And so the book begins to take shape. It takes a bit longer than a year to complete: the final entry is dated September 1980. The writing is transformative. She emerges from it with a wholly deeper understanding of herself and her purpose. She writes:


‘I once watched a snake shed its skin… he stretched and contracted… and slowly, slowly pushed himself out of the front end of himself. His skin lay behind him, transparent. The writing of these notebooks has been like that for me.’





Anne Truitt was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1921. After leaving school, she started out by studying psychology at Bryn Mawr College. She explains the reason for her decision to discontinue practising as a psychologist. She had an encounter with a patient who didn’t respond to the routine questioning:


‘He had taken control by his passivity… And then as I paused… he suddenly reared his head back and looked up at the hanging bulb with utter, unbelievable, acquiescent weariness, without hope… I realised instantly that my position was false… As long as I was separate from the man, I was useless to him.’ And she states: ‘The relationship of psychologist to patient had served its purpose.’


As a young woman she also worked for a while as a nurse’s aide during the Second World War. The experience of caring for very sick patients on a daily basis proved to be life-changing: the carer’s essential empathy combined with the sound practicality of nursing were the fundamental tools she would soon bring to her art.


While she was studying as a psychologist, she was writing poetry before turning finally to sculpture. She explains the transition:


‘In my twenties, when I was writing poetry steadily, I heard words at a high pitch… Poetry was drawn out of my life, pulled out into lines. Sculpture is not. The works stand as I stand, they keep me company.’


The spare forms of her sculpture, pared down and separate, stand blazing with radiant colour as if to defy any melancholy in separateness. The compassion she exhibited in caring for her patients as a nurse’s aide, as well as in her psychological studies, imbue the form of her work. Her sculptures stand as emblems of the human spirit.


Her aim is ‘to set colour free in three dimensions for its own sake’.


She eschews possession. She doesn’t want to own the forms that are spun out of her. Again, she uses the phrase ‘for its own sake’ when describing the important place light has in carving and interacting with her works. She aligns herself with ‘Artists who wish to set the light free, which is what I also wish to do, to make it visible for its own sake.’ She cites Piero della Francesca as an artist with whom she ‘would be at home’ and describes his ‘kingdom’ as ‘stripped, clarified, pure’. All three adjectives could equally describe Anne Truitt’s sculptures.


Her commitment to her practice comes at a cost. The uncompromising attention she demands of herself often causes her anguish: ‘I have to stay “turned on” all the time, to keep my receptivity to what is around me totally open. Preconception is fatal to this process. Vulnerability is implicit in it; pain, inevitable.’


The saddest undertow in the narrative comes from her heartbreak over her failed marriage. She doesn’t go into details of her separation from her husband, James Truitt, but the hurt breaks through at recurring points like a wound that never completely heals. She is often unbearably isolated by her singleness.


She had deeply loved her husband. But as the wife of a successful and ambitious journalist, she was required to entertain constantly. The social lifestyle clashed with her solitary calling as an artist. It is a source of deep regret that she hadn’t been able to hold it all together. She yearningly reminisces about their early happiness:


‘The first feelings of marriage are so heavenly. I remember I used to wake up on purpose, just to feel how happy I was… the incredible beauty of being allowed to love someone as much as I wanted to.’


She chastises herself, thinking that she could have saved her marriage if she had paid her husband more attention, instead of devoting herself to her adored children. Several times she records desolate dreams in which she is always rejected by the man she is missing so much.


Yet her resilience is remarkable. One of the attributes of her nature which speaks most powerfully to me is her ability to bounce back into life, into purpose. Her femininity is a source of strength for her, not its opposite. Her mother had an inspiring influence in this respect. Her mother was stronger than her father; her father, whom Anne loved particularly, also drank heavily. The mother held the household together and radiated calm and serenity. Anne wants to do the same:


‘Wherever we stood, my mother and I, we placed ourselves as upright as possible with God above us and the earth under our feet, trying to forget neither.’


Like her mother, Anne makes sure that the tragedy of her marriage in no way impacts on the security and peace of her home. She prioritises the happiness of her three children: Alexandra, Mary and Sam. She scrupulously cooks, cleans, gardens. She single-handedly deals with all the necessary domestic chores.


Her three children are her life. She structures her daily routine in the studio while honouring the rigours of regular meals and attentive companionship. I get the sense of a happy, ordered and respectful family. No rows or tantrums are ever recorded, nor any grudges. But of course, beloved children grow up, and as I know for myself in my own life, a lone parent becomes just that – lone – when the children leave.


Anne records fearlessly ‘the painful confusion… during the transition my children made as they moved into adulthood, away from me.’


The rupture between mother and child is brutally sudden in one instance. When Sam is involved in a car accident and badly injured, Anne has a powerfully physical response: she has painful uterine cramps, almost as if she is trying to give birth to him again. She writes that it is ‘as if, in some mysterious way, he had accomplished his second birth, into adulthood, by means of this violent accident.’ Sam recovers; the necessary separation has been accomplished. The love between them remains, as it does with all three children.


She records the paralysing experience of witnessing her daughters’ pregnancies, knowing that all one can do is to be there if needed. Both Alexandra and Mary give birth. Their mother knows not to intrude, yet her daughters can be certain of her psychic focus. Anne writes down her anxieties about Alexandra’s imminent labour with great tenderness, and records how she turns to her work for both relief and comfort.


Anne Truitt’s work becomes a comfort after her children have left home. This resonates with my own experience: an abandoned home can become a place of creativity.


And she notes her own ageing: ‘The other day I caught my mirror image in a casual side glance and saw to my surprise a person older than I feel. Thin, delicate-tissued, with a drift of fine grey hair.’ She is fifty-eight and alone. She does not feel pity for herself, or fear.


Anne Truitt managed to put everything important first. She committed herself to her art and she loved the people who needed to be loved. Nothing in her life or art was extraneous or arbitrary. This miracle of a book will inspire artists for generations to come.


Celia Paul, 2023










Preface


In December 1973, and in April 1974, I was given retrospective exhibits of my work in sculpture and drawing: the first at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, the second at the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., where I live. Walter Hopps was the curator of both exhibits; that is, he reviewed all my work in the most minute detail and, with my cooperation, chose which works were to be shown, and installed the exhibits.


The force of this concentrated and unprecedented attention to my work, and to me, swept over me like a tidal wave. The objects that I had been making for years and years were drawn into visibility and, many of them for the first time, set forth to the public eye. But it was not this aspect of the situation which confounded me. The works stood clear, each in its own space, intact. It was I myself who, the longer and the more intensely we worked, failed to stand clear. I felt crazed, as china is crazed, with tiny fissures. It slowly dawned on me that the more visible my work became, the less visible I grew to myself. In a deeply unsettling realization, I began to see that I had used the process of art not only to contain my intensities but also to exorcize those beyond my endurance, and must have done so with haste akin to panic, for it was a kind of panic I felt when once again inexorably confronted by my own work. Confronted, actually, by the reactivation of feelings I had thought to get rid of forever, now so objectified that I felt myself brutalized by them, defenseless because I had depended on objectification for defense. I also felt that my failure to come to terms with these feelings as I was making the work had deprived me of myself in these most profound depths. It was as if the artist in me had ravished the rest of me and got away scot-free. I had the curious feeling of being brought personally to justice, but obliquely.


These feelings made no sense to me until I came slowly and painfully to the conviction that, although I had been scrupulous in trying to integrate the other areas of my life, I had avoided confrontation with the artist.


This anguish overwhelmed me until, early one morning and quite without emphasis, it occurred to me that I could simply record my life for one year and see what happened. So I bought a brown notebook like the ones in which I made lecture notes in college, chose a special day (the first of a visit to a friend in Arizona), and began to write, sitting up in bed every morning and writing for as long a time as seemed right. The only limitation I set was to let the artist speak. My hope was that if I did this honestly I would discover how to see myself from a perspective that would render myself whole in my own eyes.


As I wrote, my life continued in its ordinary round. I took care of my three children, Alexandra, Mary, and Sam, who at the time (1974) were nineteen, sixteen, and fourteen. I cooked and cleaned and gardened and did all the various duties that fall to the lot of a woman living with her children alone. I tried to be patient with the rhythmical unfolding of my writing, never to second-think it, and as the year went on found myself rewarded when a subtle logic began to emerge. I began to see how my life had made itself as I was living it, how naturally and inevitably I had become an artist.


In 1978 my first grandchild was born and I felt moved once more to write, this time with the idea that I might be able to illuminate for myself the painful confusion I felt during the transition my children made as they moved into adulthood, away from me.


So this book has come to exist in a natural way. I hope it may just as naturally keep other people company as they live their lives.


—Yaddo


September 1981










TUCSON, ARIZONA JUNE 1974








6 JUNE


I have come here to Arizona to visit a friend and to rest because I am in need of comfort after the tensions of last winter, which have left me with a tangle: crossed lines of thought and feeling. I had spent months preparing for two retrospective exhibits, one in New York and one in Washington, and the course of events was much too swift for understanding. I just had to keep winding it all up, every which way. In Kyōto I once saw women rinsing dyed cloths in the Kamo River. The unwieldy lengths of cloth rippled out in long ribbons of blue and green and yellow and orange and red. The river rushed over the colors, the cloth whipped in the swift waves, the women held on to the streamers for dear life. It was a desperate business. I feel as desperate about the unwinding of all that happened to me so fast.


Flying over the desert yesterday, I found myself lifted out of my preoccupations by noticing suddenly that everything was curved. Seen whole from the air, circumscribed by its global horizon, the earth confronted me bluntly as a context all its own, echoing that grand sweep. I had the startling impression that I was looking at something intelligent. Every delicate pulsation of color was met, matched, challenged, repulsed, embraced by another, none out of proportion, each at once unique and a proper part of the whole. The straight lines with which human beings have marked the land are impositions of a different intelligence, abstract in this arena of the natural. Looking down at these facts, I began to see my life as somewhere between these two orders of the natural and the abstract, belonging entirely neither to the one nor to the other.


In my work as an artist I am accustomed to sustaining such tensions: a familiar position between my senses, which are natural, and my intuition of an order they both mask and illuminate. When I draw a straight line or conceive of an arrangement of tangible elements all my own, I inevitably impose my own order on matter. I actualize this order, rendering it accessible to my senses. It is not so accessible until actualized.


An eye for this order is crucial for an artist. I notice that as I live from day to day, observing and feeling what goes on both inside and outside myself, certain aspects of what is happening adhere to me, as if magnetized by a center of psychic gravity. I have learned to trust this center, to rely on its acuity and to go along with its choices although the center itself remains mysterious to me. I sometimes feel as if I recognize my own experience. It is a feeling akin to that of unexpectedly meeting a friend in a strange place, of being at once startled and satisfied—startled to find outside myself what feels native to me, satisfied to be so met. It is exhilarating.


I have found that this process of selection, over which I have virtually no control, isolates those aspects of my experience that are most essential to me in my work because they echo my own attunement to what life presents me. It is as if there are external equivalents for truths which I already in some mysterious way know. In order to catch these equivalents, I have to stay “turned on” all the time, to keep my receptivity to what is around me totally open. Preconception is fatal to this process. Vulnerability is implicit in it; pain, inevitable.


7 JUNE


Sometimes I yearn to “turn off.” I wish I could live in a lower key in a place like the mobile home court through which I walked last evening during a windy, desert-smelling twilight. A makeshift human habitation loosely connected by winding, homemade paths. “Hello” called here and there by a man leaning over his car, by another accompanying his wife, who carried a plate of cookies. A woman watering her lawn (about two feet square) remarked that it was windy. I said it looked like rain. She said she hoped it would. I said, yes, we’ve had a drought. Nothing much, all this, but everything too: usual and, because so, comforting.


8 JUNE


My hand is out. I feel it a numb weight hanging off my right arm as if no longer quick with life. The marks on my fine-grained drawing paper are simply marks, physical traces as meaningless as chicken tracks in the dirt. This is not a new thing to me and is, I suppose, the analogue of writer’s block. Some vital connection in my spirit has gone flaccid. I have learned over the years (there is always the frightening shadow—is it forever?) how to behave. Rest is a concept that seems easy to understand, but I do not find it so, for it is precisely those overstrained parts of myself that persist most obstinately to jangle.


Yet, for all the strains of the retrospectives, I am most profoundly grateful to have had the opportunity to see my work. There were radiant moments. Like the night at the Corcoran Gallery of Art when Walter Hopps and I walked into the room in which we were preparing the exhibit. The sculptures stood in long rows, barely visible, lit only dimly by a skylight. We did not turn on the lights. I walked up and down the dark corridors between their massive forms, most of which towered over me, and held out both my hands to feel them, not touching them. They stood in their own space, in their own time, and I was glad in their presence.


9 JUNE


Consciousness seems to me increasingly inconceivable. I know more and more that I know nothing of its nature, range, and force except what I experience through the slot of this physical body. The tie to my body may feel stronger than it is. So it seems anyway when I remember how I occasionally hold myself separate from it. Yet I balk. When we love one another the most delicate truth of that love is held in the spirit, but my body is the record of those I have loved. I feel their bones as my bones, almost literally. This record is autonomous. It continues, dumbly, to persist. Its power is independent of time. The love is fixed, instantly accessible to memory, somehow stained into my body as color into cloth.


All bodies have this record. It is the magic of drawing them. Here, where my pencil touches the paper, is the place at which a body holds itself intact. The line marks, with infinite tenderness, the experience of a body—a separate unknowable experience inside the line, space outside it.


It was the record of this experience that I was after in the late forties and the early fifties when I modeled human bodies. Classical beauty held no interest for me. I pursued the marks of experience, the lines and lumps left by physical and psychological events assimilated with such difficulty that they had made permanent plastic changes. Elvira, made in 1952 and now destroyed, held her head high over her drained chest; her eyes protruded in a clumsy effort to see what had happened to her. Her hair clung to her head, bunched into an earnest knot at the nape of her stretched neck. She moved out of herself under my hands and then stopped, struck into a stasis she could just barely maintain, a balance so precariously wrought that it had consumed all her vital force.


When I was told, before my marriage, that I was sterile and would never be able to bear children, the deprivation of this palpably physical knowledge haunted and wrenched me; I knew that what I wanted to know for myself had to be known physically. I could not, and did not, accept the fate of remaining as I was then, a woman unmarked by experience, inviolate at my deepest roots. When I modeled one marked, used female body after another, I was recording adumbrations of what I have now, at the age of fifty-three, become. The sculpture failed as art because I did not know at the time, and could not guess except dimly, how much vital force is garnered in the course of assimilating experience. The meaning the sculpture conveyed was skewed toward pain; wrenched proportions twisted it toward caricature. The just proportion of classical form is, I have learned, true to experienced proportion. I now feel my own used body as whole, replete with lines and lumps, but also with a vitality they serve to mark.


13 JUNE


A woman is lost in the desert. A young policeman came to ask us to watch out for her. Senile—“she won’t know where she is”—110 pounds, 5’1”, in a sleeveless one-piece yellow dress with red and green flowers on it. She belongs in a nursing home about half a mile away across the desert. We all know she will not be able to survive the heat, about 100°. “She won’t be in good shape,” the policeman said gently. We watch for her but do not see any yellow and red and green spots in the desert.


14 JUNE


Last night, for the first time in many weeks, I truly slept. I woke once to listen to the little noises of the desert night, and later, chilly in dawn, to pull over me a thin white woolen blue-monogrammed blanket. I had forgotten what sleep is like—a kingdom all its own.


15 JUNE


This morning the light struck the back of my hand at such a slant as to evoke plains stretching far away. A Sahara, sand color; camels could have traversed it only in days of travel. This quick flash took me back to the Saihōji Garden in Kyōto, Japan. There, walking along the paths, which meandered in and out among patches of many varying mosses, my children and I used to play games with scale, wandering in the multifoliate greens clinging to the soft mounds of earth as if in great primeval forests that tangled and roared over our heads.


It has been partly such play with scale that has drawn my attention to the intervals between events, to what is happening when “nothing” is happening. The meaning of two hands clapped is fixed in the soundless interval between the claps. Just so, the meaning of our experience is held in the infinitely short intervals between our sensory perceptions.


It is clearly to be observed in babies and young children. The mother listens to her baby. She tunes her neural receivers to the baby’s and then is able psychologically to hold her child, to prevent the child’s feeling distress. This is the bliss of motherhood, this heavenly capacity to make another human being happy. This same attunement enables the mother to catch her baby’s frustrations before they become too painful for the baby to accept. The art of motherhood is to maintain this nimble adjustment to the child’s course of experience, catching the intervals in such a way that the child can learn to explore independently without coming to harm.


It is no wonder that a man can feel angry when his children are born and this ineffable communication with the mother is established so visibly. Men must occasionally feel a maddening kind of jealousy, most particularly so because there can be no decent relief. And it must be exacerbated by the intuitive knowledge that this is precisely the kind of tuning that occurs in making love. I did not realize when my babies were born how much his natural exclusion from this state of bliss with them may have hurt my husband. I wish I had. The delight was so whole that it seemed to me that he must be burnished by the same glow, especially as it came from a sun lit by him.


17 JUNE


The old woman is dead. She was found on the desert not far from here.


The young policeman said, “She won’t know where she is,” but I think she may have known very well. She left the nursing home in the evening—homecoming time on the desert, when all the animals hunker down. The old woman lay down with them.





My hand is still out.


19 JUNE


Concerned as I have been these past months to act as intelligently as I could in a complex situation, I have become alert to the frequency with which people tend to act only in the context of their own assumptions. Certain occurrences can then appear to be proof of these assumptions. A wife may assume, for example, that her husband loves her. This may become the foundation for her own actions and for her interpretation of his actions. If he teases her all the time, it is because he dotes on her idiosyncracies. If he drops his clothes for her to pick up, it is because he delights in her care of him. She forgets that it is only within the context of her assumptions that these actions are affectionate. It is just a step from here to the convenience of abstractions that drain the truth out of our experience, dangerously elevating us above the vital checks and balances of the hurly-burly of life.


I leave Arizona tomorrow and, after a brief interval to check on my household in Washington, will go for two months to Yaddo in Saratoga Springs, New York. There, in the unaccustomed company of other artists, I will work, secluded.







YADDO, SARATOGA SPRINGS, NEW YORK JULY–AUGUST 1974








1 JULY


This household at Yaddo, of which I am now a part, is organized the way my mother organized the household of my childhood. I feel the orderly rolling of routine around me: repetitive, familiar, restorative. Dinner last night was nostalgic, in the perfect balance of nursery food: candied sweet potatoes, a touch of pineapple, peas, cranberry sauce, cottage cheese, a delightful salad, ice cream, and a large glass of milk. The simple joy of childhood rose in me, a joy elicited by food and by welcome into a household of objective routine.


I have the comfortable feeling of being an inconsequential member of a litter, like a puppy or a kitten. I have a place but am not outstanding in any way. This is a feeling I have always enjoyed enormously. It heals me in some subtle way.


My childhood household was too formal to convey the lighthearted feeling of being in a litter. It was not until 1934, when my younger twin sisters and I visited my mother’s sister, Aunt Nancy, on her farm outside of Charlottesville, Virginia, that I first encountered the relaxation of being one of many children. At that time, as now, I was overstrained by too much responsibility, too much earnestness, and too much sadness. It is a joy to be here, set free, anonymous within a shelter.


2 JULY


My studio here is peacefully widening out. The green shades are furled, the windows are open onto a sweet-smelling meadow with purple martin houses stalking among fruit trees. A grapevine flourishes against the gray stones of the south wall—the studio is called Stone South—and meanders in tendrils over my screens. A wide vegetable garden lies beyond a stout privet hedge to the east. Two triangular skylights allow the northern light to flood in, and me to see the changing clouds. My drawing table stands free to itself. In another area there is room for two sawhorses to support an 8’ X 4’ piece of 3/4” plywood on which I can paint, and other surfaces on which I can spread finished work.
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