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WILD LIFE

Alice Neel's peaple.

BY PETER SCHJELDAHL

Il experience is great providing

you live through it,” Alice Neel
said, adding an implied
it kills you, you've gone too far.” She
spoke from authority, The great Amer-
ican portrait painter (1900-84), who is
the subject of two current New York
gallery shows, led the kind of dishev-
elled life that was thought of, in praise
or in blame, as bohemian, before it got
stamped dysfunctional. She was a char-
- acter. Remember characters? Joseph
Mitchell published rwo Profiles in this
magrazine, in 1942 and in 1964, of a
prime specimen, the nnwashed Green-
wich Village rapscallion Joe Gould, who

claimed to be at work on a revolution-

ary literary opus, “An Oral TTistory of

Our Time.” Mitchell's fascination even-
tually became the basis of a movie, “Joe
Gould’s Secret” (2000}, in which Susan
Sarandon logged un airy cameo as Alice
Neel. Tn 1933, Neel painted Gould, a
casual friend, naked. He grins demoni-
cally and sports two uncircumcised pe-
nises, with a third dangling from the
stool he sits on. For Neel, the savoring
of foibles, in hersell and in others, was
the most reliable entertainment in a life
beser by rhe loss of one baby daughter
to diphtheria and another to an ab-
sconding husband; a severe mental
breakdown; chronic poverty; and the
irksomeness, or worse, of assorted lov-
ers. Ter invincible commitment to paint-
ing won Neel a fitful carcer in New
- York, first in Depression-era radical ¢ir-
cles—she was briefly a Communist and
always a leftist— and then, starring in
the nineteen-fifties, after a decade of
near-total obscurity, as a living legend,
Outlasting insult and condescension, a
woman among competitive men, and a
figurative artist in times agog for ah-
| straction, she triumphed, and her star
continues ro risc.

Neel grew up in Colwyn, Pennsylva-
nia, a small town that she hated, in
- a family dominated by her cultured

caution: “If

mother, whom she adored. Her shyly
incficcrual father, [rom a family of opera
singers, was a railroad clerk. Neel made
art—largely in secret, she said—srarting
in childhooxl. After high school, she ac-
quired secretarial skills and landed civil-

service jobs, She attended art schools,

ncluding the Philadelphia School of

Design for Women (now Moore Col-
lege of Art and Desigm)}, bur avoided the
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
hecause she “didm’t want to be raught
Impressionism, or learn vellow lights
and blue shadows. . . . 1 wasn't happy like
Renoir” She met and married an upper-
class Cuban artist, Carlos Enriquez, and
lived with him in TTavana for a year, In
1930, he left her in New Y urk, taking
wlong their surviving daughter {(who later
killed herself ). Neel fell apart. Suicide
atternpts and hospitalizations, in night

marish wards, followed. ‘T died every
day,” she said of the experience. The
spell lifted in the autumn of 1931, The
next year, she moved to Greenwich Vil-
lage, with a sailor, Kenneth Doolittle,
who proved a bad bet—he destroved
much of her work in a fit of rage. Then
she lived for five years with José Santi-
ago Negron, a Pucrto Rican night-club
performer, who left her soon after the
birth of their son, Richard, in 1939,
Next was an ill-tempered leftist photog-
rapher and critic, Sam Brody. Tn 1941,
they had a son, Hartley, whose son
Andrew Neel made a well-received
documentary about his gt'andmothcr n
2007. In “Selected Works,” a show of
sixteen portraits, from 1942 to 1982, at
David Zwirner, we see Brody grasping
a frightened-looking Hartley with a
clawlike hand, around 1945, and, in an-
other painting, gloomily reading war
news, (“How Like the Winter,” that
work is subtitled.} Living for twenty
vears in Spanish Tarlem, Neel often
made sitters of neighborhood children.
“George Arce” (1959), a terrific painterly
cadenza, portrays a boy with whom
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she staved in touch even after he was
imprisoned for murder, in 1974,
“Nudes of the 1930s,” the orher
new show, at Zwirner & Wirth, sam-
ples a theme in which Neel excelled,
and an epoch of stark poignancies,
It includes a wartercolor, from 1935,
that is the funniest and lunkiest visu-
alization of intimacy 1 know. Cute,
blowsy Alice urinates on 4 toilet while
her solemn boyiriend
John Rothschild docs
the same in a sink. An
other watercolor from
thut year, and perhaps
from a memory of the
same day, has Alice vo-
luptuously supinc on a
bed, while Rothschild
stands over her, wearing
only slippers, in a tense,
withdrawn posture. Neel
titled it “Alicnation™—
Rothschild was in an
jruish, having “just left
his wife and a couple of
children.” (A successful
travel-agency entrepre-
neur, who specialized in
rrips to the Sovier Union,
Rothschild was the steadi-
est of Neel's men, a friend
until his death, in 1975}
Both pictures are beau-
tifully drawn. Rougher,
and ruthlessly honest, are
paintings and drawings of
women Neel knew. A
psychoanalyst once asked
her, “Why is it so important to be so
honest in art?” Her answer: “It's not
sO Important, it's just a privilege.” She
visits unsentimental dignity on bodics
that arc pert or sad, and on the spirits,
robust or pinched, that animate them.
The nudes aren't erotic, but they eaide
carnal wisdom. They share with much
other American figurative painting
of the nincteen-thirties a bituminous
tonality; the sun of that decade strug-
gled to 'shine. They are modern in their
Fronm.]nry, nudgmg subjects off the wall
and into the room, while utterly free
of stylistic affectation, Neel liked
Cézanne but preferred Munch and

% Sourine; she came to admire the taci-
3 turn violence of the Abstract Expres-
= sionist Clvfford Still. Her psychologi-

cally jangling, impulsive manner can

look awkward until you notice that it
is a sum of switt, local accuracies, both
descriptive (a peculiarly knobby knee)
and expressive (a whiplash contour like
a shoreline). When most engaged,
she was superbly indifferent to over-
all desiyn.

“Selected Works™ 1s a bit disap-
pointing in its undoubredly market-
conscious emphasis on formally ac-

;\m’ s "Alienation" (1935 )—ﬂot erofic, but e wdmg carnad wisdom

complished pictures, which make me
realize rhat Neel's most elegant works

tend ro indicate her relative lack of

emotional exchange with her subjects.
She makes it obvious that people with
pulled-together public faces bored
her. She titled an arrogantly assured,

plaid-shirted, lung haired hunk of

an unnamed guy “LThe Druid” (1968).
Good luck to him, and to the 'Young
Woman” {¢. 1946}, whose jewels and
fur shield a dishearteningly timid
niceness. “Annie Sprinkle” (1982) ob-
serves the porn actress and militant
feminist in dominatrix regalia, with
exposed breasts and pierced genitals
and a sappily sell-approving smile.
Sprinkle is painted ofi-center on a big
canvas, with lots of blank surface that
savs, to me, “No comment.”

broke jar off, skunk uninjured.

Neel jolts us in portraits of couples

and children. In “The Family (Algis,

Julie and Bailey),” from 1968, a precty

wormnarn appears as a doll-like append-
age to her macho, wired-looking hus-
band, who casually holds their un-
happy baby boy. There’s trouble afoor,
bur also surging vitality. The family
is young. Ir's 1968, The picture is a
spiritual snapshot of a convulsive time.
“Cindy” (¢. 1960) is a lit-
tle girl in a jumper, with
a pageboy haircut, anx-
iously clutching one knee
while gazing out, wide-
eyed. She is rendered on
a narrow, vertical canvas;
she might be falling down
a rabbit hole. Neel con-
veys her vulnerabiliey—
she's a target for the un-
seen incoming missiles
of life—without alarm.
Cindy will likely be O.K.
the way most people are:
O.K. enough.

Neel liked quoting,
with amusement, astrange
remark made to her by
Malcolm Cowley: “The
trouble with you, Alice,
is you're not romantic.”
In truth, she was a capi-
tal “R” Romantic in a very
Late, modern way: starched
by experience. Art was not
a reluge for her—she had
no refuges, only respites.
It was her life lived by
other means, in which she enjoyed
some moment-to-moment control.
Rather than reflect on the peremptory
realities ol other people, she took them
head on, turning their force around
and sending it back out, At times,
every brushstroke can feel like a vic-

, wrainst tall odds, of high humor
fringed with deadly seriousness, Lots
of celebrated twenticth-century art has
seemed dated and tame lately. Not
Neel's, which, bevond being something
to Jook at, is something that happens
0 vouL.
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