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22 Alice Neel var en piongér bland kvinn-
liga amerikanska konstniirer. Med sire-
gen mélmedvetenhet dgnade hon sig dt att

mila av manniskor, eller “samla sjilar”

som hon uttryckte det, men hon var aldrig
i ropet eller med i nagon avantgardistisk
rorelse. I hennes tidiga arbeten ser man
atthon var influerad av konstnirer frimst
frén norra Europa och Skandinavien, som
Otto Dix och Edvard Munch, men hon
hade en egen, omissknnlig stil och inrikt-
ning pé sitt méleri.

Neel foddes 1900. Hennestidiga karridr
priglades av en livskris som utldstes av att
hennes forsta barn dog vid tvé drs alder
och av det misslyckade fiktenskapet med
den kubanske malaren Carlos Enriquez.
Hon fick ett barn till med Carlos men
det togs omhand av dennes forildrar pi
Kuba. 1930 drabbades hon av ett nervsam-
manbrott och hamnade pd sjukhus. Nir
hon skrevs ut Aterupptog hon mileriet
ach bérjamélaav sina viinner, som Nadya
and Nona. Nadyas riktiga namn var Edna
Meisner men eftersom hon var grafolog
ville hon ha ett artistnamn som lit mer
exotiskt. For Neel “representerade hon
dekadens” vilket ar utmirkande for den
tyska Nya sakligheten.

Nadya and Nona, 1933,
forsta nakenstudier. For en kvinnlig
konstnér var det ett provocerande och
vigat dmne som vickte fragor om les-
bisk Kirlek. Mélningen paminner om
Gustave Courbets realistiska mister-

en av Neels

verk S6mnen, men Neel undviker med-
vetet de erotiska, forforiska Gvertonerna
forknippade med den voyeuristiska man-
liga blicken. De tva kvinnorna uppvisar
kontrasterande egenskaper; Nadya ser
barsk och avvisande ut, men samtidigt
vinder hon sig mot betraktaren pa ett
oppet och sjilvsikert sitt, Nona doljer
sina konsorgan och klamrar sig oroligt
fast vid kudden. Neels psykologiskt in-
triingande blick 4ir uppenbar redan tidigt
i karridren, liksom hennes tendens att
projicera sina egna kiinslor pé figurerna

Pa 1930-talet bodde Neel i Greenwich
Village och umgicks i litterdra vinster-
kretsar. Som medlem i Artists’ Congress
ansldt hon sig 1933 till det statsfinan-
sierade projektet Public Works of Art
Program, dir arbetslosa konstnérer fick
ekonomiskt stod mot att de producerade
verk. Nér projektet lades ner anmélde hon
sig till Works Progress Administration
diir hon mélade stadslandskap. Manga av
hennes milningar frin den héir perioden
har starka sjéilvbiografiska inslag: barn-
fodsel, barnadodlighet, fattigdom och
politiska protester.

Neel tyckte att Greenwich Village bér-
jade kinnas insténgt s& 1938 flyttade hon
till Spanish Harlem pa jakt efter “sannin-
gen”. Hon hade ett forhillande med den
puertoricanske singaren Jose Santiago
Negron och 1939, efter ett missfall tva ar
innan, fick hon en son, Neel, som senare
doptes om till Richard. Tre méinader
senare dvergav Jose henne.

Pa Upper East Side malade Neel av
sina viinner, grannar och tillfilliga beka-
niskaper. Sanningen som hon sokte fanns
runtomkring henne; invandrare som hade
det svért under depressionen och kriget.
The Spanish Family, 1943, som i framstall-
ningen av modern och barnet framfor ett
staket paiminner om Manets Gare Saint-
Lazare, dr typisk for Neels osentimen-
tala skildring av tillvaron i de lagre sam-
hillsskikten. Medan Manet héll distans
(ill figurerna sig Neal dem rakt i Sgonen
dem utan att rygga undan for invandrar-
familjens vedermador.

Skildringen av en mor och ett barn,

far, kan tyda pa att
hon identifierade sig med motivet. 1941
fick Neel sin andra son, Hartley, med fo-
tografen och filmaren Sam Brody. Brody
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bodde fran och till med Neel under de
kommande tva decennierna men ansvaret
foratt uppfostra barnen vilade utan tvivel
pé Neel. Pojkarna spelade en stor roll i
hennes liv och hon mélade starka portrétt
av dem, som Richard at Age Five, 1944.
Neel fick 4 bestillningar pa portritt och
de verk hon lyckades betingade ldga pris-
er. Hennes separatutstillningar 1938 och
1044 blevinga framgdngar.

P4 1950-talet blev Neel foreml f5r en
utredning pd grund av sina sporadiska
kontakter med kommunistpartiet. Det
var en orolig tid for vinstersympatisdr-
er. Som malaren Joseph Solman skrev
i katalogen till hennes utstillning 1950:
“Ibland kryper det i hennes verk in en
kiénsla av kuslighet, som hos Munch, och
det finns portritt som nistan kinns som
dissekeringar.”

Neel deltog i mdten pd Abstract Art-
ists Club och det var dir hon triffade
fdrfattaren, poeten och curatorn Frank
O'Hara, en av Jackson Pollocks framsta
forsvarare, som 1960 blev intendent vid
Museum of Modern Art. O°Hara gick med
pd att sitta modell fér henne. Hon gjorde
tva portritt, det ena en “"romantisk, falk-
liknande profil med en bukett syrener”,

som tog fyra sittningar, och det andra,
som visas hir, gjorde hon pd en dag. "Jag
borjade med munnen”, har hon berit-
tat. "Hans tinder sig ut som gravstenar;

syrenerna hade vissnat. (...) Skilet till att

jag ville gdra det andra portréittet var att
nir han steg in genom dorren sig han si
nere ut. Jag tycker att det andra portrittet
biittre visar vilket bekymmersamt liv han
levde.” O’Hara var homosexuell vilket
var riskabelt i USA. Homosexualitet be-
traktades som en mentalsjukdom och en
brottslig handling. Under de kommande
aren malade Neel manga portritt av ho-
mosexuella mén och kvinnor.

PortrittetavO’Hara, som publicerades
i Art News, vars redaktor var Thomas
Hess, den abstrakta expressionismens
foresprakare, och en artikel i samma tid-
skrift 1962, blev hennes intridesbiljett
till konstvarlden. Det drojde inte linge
forran Neel hade borjat miéla portratt
av andra konstndirer — den unge Robert
Smithson, Andy Warhol och Duane Han-
son, bland andra — och intendenter som
Henry Geldzahler, en av popkonstens
foresprakare.

Neels val av modeller tycks delvis har
varit strategiskt motiverat men hennes
dokumentering av New York-scenen pi
1960- och 1970-talen saknar motstycke.
Framgangen beféistes med en separatut-
stallningpa W hitney Museum of American
Art1974, vilket var fa kvinnliga konstnirer
forunnat. Under kvinnordrelsens glanspe-
riod blev hon négot av en feministikon.

Neel brot mot konventionen genom att
ta sig an ett dmne som hade varit nastan
helt reserverat for manliga konstnirer:
den nakna kvinnofiguren. I Pregnant
Woman, 1971, marginaliserar Neel man-
nen och fokuserar inte pa kvinnofigurens
sexuella aspekier utan pa graviditetens
modor. Kvinnan ér ensam i sin svira situ-
ation. Graviditetaren kvinnligerfarenhet
som man inte kan delta i. Hennes vart-
torade och brostvartorna dr

gardar dr
erigerade men inte p4 grund av upphetsn-
ing utan som ett resultat av hennes fruk-
tsamhet. Hon dr redo att borja avsondra
mjolk sa snart den belastade livmodern
har befriats frin sin borda. Den patagliga
laddningenimalningen, betecknad av den
uppsvillda magen, spéint som ett trum-
skinn, brostens potential och det dngsliga
uttrycket i Neels svirdotters ansikte star i
skarp kontrast mot den avspanda hallnin-
geni John Perreault.

Perreault, en homosexuell intendent,
frigade Neel om han fick lana hennes
malning Joe Gould fran 1933 till en utstall-

ning med temat den nakna mansfiguren
som han hall pa att organisera for New
York School of Visual Art. Hon's:

hon inte hade nagra nakna mansfigurer
sé erbjod han sig att sitta modell. T por-
trittet av Gould lag fokus pd dennes pe-
nis som forekom tre ganger i malningen.

Tportriittet av Perreault riktar Neel in sig
llda
testiklarna, vilket ger verket en uppfris-

pé den slaka lemmen och de upps:

kande frimodighet och dessutom gor det
till en omtagning av Gould-malningen. T
en ironisk parafras pA Manets Olympia
ligger Perreault pa ett vitt lakan och tittar
stursktmot betraktaren vilket gor honom
till en modern manlig prostituerad som
visar upp sina tillgangar. Neels koncen-
tration pa kroppsharet och armhalan &r
en, kanske oavsiktlig, parodiering av Ma-

nets framstillning av hiret under Olym-

sarmar.

Frimodighet &r kanske den dom-
inerande cgenskapen i Neels konst. T sin
skildring av konstnéren Don Perlis och
hans son Jonathan - en variation pa temat
mor och barn som hon uppehdll sig vid
genom hela sin karridr - drar hon sig inte
for att visa Jonathans handikapp. Han ér
enskadad varelse.

Intresset for Neels konst har okat se-
dan hennes dod 1984, mycket tack vare
det fornyade intresset for figurativt méleri
t

och insikten att det finns médnga olika s

att beriitta den moderna konstens histo-
ria. Samtida malare som Marlene Dumas
och Elizabeth Peyton har péaverkats av

henne och ser henne som en banbrytare.

Peyton har skrivi r oerhdrt svart

att for hur hért Alice Neel fick kimpa
for att gora sina mélningar. Det dr smért-
samtatt tanka pa det och det gormigalltid
rg. Hur kan man ha fornekat vikten av
det hon gjorde?”

542 Alice Neel was a pioneer among Amer-
ican women artists. Doggedly pursuing
a career as a painter of people or, in her
own words, ‘a collector of souls’, Neel was
never fashionable nor in step with avant-
garde movements. Although one can iden-
tify stylistic influences on her early work,
particularly from northern Europe and
Scandinavia — for example Otto Dix and
Edvard Munch - she painted in a styleand
with an approach distinetively her own.
Born in 1900, Neel's early career was
severely marked by a personal crisis pre-
cipitated by the death of her first born at
theage of two and her failing marriage toa
Cuban painter, Carlos Enriquez. Her sec-
ond child by Carlos was taken into care by
his parents in Cuba. By 1930 she suffered
a nervous breakdown and was hospital-
ised. On leaving she returned to painting
and began to paint her friends like Nadya
and Nona. Nadya’s real name was Edna
Meisner but, as a graphologist, she took
an alias to sound more exotic. For Neel

she “represented decadence’ which is a
characteristic of German Neue Sachlich-
keit painting.

Nadya and Nona, 1933, is one of Neel’s
carliest nudes. For a female artist it was a
provocative, daring subject raising issues

of lesbianism that recall a masterpiece of

realism by Gustave Courbet, Sleep, but
deliberately eschewing the erotic, seduc-
tive, overtones of the voyeuristic, male
gaze. Neel’s two women display contrast-
ing characteristics; Nadya, unappealingly
erim-faced but open and confident, facing
the viewer, Nona hiding her sexual fea-
tures and clutching the pillow with appre-
hension. Neel’s psychological penetration
is evidentata very carly stage in her career,
as well as her tendency to project her own
feelings onto her subjects.

In the 1930s Neel lived in Greenwich
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Village and mixed mostly in literary and
left wing circles. A member of the Artists’
Congress, in 1933 she enrolled in the Pub-
lic Works of Art Program, a government
funded projectintended to give out-of-work
artists financial supportinreturn for works
of art. When this was disbanded she signed

ration

up to the Works Progress Admil
by which she was required to paint urban
scenes. In addition many of her paintings
in this period have strong autobiographical
allusions relating to childbirth, infant mor-
tality, urban poverty and political protest.
Greenwich Village felt like a clois-
tered environment to Neel and in 1938 she
moved to Spanish Harlem in search of ‘the
truth’,

e was already in a relationship
with a Puerto Rican singer, Jose Santiago
Negron, and, in 1939, having suffered a
miscarriage two years previously, she gave
birth to a boy, Neel, subsequently to be
named Richard. Three months later Jose
abandoned her.

On the Upper East Side, as well as her
friends, Neel painted neighbours and
chance acquaintances. The truth she was
after was all around her; immigrants suf-
fering hardship during the economic de-
pression and war. The Spanish Family,
1043, which recalls Manet’s Gare St La-

zare in its depiction of a mother and child
in front of railings, is typical of Neel’s un-
sentimental portrayal of low life. Whereas
Manet took an oblique view of the figures,
Neel faced them head on. not flinching
from confrontation with the immigrant
family’s plight.

The portrayal of a mother and chil-

dren, absent a father, might signify an

unconscious self-identification. In 1941
Neel gave birth to a second son, Hartley,
fathered by the photographer and film-
maker, Sam Brody. Brody lived off and
on with Neel over the next two decades
but undoubtedly the responsibility for
bringing up the children was left to Neel.
The boys loomed large in her life and she
painted intense portraits of them such as
Richard at Age Five, 1944. Neel rarely re-
ceived commissions to paint portraits and
her works, when she managed to sell them,
commanded low prices. Her solo shows in
1938 and 1944 were not a success.

In the 1950s Neel was under investiga-
tion owing to her periodic involvement
with the Communist Party. These were
anxious times for left wing sympathisers.
As the painter, Jospeh Solman, wrote in

the brochure for her 1950 exhibition: ‘At
times, an element of foreboding, akin to
that in the work of Munch, creeps into her
work; and there are portraits that are al-
most vivisections.”

Neel attended meetings at the Abstract
Artists Club and it was there she met the
writer, poet and curator Frank O'Hara,
one of Jackson Pollock’s chief apologists
who, in 1960, became a curator at the
Muscum of Modern Art. O’Hara agreed
to pose for her. She made two portraits,
one a ‘romantic falconlike profile with
a bunch of lilacs’, which took four sit-
tings, and the second, shown here, which
was accomplished in one day. ‘T started
with the mouth’, she has explained. *His
teeth looked like tombstones; the lilacs
had withered. ... The reason I wanted to

do the second one was because when he

came to the door he looked beat. T feel
that it expressed his troubled life more
than the first [portrait].” O'Hara was an
active homosexual which was hazardous
in the United States. Homosexuality was
regarded as a mental illness and a crimi-
nal offence. Tn subsequent years, Neel
painted many portraits of homosexual
men and women.

The portrait of O'Hara, its reproduc-
tion in Art News, edited by Thomas Hess,
the champion of Abstract Expressionism,
andanarticlein the same magazine in 1962,
signified entryinto theart world. It was not
long before Neel began to paint portraits of
other artists - the young Robert Smithson,
Andy Warhol and Duane Hanson among
them — as well as such curators as Henry
Geldzahler, asupporter of Pop Art.

Neel’s choice of sitters seems in part
to have been strategic but she left an un-
paralleled painted record of the New
York scene in the 1960s and 1970s. Her
success was marked by a solo exhibition
at the Whitney Museum of American Art
in 1974, a rare honour for a female artist,
and she became something of a feminist
icon in the heyday of the Women’s Lib-
eration Movement.

Uninhibited by convention Neel took
on a subject that hitherto had been almost
exclusively the domain of male artists, the
female nude. Tn Pregnant Woman 1971
Neel marginalises the male and focuses
not on the sexual aspect of the female
figure but the burden of pregnancy. The
woman is alone in her plight. Pregnancy is
afemale experience that cannot be shared.

Her areolas are enlarged and her nipples
are erect not out of arousal but as a condi-
tion of her state of fecundity. She is ready
to lactate as soon as the pressurised womb
will give up its burden. The palpable ten-
sion of this painting, signified by the bal-
looning belly, stretched like a drumhead,
the potential of the breasts and the ap-
prehensive expression of Neel's daughter-
in-law, is in stark contrast to the relaxed
manner of John Perreault.

Perreault, a gay curator, was organis-
ing a show on the theme of the male nude
at the New York School of Visual Art. He
asked Neelto lend her 1933 painting of Joe
Gould. She agreed as long as he would
also include a recent work but, since she
had no male nudes, he offered to pose.
The portrayal of Gould had focused on
his penis, which appeared three times in
the portrait, Neel's concentration on the
flaccid male member and bulbous tes-
ticles in the Perreault portrait not only
displays a refreshing candour but is a re-
prise of the Gould painting. Perreault’s
location on a white sheet and his brazen
confrontation with the viewer, ironically
echoing Manet’s Olympia, makes Per-
reault into a modern day rentboy display-
ing his assets. Neel's concentration on
his body hair and the overt display of his

armpit also parodies, perhaps unknow-
ingly, Manet’s depiction of the hair in
Olympia’s axilla.

Candour is probably the overriding
characteristic of Neel’s art. Her depiction
of Don Perlis, an artist, and his son Jona-
than, a variation on the theme of mother
and child that preoccupied her through-
out her career, does not flinch from the
portrayal of Jonathan’s disability. He is a

wounded creature.
Since her death in 1984 there has been

a revival of interest in Neel’s art, not least

because of renewed interest in figurative
painting and a realisation that there are
many different ways to narrate the his-
tory of modern art. Among contemporary
painters Marlene Dumas and Elizabeth

Peyton regard her as a crucial, pioneer-

ing influence. As Peyton has written: ‘It is
very hard to comprehend the depth of the
struggle that Alice Neel went through to
make her paintings. It is painful to think
about that, and it always makes me angry.
How could anyone deny theimportance of
what she did?”

Jeremy Lewison, Curator
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