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Willem de Kooning is one of the most impor-tant artists of the twentieth century, a true"painter's painter" whose protean work con-tinues to inspire many artists. In the thirties and for-ties, along with Arshile Gorky and Jackson Pollock,he became a key figure in the revolutionary Ameri-can movement of abstract expressionism. Of all thepainters in that group, he worked the longest and wasthe most prolific, creating powerful, startling imageswell into the 1980s.
The first major biography of de Kooning capturesboth the life and work of this complex, romantic figurein American culture. Ten years in the making, andbased on previously unseen letters and documents aswell as on hundreds of interviews, this is a fresh, richlydetailed, and masterful portrait. The young de Kooningovercame an unstable, impoverished, and often violentearly family life to enter the Academie in Rotterdam,where he learned both classic art and guild techniquesArriving in New York as a stowaway from Holland in1926, he underwent a long struggle to become a painterand an American, developing a passionate friendshipwith his fellow immigrant Arshile Gorky, who wasboth a mentor and an inspiration. During the Depres-sion, de Kooning emerged as a central figure in thebohemian world of downtown New York, surviving bydoing commercial work and painting murals for theWPA. His first show at the Egan Gallery in 1948 was arevelation. Soon, the critics Harold Rosenberg andThomas Hes^ ^hsmpioning his work   -    '   '5
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a tumultuous marriage to Elaine de Kooning, herselfa fascinating character of the period. At the height ofhis fame, he spent his days painting powerful abstrac-tions and intense, disturbing pictures of the 1figure—and his nights living on the edge, drii
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    This book, a decade in the making, could not have been written with-out the help of many people, beginning with de Kooning's immedi-ate family. Lisa de Kooning provided assistance whenever calledupon, adding the unique, sometimes wry perspective of the daughter of acelebrated father. De Kooning's wife, Elaine, died before we began ourresearch, but her brother, Conrad Fried, and sister, Marjorie Luyckx, pro-vided much information about this remarkable woman's history, motiva-tion, and character. They were also acute observers of de Kooning himself.Lisa's mother, Joan Ward, responded to innumerable questions over manyyears with patience, good cheer, and insight, and gave us access to muchvaluable information,- her ongoing assistance and encouragement werekey to the book. Without exception, the other women with whom deKooning had serious, long-term relationships—notably Virginia (Nini)Diaz, Ruth Kligman, Susan Brockman, and Emilie Kilgore—aided theauthors in important ways. Each was determined to help us understand afascinating and nuanced man. In particular, Emilie Kilgore not only con-veyed to the authors the character of her relationship with de Kooning butalso showed us portions of the many remarkable love letters that he wroteto her.

    The book has benefited from a succession of strong editors. CharlesMichener and Deborah Futter were early and enthusiastic supporters ofthe project. At Random House, Katie Hall did a superb job of editing themanuscript, providing it with the kind of illuminating attention that, onesometimes hears, is no longer found in the publishing world. After KatieHall left Random House, Erroll McDonald was instrumental in bringingthe book to Knopf, as was our agent, Molly Friedrich, who has watchedover the project for many years and offered unstinting support. At Knopf,Shelley Wanger gave us many valuable suggestions and firmly, patiently,and deftly shepherded the book through to publication. She exhibited, atall times, an unflagging commitment to the highest possible standards.Iris Weinstein, Ken Schneider, and Romeo Enriquez each gave the bookmuch thoughtful attention.
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    Biographies provide, at best, only a glancing kind of truth. It should gowithout saying that all failures of fact, emphasis, and insight belong to theauthors alone.

  On July 18, 1926, the British freighter SS Shelley weighed anchor inRotterdam, the great port of the Netherlands. It steamed downriveralong the string of docks lining the Nieuwe Maas River, into theNieuwe Waterweg (the Rotterdam Seaway) and past the Hook of Holland,the prow of land jutting out from the lowlands into the North Sea. Then itpushed into the open water. The voyage to North America took twelvedays. Hidden deep inside the ship, near the immense furnaces of theengine room, was a twenty-two-year-old stowaway named Willem deKooning.
Like many poor immigrants before him, de Kooning embarked for theNew World with nothing but his wits. He had little money and could notspeak English. "I knew one word," he later joked. " 'Yes.' " He was aboutfive foot seven, a tightly wound young man with the stocky build of asailor. The expression on his face was often genial, wry, and offbeat; buthis eyes could also quickly turn cold. As the freighter crossed the ocean,de Kooning dreamed of a country vastly larger than Holland, a mythicalland of skyscrapers and easy money—a place that was home to moviestars, jazz musicians, cowboys and Indians, and those long-legged girlsholding tennis rackets that he saw in the magazine advertisements.
His first glimpse of America, the Virginia port of Newport News, wasa disappointment. He did not pretend otherwise. "What I saw was a sort ofHolland," he said. "Lowlands, just like back home. What the hell did Iwant to go to America for?" Perhaps there would be no escaping the OldWorld, after all. But a few days later came the reassuring shock, the reve-latory image that told him America would become his true home. He waswalking with several Dutchmen, at rush hour on a summer morning,through a ferry station that linked New Jersey and New York City. Thecommuters were stopping in front of a man pouring coffee into a long lineof cups. In Holland, the man would have carefully raised the pot betweencups in order not to waste a single drop. Here, he never once lifted the pot."He just poured fast to fill it up fast, no matter what spilled out, and I said,'Boy, that's America!' "
XIII
From the dark passage by ship to the eventual acclaim, de Kooning'slife invokes the greatest of the classic American stories—that of theimmigrant who crosses the ocean in search of a better world. His long life,with roots deep in the nineteenth century, stretches across most of thetwentieth, and embodies many archetypal American themes. He knowspoverty, success, and failure. He is a loner. He reinvents himself. Hebecomes a star. At the same time, his emigration to America parallelsanother cultural passage: the coming of age of American art. Most criticsbelieved, during the 1950s, that the center of art was moving from Paris toNew York, and they wrote about the "triumph" and "heroism" of deKooning and his contemporaries.
For de Kooning, the late 1940s and '50s in particular, represented anextraordinary series of intoxications—in art, in love, and in fame. Duringthis period he developed no fewer than four major and distinct styles ofpainting. Each was irreducibly personal, yet each also reflected importantcurrents in the evolving American culture of the time. Any one of thesestyles might have served another artist for a lifetime. His success mani-fested itself in the common coin of the second half of the twentiethcentury—celebrity. After Jackson Pollock's death in 1956, de Kooningbecame the first art world superstar; walking with him through Green-wich Village in New York was, in the words of the writer Lionel Abel, like"being with a movie star." Heads turned. Strangers stopped him on thestreet. For many painters and poets in the Village during the late 1950s, hewas the model of the major modern artist.
De Kooning suited an art world then being transformed by fashion andinternational attention. Like Picasso, he never disappointed a camera. Hehad unruly light hair and a face that many found both masculine andbeautiful. And he had a certain way about him, a kind of existential charmthat excited New York in the 1950s, when artists and intellectuals likedto discuss the most important subjects in a raspy, tough-guy manner. DeKooning spoke a homemade language, a slightly skewed English with aDutch accent that was steeped in shoptalk and the American slang that hecherished, but also rich in cryptic allusions and philosophical quips. In atypical instance, much appreciated by poets and readers of existentialism,he quoted the Bible: "In da beginning was da void." Or perhaps it was, "Inthe beginning was the word." Or perhaps it was both.
To both gossips and intellectuals, de Kooning appeared to be a text-book case for Freudian analysis, so fashionable at the time. Not only washe often blocked and subject to anxiety attacks, but all the world seemedto know that he had titanic problems with his mother. He was famouslyunable to stay with one woman for long, which made him a constant
source of rumor and titillation; and his marriage to Elaine Fried, in herown right a popular and powerful figure in the art world, unraveledthroughout the late 1940s and early 1950s. And yet, to the delight ofFreudians, he could never quite end his marriage. To this day, manypeople consider his Women paintings of the early 1950s the work of amisogynist.
De Kooning suffered, too, in a way that appealed to a growing audi-ence for art. He actually did "live on the edge" in a period in which despairand self-destruction were often presented as a dark romance. The heroicartist, it was thought, must undergo agonies of the spirit; alcoholism wasconsidered a burden of genius. At the height of his success, de Kooningseemed to step into yet another American fable, that of the man devouredby his own success. He became a down-and-dirty drunk who sometimesslept in the gutter. Students from Yale would visit the Cedar Tavern, thefamous bar of the downtown New York artists, to observe and admire hisboozing and womanizing. He made a gorgeous wreck. After success inNew York nearly broke him, he moved to Long Island and was haunted bythe cruel cliche that there are no second acts in American lives.
Even his "failure" marked a cultural passage. Beginning at the heightof his fame in the 1950s and increasingly thereafter, de Kooning wasregarded with condescension by many important critics and artists. Hepainted his best work, it was widely thought, in the late forties. Then hispowers of composition began to erode, even if his hand could still aston-ish. At a certain point, the personal touch of a painter, especially theunironic hand, became an embarrassment to sophisticated taste. Itseemed to represent a naive, outmoded clinging to individuality and tovarious romantic aspirations, such as genius or authenticity. It alsoseemed to reflect the old European tradition of painting at a time whenmany artists sought other ways besides painting to depict the contempo-rary world. The safely dead Pollock became the sainted American masterwhile the still living immigrant was suddenly the too-European, too-romantic, too-stylish artist against whom subsequent pop, conceptual,and minimal artists defined themselves. The romantic aura of de Kooningbegan to look, to many artists and critics of the 1960s and '70s, like show-biz boilerplate.
His last years, too, developed a symbolic import. During the 1980s,still younger artists began to reconsider his later work. Many feared that,with de Kooning, the spark and know-how were leaving painting forever.Some began to look back with longing to the 1950s, when, they thought,painting and poetry seemed large-minded and not the preserve of criticsand professors. At the same time, the revival of de Kooning's reputation in
Introduction
many quarters reflected something corny and starstruck, a desire for anelegiac doff of the cap to an old man who was the last of his kind. Thetawdry fascination with de Kooning's life and estate during his declineinto Alzheimer's-like dementia not only cheapened his last years, butwas also characteristic of the vulgar, gossipy nature of the art world inthe 1980s.
All this represented the public life of de Kooning in American culture.There was another de Kooning, of course, related to but different from theemblematic figure: the painter who spent his days alone, pacing anxiouslybefore the canvas, often destroying his creations, and always struggling torenew his work. This de Kooning also illuminated the great Americanthemes, but intimately, from within. He was always saying farewell in hisart, always moving and changing, the eternal immigrant who ceaselesslyreinvented himself on the canvas. ("You have to change to stay the same,"he liked to say.) His celebrated brushstroke was a Whitmanesque song ofthe self. It had a similar rolling and rhetorical energy, a desire for bothheroic scale and personal detail. It seemed to represent not just art but away of being. The passionate personality of his strokes could seem impos-sibly, almost naively, ambitious, as if the artist's newfound "I" couldencompass the world.
In one important respect, however, de Kooning's romance of the selfdiffered from Whitman's, and also from that of Jackson Pollock, anotherpainter often likened to the poet. De Kooning could never quite let go ofthe Old World. He could not forget what it meant not to spill a single dropof coffee, even as he fell in love with the exuberance of America. Othergreat Dutch artists before him had longed for lush foreign places. Othershad appreciated the exotic, exfoliating self, and rendered the floating anx-iety of the individual before the material world. But few were as ambiva-lent as de Kooning. He was, as a friend said, "forever in doubt." His doubtwas embodied—boldly, poetically—in the characteristic hook of hisbrushstroke. The initial push of the brush suggested a bravura release, butthen came the sudden kink as the hand twisted back upon itself or brokein a new direction. Like many Dutchmen, moreover, he refused to give upthe knotty human scale. He did not want his paintings, he said, to bewider than his outstretched arms—and he never yielded (at significantcost to his reputation) the human measure to the mythic American reachof Rothko, Still, Newman, and Pollock. He could not easily forget thepast, and, like other immigrants caught between cultures, he particularlydistrusted talk of transcendence and purity. Purists necessarily abandonedpart of the world, and he wanted to keep everything at hand, from Marilynto Mondrian.
Introduction / xvii
It was his ambivalent nature that led de Kooning to honor the para-doxes and contradictions of his era and to retain many valuable qualitiesof art—and, more generally, of sensibility—that were being abandonedduring his lifetime. What were called failings in the 1960s and '70s havesometimes come to look like virtues that he protected. As one of the lastgreat romantics, de Kooning held onto the "I" during a period when intel-lectuals began to question the authority of "the self." He did not fear highstyle when critics thought only the raw was sublime, or passion whenthey preferred irony. (He laid on the paint just when many were insistingupon minimal means.) Despite his love for the grand style of an artist likeRubens, he also cherished the rude vitality found in the art of the LowCountries. If art or life began to seem too fine, he did not mind aggres-sively celebrating the vulgar. His art offers as much criticism of Americaby way of Europe as criticism of Europe by way of America.
Every immigrant is broken, sometimes beautifully. De Kooningremained a man forever in between, suffused with private longings, regret,loneliness, and melancholy. Holding onto paradox was, among otherthings, a way to let nothing go. Was he American or European? Cruel orkind? Spontaneous or calculated? An admirer of high or low culture?Devoted to the past or the present? A radical or a conservative? A hater ora lover of women? A man of the city or the country? Whatever was said ofde Kooning, the opposite often seemed no less true. And yet, toward theend of his painting life, de Kooning increasingly sought to move beyond—or before—such paradoxes. In the 1970s, he seemed to immerse himself inthe primal springs of art. At a time when critics questioned whether paint-ing had a future and abstruse theory dominated discussion, de Kooningjoyously returned to the first and most visceral of human sensations, thatof touch. His work in the seventies brought a new feeling for the physicalbody into painting, refreshing the tradition of the pastoral in Western art.Then, at the very end, he shed the heaviness of the corporeal world, float-ing his brushstroke in the air as if to say good-bye one last time.
In the early sixties, de Kooning settled on the watery eastern end ofLong Island, partly because it reminded him of Holland. He built a studiothere much like a ship and, when healthy, would bicycle across the sandyflats to the shoreline. He liked to stare at the water; "it reflects," he said,"while you are reflecting." The aging painter would sometimes ask hisdaughter, Lisa, "You see that?" and point to the miraculous and con-stantly shifting effects of light and color. And then, still staring at thewater, he would raise his painting hand and, with his thumb and one fin-ger, draw the line across the horizon, releasing his breath in a gentle"Sssssss. . . ."
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        Zaagmolenstraat in Rotterdam Noord, where de Kooning was born
My mother was a tyrant and Willem was stubborn.—Marie van Meurs-de Kooning, de Kooning's sister
In Rotterdam, the boys often gathered near the harbor, playing gamesand picking up pocket money running errands for the dockworkers.They trailed behind the gangs of foreign sailors and watched theeccentrics who loitered around the docks. The Schiedamsedijk district—filled with bars, dance halls, street musicians, and prostitutes—wasnearby. So were the shops of the Jewish Quarter, which kept unconven-tional hours and possessed the allure of another culture. Around the docksthere was always some excitement. Rules of every kind were being bro-ken—or so a boy could hope.
Willem de Kooning was one of the boys who haunted the waterfront.Among the largest and most modern in the world, the harbor was Rotter-dam's heart, a pulsing, vital, rude area that in the good years of the earlytwentieth century worked around the clock. It was a place of both mys-tery and hard labor, of constant traffic between the practical and theexotic. Cranes broke the line of the horizon. Ships arrived from farawayplaces. Strange words hung in the air. Here, de Kooning began to develop ataste for the flux and hurly-burly of the modern world. Change, moder-nity, and the sea came together in his mind.
Even more important, the harbor was an open promise. If de Kooningrelished the human energy of the docks, his imagination also required thesea, his first and most constant muse, just beyond. ''There is somethingabout being in touch with the sea that makes me feel good," he wouldlater tell the critic Harold Rosenberg. "That's where most of my paintingscome from, even when I made them in New York." The child whom hismother and sister called "Wim" would watch the ships by the hour. Heliked the way "the air mirrored the water" and enjoyed the rippling give-and-take of color and light between the sky above and the sea below.When he was only four, according to his older sister, Marie, he surprisedhis family by drawing a big Worn (his word for "boat") on the wallpaper,the first "de Kooning" on record. Early on, the sea also became synony-mous with freedom—from poverty and a too-tidy, often smothering coun-try that, like many Protestant cultures, made a point of individuality
while encouraging conformity. And freedom, too, from a suffocating fam-ily torn by furious arguments and harsh beatings.
De Kooning means "the king" in Dutch. There was nothing royal, how-ever, about de Kooning's background. He was born on April 24, 1904,on the ground floor of a house that still stands at Zaagmolenstraat 13, athoroughfare in the working-class district of Rotterdam Noord (NorthRotterdam). The city of his birth was a place of tension and imperma-nence, at once modern and premodern. In the Rotterdam of de Kooning'syouth, workers bought produce from peasants who came to the marketwearing traditional costume and wooden shoes. It was a city in which tra-dition was constantly challenged by the new.
Until 1850, Rotterdam was a quiet provincial port twenty-three milesupriver from the North Sea. In the second half of the nineteenth century,however, it became the Dutch city that welcomed the future, a place ofgritty and dynamic vitality. It was the first Dutch city to have electricity.It was also the least snobbish city in Holland. In contrast to Amsterdam,which retained a strong feeling for tradition and decorum, Rotterdamwas more than willing to tear down the past in order to adapt to thedemands of industry. In the 1860s, Rotterdam boldly filled in the riverafter which it was named, the Rotte, because it was too small to handlemodern shipping. It used the space to run a railway to the water. In 1874,the city constructed modern shipping facilities. The rapidly developingGerman industries of the Rhineland, in need of a port, then sent theirgoods down the Rhine to Rotterdam. In 1890 the Nieuw Waterweg—theNew Waterway, or Rotterdam Seaway—connected Rotterdam directly toopen water,- before that, ships had to traverse a series of difficult channels.The city became an economic power. The harbor defined the city's char-acter, regulated its rhythms, and its unending activity turned night intoday; the flow of traffic determined how well, or how poorly, Rotter-dammers would eat.
At midcentury, the city had a population of fifty thousand. During thenext twenty-five years, the number of inhabitants tripled. By the turn ofthe century, around the time de Kooning was born, Rotterdam's popula-tion was over 300,000, and the city was the fastest growing in Holland.North Rotterdam, where de Kooning mostly grew up, was developed byspeculators to house the rapidly expanding working-class population. Ashabby, cramped district of endless-seeming rowhouses, North Rotterdamlay just north and east of the city center. Like other poor districts of thecity, including huge areas of working-class housing south of central Rot-
terdam, it was home to an itinerant population of sailors, stevedores, andpeasants. Many such peasants, driven from the land by cheap grainimported from North America, clumped together in colonies within thecity. Thousands of poor immigrants making their way to America fromGermany and eastern Europe poured into the city by train, before bookingpassage on the Holland-America line.
Despite the ceaseless change, Rotterdam remained fairly stable. Asmall number of shipbuilders and wealthy families—many of them origi-nal Rotterdammers—dominated the city. Laborers, economically insecureand often desperate for work, were reluctant to risk their jobs by challeng-ing authority. Although the Dutch have often prided themselves on beingless class conscious than the English or the French, the Holland of deKooning's youth, like the industrializing Midlands of England or theWales of the young D. H. Lawrence, was a stratified society in whichadvancement was difficult and the wounds of class sharp. De Kooning'sancestors were mostly servants, laborers, and craftsmen. His paternalgreat-grandfather, Cornelis de Kooning, was a shipbuilder from Woerden,a small river town about twenty-five miles northwest of Rotterdam. Bornin i8ioor 1811, Cornelis moved from Woerden to Delfshaven, a coastaltown west of Rotterdam where his son Willem—named after Cornelis'sfather—was born in 1838. Sometime in the 1840s, Cornelis moved to Rot-terdam to work in the city's burgeoning shipbuilding business. He settledat Vinstraat 2 with his wife, Anna Catharina Jacoba Jurgens, his sonWillem, and his daughter Jacoba.
In 1850, Cornelis died at the age of thirty-nine or forty, leaving hiswife and children on their own. For the next ten years, his wife supportedher family by working as a maid. At the time of her husband's death,Willem—the grandfather after whom de Kooning would be named—wastwelve years old and still in school. His education ended soon afterward.(It was the custom until well after the turn of the century for working-class children to leave school at twelve, then be apprenticed in variouscrafts.) Like his father, Willem worked in the shipyards. In 1865 he mar-ried Maria van Ladenstijn, who had been a maid. They had ten children,four of them boys. Among them was de Kooning's father, Leendert.
Leendert was born in Rotterdam on February 10, 1876, and grew intoan ambitious but also stiff and emotionally withdrawn man. His face wasshuttered—a vein of selfishness, according to family lore, ran through thede Koonings. He began his working life selling flowers, first from a cartand then at a flower stand at the railroad station. In 1896, the year heturned twenty, he started a small company with his oldest brother thatbottled and distributed beer to pubs. Eventually he went off on his own,
establishing a beer-bottling and -distribution business in a modest build-ing at Vledhoekstraat 26 in North Rotterdam, not far from a large newHeineken brewery. He appeared stable and was earning a little money. Ifhe was very reserved, that was hardly unusual in Holland, and might haveeven appeared romantic in a handsome man in his early twenties. In 1897or 1898, his eye settled upon Cornelia Nobel, who was everything Leen-dert was not—fiery, impetuous, caustic, and outspoken. In turn-of-the-century Rotterdam, Leendert's ambitious and frugal nature would makehim seem an excellent match for a working-class girl like Cornelia Nobel.
Cornelia's family had lived in Schiedam, a town adjacent to westernRotterdam, since at least the eighteenth century. In 1873, Cornelia'smother—also named Cornelia—had married Christiaan Gerardus Nobel,a packing-case maker and carpenter. The couple settled at Rotter-damsedijk 47A, in a small lane in Schiedam, where Nobel made barrels andcases to hold the cheap gin for which Schiedam was known. The marriageproduced nine children, five of whom died young. Three of the survivingchildren were girls. (The lone son, de Kooning's uncle, Chris Nobel, wasthe first in the family to set out for America. He settled in Brooklyn, wherede Kooning sometimes visited him after coming to New York.) Corneliawas born on March 3, 1877. Even as a child she was considered formidable.She possessed, as her relatives said diplomatically, a "temperament."
Small and slim, Cornelia had black hair, dark eyes, and a figure inwhich she took great pride. She was a restless young woman, constantlyon edge, with a sharp temper and wicked tongue. She rarely laughed.Acquaintances consistently thought of her as being much taller and biggerthan she was, a "masterful woman who dominated the entire family," inthe words of Jacobus "Koos" Lassooy, her third surviving child and the off-spring of a later second marriage. Everyone in her family found her diffi-cult. Henk Hofman, a cousin of de Kooning's, said that even hismother—Cornelia's sister—could not bear her for long. A woman whodemanded center stage throughout her life, Cornelia was histrionic bynature,- an interest in performing seems to have run in her family. Shesang in her youth, according to family history, and did some amateur act-ing once her children were grown. Her relatives credited her with taste—which may have been a way of saying she was socially ambitious and puton airs. She was also "very quick," according to members of her family,and spoke rapid-fire Dutch with "a heavy" Rotterdam accent.
As an adolescent, Cornelia left her family in August 1894 and went tothe town of Haarlem, probably to work as a maid. It was a bold step: Haar-lem was about fifty miles from Rotterdam, a significant distance in thatera. But Cornelia returned to Schiedam the following year, at the end of
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        A formal portrait of de Kooning as ayoung child
October 1895, perhaps because shewas ill-suited to the role of a ser-vant. Two possibilities were opento a woman in her position. Shecould marry, or she could work inmenial jobs. She was a prettyyoung woman, and her flair anddramatic personality no doubtproved a charming and interestingchallenge to young men. In Sep-tember 1898, she became pregnantwith Leendert's child. Such anoccurrence was not unusual, eitherfor the period or the couple's socialclass. If pregnancy out of wedlockwas not condoned, neither was itforcefully condemned. Few youngmen could afford to support a fam-ily; members of the Dutch work-ing class often married late. As aresult, it was not surprising thatthe young engaged in sex outside
of marriage or that, in the days before birth control, young women oftenbecame pregnant. Rotterdam was a city full of people at loose ends inwhich traditional sexual mores were more respected than followed.
Nonetheless, a man was still expected to take responsibility for awoman he impregnated. The couple was married on December 22, 1898,in Schiedam. Leendert was twenty-two, Cornelia twenty-one. No oneknows whether their marriage was strongly desired or merely the result ofa brief sexual encounter. What is certain, however, is that the young cou-ple immediately came under intense personal pressure. In 1899, sixmonths after the wedding, de Kooning's older sister, Marie, was born.Twin girls—Adriana and Cornelia—soon followed, in 1901, but they dieddays after their birth. Then came another daughter, Cornelia, in 1902,who died when she was eight months old. Willem de Kooning—the fifthchild, but only the second to survive—was born in 1904, on April 24. Bythen, Cornelia had spent virtually all of her married life pregnant, eithertaking care of infants or burying them. She did so in a neighborhood whereevery day was a struggle: de Kooning's family was part of a great mass ofpeople hanging on week by week, trying to find their way in a newlyevolving society.
Her husband had little energy to give to his family. Still in his twen-ties, he was working hard to establish his own business, hiring severalemployees to help him bottle beer for Heineken and other breweries. Healso delivered the beer by means of dog and pony carts from his Vledhoek-straat concern to pubs throughout the district. Soon he expanded his busi-ness to bottle and distribute Elko lemonade as well. At the time ofWillem's birth, the de Koonings lived on Zaagmolenstraat, where thehouses were slightly larger than those on the neighboring side streets—asubtle mark of Leendert's rise in the world. But the house itself was any-thing but fancy. In de Kooning's neighborhood, a man was rich if he owneda bicycle. (It was not unusual in the Rotterdam of 1910 for a man to walktwo hours each way to work.) Most money was spent on necessities,though workers often blew their paychecks in the pubs—the only spots ofwarmth and brightness in the dank darkness of a Rotterdam winter, whenthe wind swept in from the North Sea. Meat was usually eaten once aweek, on Sundays. The staple was potatoes flavored with lard from thebutcher's shop.
Housing for workers, including the house where the de Kooningslived, was typically built according to the same plan. An apartment con-sisted of two small rooms, one used as a parlor and the other as a kitchenand gathering spot for the family. In between the two rooms was an evensmaller and windowless half-room—essentially a passageway—whichserved as a communal bedroom. On each side of the passageway there wasa sleeping alcove, one for the parents and the other for the children; asmany as three or four children might share a bed. Water came from a cold-water tap on the landing that was used by the two families sharing thefloor. They also used a common toilet, located in a closet on the landing,which contained a bucket that was emptied manually. Since heat costmoney, people were often cold. The de Koonings probably used a coalstove. Those still poorer relied on small cooking stoves to take the chilloff the day; coins were inserted into a meter that turned on the gas. Bathswere typically taken once a week at most, either at a public bath or athome, where each member of the family used the same tub of heatedwater. The hot water was purchased at the local grocery store and thenhauled back home and up the steps to the apartment. Since washingclothes was difficult and expensive—it required buying hot water or hir-ing a laundress—clothes were rarely clean. Bedclothes, cumbersome andhard to dry, were almost never washed.
The most telling aspect of life in North Rotterdam was the ceaselessmovement of families from apartment to apartment. A family typicallyrented half a floor of a tenement and paid rent weekly. If the apartment
became dirty or a better deal was advertised elsewhere, the family wouldmove. Freshly painted walls, for example, might lure a family to a newhome. Sometimes landlords would offer a week or two, or even a month,of free rent to attract tenants. Moving was no problem, since few peoplehad any furniture or possessions to speak of. What little they had wasloaded into a pushcart and hauled to the new location. From 1899 t0 19°A,the year Willem was born, Leendert and Cornelia lived in seven differentapartments.
Given the harshness of working-class life, tension naturally ran highin many families. Leendert and Cornelia were no exception—except, per-haps, in the degree of their hostility. Six years into their marriage, all thecharm had left the relationship. The young couple had buried three chil-dren and were living in cramped quarters with a five-year-old and a baby.Money was short for an entrepreneur who wanted to expand his business.Under enormous pressure to make his bottling business work, Leendertchafed at the burdens of family life and disliked returning home to anangry wife and small, squalling children. The couple now seemed grosslymismatched by temperament: the husband was stiff and silent, the wifeopinionated and volatile. That they began fighting bitterly is not surpris-ing. That their marriage unraveled legally, however, was much moreunusual. In the early 1900s, divorce was fairly rare in Holland. (Typically,couples who were unhappy together lived apart while remaining legallymarried.) More remarkable still, Leendert, rather than Cornelia, initiatedthe legal proceedings. It was far more common for a wife—usually aban-doned or beaten by her husband—to file for divorce. But on February 20,1906, as Willem neared his second birthday, Leendert began separationproceedings. The official reasons he cited were ill treatment and cruelty.
A man in Leendert's position did not lightly file for divorce: his actionsuggests that the marriage was especially difficult and probably violent.Cornelia had an explosive temper and often flew into screaming rages.Years later, Leendert described her as "hysterical." Cornelia was alsoknown to lash out physically. Beyond slapping her children, she probablyalso struck her emotionally distant husband. He may have struck back. Inany case, shouting and possibly hitting, along with the terrifying loss ofcontrol these actions imply—in a tiny apartment, in front of children—were probably more than a reserved man with ambitions to get along inthe world could bear. Adding to the tension was an incident in whichLeendert was briefly jailed for not having a proper license for a deliverycart. When he returned home after his release, he found that Cornelia hadsold many of his factory furnishings. Her explanation was that she hadneeded money to feed her children, but doing this was a blatant affront to
his authority. On April 21, three days before de Kooning's second birthdayand two months after Leendert filed his charges, Cornelia responded byfiling a similar request for divorce on the grounds of adultery, ill treat-ment, insults, and—highly improbable in Leendert's case—extravagance.This last charge no doubt reflected Cornelia's belief that Leendert ne-glected his wife and children by spending his money on himself and hisbusiness.
After filing the papers, Cornelia moved out of the house on Zaag-molenstraat, taking her seven-year-old daughter and two-year-old son to ahouse on Josephstraat in West Rotterdam. Shortly afterward, she and thechildren moved back to North Rotterdam, this time to a small two-storyhouse at Ooievaarstraat 17. Her new apartment was a step down in classfrom the one on Zaagmolenstraat. During the proceedings, Leendert wasordered to pay ten guilders a week to his wife and children. But once thedivorce became final, on January 7—almost a year after Leendert initiatedthe proceedings—the alimony and child support he was required to paywas cut in half, to only five guilders a week. Cornelia's standard of livingfell precipitously. She began to take in washing and started moving to eversmaller and shabbier houses. In February, the court took up the questionof child custody. According to the legend that has grown up about deKooning's early years, often repeated in brief biographical accounts inmuseum catalogs, the court awarded custody of Willem to his father andof Marie to his mother. His mother, according to this account, then beganto fight for custody of Willem, finally kidnapping him and eventually win-ning him back in a legal battle.
The official divorce documents prove otherwise, stating that custodyof both children was awarded to the mother from the beginning, with co-guardianship assigned to Cornelia's father, Christiaan Gerardus Nobel.Cornelia and her two children settled together after the divorce at Riet-vankstraat 34, in still another section of North Rotterdam. Far from beinga mother deprived of one of her children, Cornelia subsequently sent thesmall boy to his father. The reason was that she decided to remarry.According to the Dutch records, de Kooning moved to his father's housejust five days before Cornelia married Jacobus Lassooy, on April 8, 1908.For most of his fourth year, de Kooning stayed with his father while hissister remained with Cornelia and her new husband. About to embark onher second marriage, Cornelia may have felt that an unruly four-year-oldson from her first marriage would hinder the establishment of a newhousehold in a way that his older and more pliant sister would not. Dur-ing the period when de Kooning lived with his father, however, Corneliafrequently visited the places where he was playing, now and then scoop-
ing him up and taking him home with her. De Kooning remembered thoseoccasions as acutely embarrassing; the unscheduled visits probablycaused tension between the households. In any case, Cornelia's guilt overgiving up her son probably explains the origin of the false story that thecourt assigned custody of Willem to his father. Unable to acknowledge toher children why they were separated, she instead blamed their father andthe court, transforming herself into a heroic mother by telling them thatshe "kidnapped" Willem and fought a custody battle to get him back. Inlater years, de Kooning himself seemed uncertain what had happened. It islikely that, as with most children of bitter divorces, he did not want toknow.
On November 25, 1908, seven months after de Kooning switchedhouseholds, his father was also remarried, to Neeltje Johanna Been, whowas ten years younger than Leendert. According to family accounts, shelived for her husband and ignored her children. (Her own son, de Kooning'shalf brother Leendert, described his relationship with his mother as "non-existent" and said his parents "did not show us love.") Both de Kooningand his sister actively disliked their stepmother, and blamed her forincreasing their distance from their father. One month into her new mar-riage with Leendert, she became pregnant. Two months later, Leendertsent Willem back to his mother, probably for the same reason that Cor-nelia originally gave him up: to protect a new marriage. De Kooning wasnot yet five years old. In his short life, he had known little but change andinstability, a bewildering succession of households, parents, and smallcold rooms lit by hot flashes of anger.
De Kooning himself rarely spoke of his childhood. In America, likemany of his fellow immigrants, de Kooning would resolutely put his earlylife behind him and, when asked about his years in North Rotterdam,become unexpectedly reticent, deflecting the question or stating that hewas "not one to go down memory lane." He would say, "I tried to avoidthinking of this aspect [Holland] of my life. In this way I protected myselffrom my own feelings." But the emotional tenor of his childhood never-theless emerges from the Dutch records and the description by other peo-ple of his parents, together with the few memories he did mention. DeKooning remembered his childhood as one of great loneliness. Even beforehe could speak, he knew the angry voices and icy silences of two parentswho detested each other. He felt the skittish energy of the mother, the dis-tant remove of the father, the melancholy of the beloved older sister. Hewatched his father leave the house for good when he was almost two yearsold, and at the age of four suffered a cruel abandonment when his mothersent him away to an unknown house without his older sister. (Yet she
would regularly surprise and confuse the child by appearing by his side,emotional, seductive, and full of fight.) He spent a few months with aremote father until a new woman appeared who did not want him. Thenhe was sent once more to his mother—and a new stepfather.
Cornelia regularly beat her children. De Kooning told friends that shewould have screaming fits and hit them with wooden shoes. For his part,Koos, de Kooning's half brother, said he was beaten and bruised every dayof his life—or, as he put it, "shown the four corners of the room," a Dutchexpression that describes being severely slapped around and beaten up. Tophysical beatings, Cornelia added powerful psychological punishments.She sometimes locked de Kooning in a closet. Once, she herself hid in acloset and then jumped out at him holding a knife. All his life he wouldfear constriction and love the idea of "breaking out" of boxes of style orhabit: he would insist upon the convulsive truth of eruption and release.At the same time, he would become a master of indirection, "glimpsing"an intense reality rather than facing it directly—the preference, perhaps,of a child who must often flinch. The most telling story de Kooning toldabout his early life seemingly has nothing to do with his parents, but mayrepresent the fear and desperate claustrophobia of a small child. He wasplaying with marbles on the street outside his house when one fell intothe sewer. An older boy obligingly removed the grate so that Willem couldretrieve the marble. But before the little boy could climb back out, theolder boy replaced the grate and walked away, leaving him trapped.Because he could not swim, he panicked; he would never escape, or wouldperhaps be swept into the subterranean labyrinth. An old woman savedhim, but de Kooning never forgot either the horror of the imprisonment orthe indignity of the rescue.
For all her faults, Cornelia was a great "performer" in her private dra-mas. Her second husband, an extremely passive man, did not engage infights with her. The full force of her personality was instead turned uponher spirited son. She regularly enjoyed with him the dark pleasures of thelong, drawn-out, and knock-down battle. Marie observed, admiringly, thatde Kooning was "stubborn" and unyielding. The passionate back-and-forth struggle would become an essential feature of de Kooning's laterpainting, as would his respect for the bravura gesture. De Kooning had nochoice but to fight his mother: she would otherwise have consumed himcompletely, as she did his sister and her second husband. A grandchild ofCornelia's once recalled that she had no maternal feelings and "would notlet herself be kissed so that the skin actually touched. She conveyed themessage that 'I won't let myself be kissed by anyone, even my son.' "
If de Kooning's mother dominated him, his father remained relent-
lessly distant—which is no less wounding to a child. Even during the yearde Kooning spent with him, Leendert had little contact with his son. Hewas gruff and authoritarian. As a small child, de Kooning once asked hisfather for the equivalent of a "dime." He was told no. "What would it havecost him [emotionally]," de Kooning once asked, "for him to give it tome?" Leendert treated his second family of children much the same way,refusing to have breakfast with his son and namesake, although theyworked together at his beer and bottling business. In later years, Leendertdemonstrated no desire to keep up with his first born daughter, Marie. Sotenuous did their connection become that once, while both were pickingup food in a war relief effort in the 1940s, Leendert failed to recognize her.De Kooning's own emotional distance from his father continued well intoadulthood. Decades later, in a letter to his sister, de Kooning wrote thattheir father had all but abandoned them: "He was a stranger again ... heforgot that the children must have something from BOTH the father andthe mother." Yet Leendert was far from being a cipher in his son's life. DeKooning retained two powerful memories from his early childhood, eachof which conveys a palpable masculinity. He would never forget, de Koo-ning said, the stamping of the hooves as the horses or ponies pulled hisfather's beer and lemonade wagons. And he would always remember hisimpressive, but forbiddingly high, starched collars—and wanted to gettheir feel into his painting.
Despite the harsh circumstances of his upbringing, de Kooning didfind moments of escape and release. The earliest were with his sister,Marie. Though five years apart in age, the two children turned to eachother for solace. Without his gentle sister, who loved him and providedsome of the maternal feeling that his mother withheld, the boy's situationwould have been incalculably worse. (Years later, de Kooning wrote Mariethanking her for her early kindness to him: "I will never forget that duringmy grown-up [sic] period, you were always there to protect me."| The chil-dren probably shared a bed and could together create a refuge in momentsof loneliness. The bed was a safe haven for de Kooning, who all his life haddifficulty getting up in the morning. He remembered his mother repeat-edly snapping out one of his nicknames, "Wimpy—get up! Wimpy—getup!" and dreaming of the day when he would be able to stay in bed as longas he wished.
Marie and Willem were fortunate in one respect. Their mother hadfound, the second time around, exactly the sort of husband she could livewith—a sweet, simple person. Jacobus Lassooy was an easy man to likeand passed through life making few demands. He brought a measure ofpeace and quiet to the family, becoming a benign influence in an otherwise
explosive household. Although not very close to his stepfather, de Koo-ning in later years spoke more affectionately of Lassooy than of his ownfather or mother. Lassooy was tall—much taller than de Kooning'smother—and had dark, curly hair. "He was good-looking but not veryinteresting," said the wife of de Kooning's cousin, Henk Hofman. He hadbeen a sailor on steamships. By the time of his marriage to Cornelia in1908, he had become a koffiehuishouder (cafe licensee, or "coffeehousekeeper"). He seemed to change jobs with the seasons. In the six years fol-lowing his marriage to Cornelia, he worked at five different ones—that ofcoffeehouse keeper, life-insurance agent, harbor controller, coffeehousekeeper again, and docker. The family changed apartments just as fre-quently. Between the ages of four and thirteen, de Kooning moved anastonishing twelve times. The only benefit was that several of the movesbrought him closer to the harbor life that he loved.
As Willem grew older, he began to explore the city with friends. Oneof his happiest memories is reminiscent of a Dutch genre scene. He waspart of a group of boys who, in winter, would cut down saplings near oneof the canals in Holland and then, using them as fulcrums, joyfully whipthemselves back and forth across the ice—an image of ecstatic release.The young de Kooning was also an occasional daredevil. Hofman remem-bered that he would perform dangerous stunts outside his aunt's houseduring family visits. One time he dangled precariously from a high churchwall, delighting in the other children's fear. At the turn of the century,most games were played either on the canals or in the streets, since therewere few parks and playgrounds. Street games, such as leapfrog, werehighly organized, each with set rules. The young de Kooning was alsobeginning to draw—everywhere, and on all surfaces. His half brother Koosremembered Willem drawing boats and workhorses pulling wagons, per-haps those his father used.
De Kooning and his friends congregated around the cattle market nearZaagmolenstraat where country people in traditional costume broughtcattle to be slaughtered. And, of course, they flocked to the harbor. DeKooning remembered one particular moment when he was very young—perhaps just seven or eight—and stood alone looking at the water. Hebecame certain, he said, he would do something important in his life.
It was at school that he first heard encouraging words from an adult. Andit was there that he first met figures of authority who held out a promiseof better things to come. Many teachers in Rotterdam's schools wereidealistic social democrats who strongly believed in education as a means
of advancement—an ethic theyworked to instill in their pupils.Most children went to school forthe mandatory six years and, atthe age of twelve, most then leftschool—usually apprenticed intoa trade, just as Willem's grand-father had been sixty years before.De Kooning may well have begunschool as late as eight years old.And he likely changed schoolsoften as a result of his family'smany moves. But little is knownabout his elementary schooling.None of de Kooning's schoolrecords survived the 1940 Naziblitz of Rotterdam, which de-stroyed almost the entire down-town and harbor area of the city.In later years, he would some-times point to students of four-teen or fifteen and remark,wistfully, that he had not gotteneven that far. Throughout his life,de Kooning maintained an exag-gerated respect for a university education. He was especially attracted tophilosophers and novelists with a philosophical or intellectual bent, par-ticularly admiring Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, and Dostoevsky.
The schools in Rotterdam were organized around social class, withthe poorest families sending their children to free neighborhood schools,each designated by a number. More affluent families placed their childrenin grammar schools that charged a small tuition. Still wealthier familieschose more costly schools. In each case, the teaching was roughly thesame,- the differences among schools were more a matter of social standingthan of education. De Kooning's would have contained six grades or forms.Each was probably attended by 100 to 150 pupils. School began at nineo'clock. The children sat on wooden benches, two to a bench, doing theirlessons. The curriculum was strict and old-fashioned. The pupils studiedreading, writing, arithmetic, geography, and history. There was a shortmidmorning recess, and, in the middle of the day, an hour and a half break,during which many children returned home for lunch. In the afternoon,

        
        [image: Picture #5]
        

        De Kooning with his younger half-brother,Koos
the teaching of the core curriculum resumed. Recitation and memoriza-tion were important. So was singing. The singing was done in unison, asin the army, to teach the students teamwork and instill discipline.
De Kooning flourished in this structured environment. "At twelve, Iwas a very good pupil," de Kooning told the journalist Gaby Rodgers in1978. "I had two friends, and the three of us were always at the top of theclass." The remark was telling. It suggested that de Kooning, whatever hisdifficulties with his parents, was competitive and already working for suc-cess in the outside world, as represented by the school. There was one his-tory teacher in particular who inspired in de Kooning a feeling for theexpansive possibilities of life and art. He would enter the classroom andthen remain absolutely quiet for a full minute. Then he would announce,"Five thousand years ago ..." According to Conrad Fried, de Kooning'sbrother-in-law,
This made a terrific impression on Bill—what people were doing fivethousand years earlier when they lived in what became Holland. Thesame teacher encouraged de Kooning to draw as much as he wanted.When he was a boy, he liked to use his fingers in the paint a little bit,particularly his thumb. He'd make a line and push it. It would makeone of those de Kooning smudges that he still did until he was ninety.So this same teacher told Bill, "See that guy sitting over there? You goover and see what he's doing." So Bill did that. The kid was drawingloose. Bill was drawing tight. He got to talking to that other kid, and thekid told him that the teacher had told him the same thing—go see whatBill had been doing.
In later years, casual acquaintances of de Kooning's often empha-sized—with the delight of those who cherish the idea that Einstein forgotto wear socks—his humble and unworldly manner, and amiable wit. Thiswas not a false face. De Kooning was sometimes like that, but he wasnever simply an innocent. Those who knew him best were equallyimpressed by the intensity of his ambition, his knowledge of the directionin which the world was moving, and the lengths to which he would some-times go to conceal his ambition from others. A marvelous-looking boy,with a shock of light reddish-brown hair and a pixie brightness around hiseye, de Kooning early in life learned to divert anger, mute threats, anddeflect competition. He never had much small talk, either as a child orman, but he could call upon a certain form of bonhomie, the convivialityof one who can be welcoming without giving much away. He was remark-ably good at defusing tension, a talent developed in a household filled
with strife. (Later, friends recalled that he could step between two menarguing in a bar and soon have everyone laughing together.| "De Kooninghad the social ability of somebody who has a restaurant or bar," said JoopSanders, an artist and friend who was also born in Holland. "He had aninnkeeper's mentality: you like everybody and get along with everybody."
During his school years, de Kooning's family continued to struggle.On May 8, 1912, Marie and Willem's half brother Koos (Jacobus JohannesLassooy) was born. De Kooning was eight. His stepfather, it soon becameclear, was as hapless as he was handsome. Shortly after his marriage hedeveloped lung problems and suffered increasing illness for the rest of hislife. "He wasn't a jolly fellow," said Cornelia's grandson and de Kooning'snephew, Antonie Breedveld. "But I blame it on the sickness. What I heardabout him was that he was always in pain." Cornelia took in laundry andcleaned houses when her husband was not working. During World War Ithe family's economic—and personal—plight worsened. At some point inI9i4 0ri9i5, de Kooning's stepfather had decided to return to running apub himself rather than renting his spirits license to someone else. Rot-terdam was a hard-drinking city—it was known as the drinking capital ofHolland—and only a limited number of alcohol licenses were available.As such, they were valuable. Lassooy rented a pub at Linker Rottekade120 and moved the family into the apartment above the bar.
In Rotterdam, the pubs ranged from tiny storefronts with a stand-upbar that served just one thing, shots of the local gin, to larger establish-ments that offered bar meals and a greater selection of spirits. Lassooy'spub was of the latter type, bigger than many and better stocked. It wastherefore more taxing to operate and staff. The hours were grueling—fromnine a.m. until one or two in the morning—and the patrons rowdy. A typ-ical pub was a dark and dingy brown and reeked of smoke. Decoration wasminimal. The bar itself was not large,- most patrons leaned against thewalls or sat in the window. Workers would go to their local pub almostdaily for a lunch or supper of pea soup and hard-boiled eggs, swigged downwith a glass or two of gin. Since the working day often began at six a.m.,the first customers came in for soup at around nine in the morning. Cor-nelia routinely got up at four a.m. to make that day's soup, eggs, and meatrolls—all heavily salted, to encourage more drinking. "The mother wasalways busy in the bar; there was not much time for the children," saidJoop Sanders.
In 1915, de Kooning's sixteen-year-old sister, Marie, desperate toescape from under her mother's hand, took the time-honored way out fora working-class girl: she became pregnant. The man who impregnated hershowed no interest in marrying her, which probably increased the tension
de Kooning
in the household. Only on April 26, 1916, seventeen days before she gavebirth to a son, Antonie, did Marie succeed in marrying the child's father,Dirk Breedveld. Perhaps the most significant fact about Marie's weddingwas not that it was late or rushed, but that her own father did not attend.Eight years and three children into his second marriage, de Kooning'sfather was almost completely estranged from Marie and Willem.
That same year, as twelve-year-old Willem was finishing his elemen-tary schooling, new financial troubles beset the family. Lassooy's decisionto return to the bar business proved spectacularly ill-timed. Running aworking-class bar in a city already overflowing with bars was difficultunder the best of circumstances. During the war years, when moneybecame scarce, it became even harder. Holland remained neutral and wasspared the horrors of battle, but it suffered terrible economic privation.Rotterdam, as a port with strong economic ties to Germany, was espe-cially vulnerable. During the German advance in 1914, most youngDutchmen were mobilized, depriving their families of income and Rotter-dam of a sizable portion of its drinkers. Their departure was followed by amassive influx of poor refugees from Belgium, exacerbating food shortagesin Holland. Meat and dairy products were being sold to the military or theexport market, which created huge profits for speculators but left theworking class barely above starvation level. The economic slump deep-ened when Germany began its blockade of the North Sea, effectively shut-ting down the port. By 1917, only a trickle of ships was reachingRotterdam. Shortages worsened. The population began digging peat, anancient and smoky source of energy, when supplies of coal ran out. Therewas not even fuel enough to brew beer. The widespread misery producedriots and civil unrest. Soup kitchens opened and handouts began, butthese only took the edge off the widespread hunger. On one occasion, afterRotterdam officials confiscated goods from black marketeers, the localpeople hijacked the carts. At times, the rioting became so violent that thearmy was sent into the city to restore order.
Not surprisingly, Rotterdam seethed with radical politics. (During theleft-leaning days of the 1930s, de Kooning recalled having seen it allbefore—the huge demonstrations, the crowds chanting "Red, Bread.")One of the few people in Rotterdam who did flourish during the war yearswas de Kooning's father, whose delivery carts carried lemonade to thetroop trains. De Kooning's stepfather was not so lucky. By January 1916,Lassooy was having trouble paying the rent on his bar. In May 1917, withmoney growing tighter and fewer customers able to afford even the cheaplocal gin, Lassooy declared bankruptcy. After the bankruptcy proceedings,he was left with only ten guilders a week—the result of renting his liquor
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license to a friend—for himself and his family to live on. With few jobprospects and a family to support, Lassooy now listed his job as "laborer."He was probably, for the most part, unemployed.
Ten years after Cornelia's second marriage, then, de Kooning's familyhad almost fallen out of the working class and was living on the marginsof society. How poor the family was can be seen from the borderline mal-nourishment that de Kooning suffered. (He was ten years old when thehostilities began and fourteen when they ended.) For the rest of his life, deKooning was plagued with dental problems, the legacy of too little healthyfood and dental care in his youth. He always claimed that he would havebeen several inches taller if he had had a proper diet. Like many people inHolland, de Kooning's family lived mainly on potatoes and turnips duringthe war.
In the hard year of 1916, while the pub was failing and his sister waspregnant, Willem was still too young to escape. But another door wasopening for him. His teachers had noticed his gift for drawing and encour-aged his mother to steer him toward a job as a craftsman. Once de Kooningfinished primary school in 1916, his stepfather began to take him aroundto local establishments that might make use of his talents. Luckily forboth Willem and the whole family, given their precarious position, he washired as an apprentice at the important decorating firm of Gidding &Zonen (Gidding and Sons). The location at Aert van Nesstraat 130 wasideal, not too far from the family's latest apartment. Better yet, Giddingswas an enlightened business run by two brothers who took a paternalinterest in their employees. It was the start of de Kooning's life amongartists—and the beginning of his farewell to his family.
2. New Worlds
You have to start, over and over again.
To a twelve-year-old working-class boy, the Gidding firm representedanother world, an imposing and often dazzling one of money, class,style, and power. As a child, de Kooning knew this world only fromthe outside, glimpsed through the windows of the fancy downtown shops orsensed in the unfamiliar manners and accents of the prosperous Dutch wholived elsewhere in the city. At the Gidding firm, he was just another tal-ented apprentice who might eventually make a useful worker. But de Koo-ning was also making his first important "emigration," just as he enteredadolescence, toward a new life that promised more than just getting by.
The Gidding headquarters was located in the heart of fashionable Rot-terdam, just off the Coolvest, the canal that passed through the center ofthe city. Originally a haven for sailors, the Coolvest area had become morerespectable with the booming business of the port and the construction,in 1911, of the imposing new city hall. By the late nineteenth century,banks and expensive stores lined the street parallel to the canal. (Theactual canal would be filled in between 1913 and 1922 and become a grandboulevard renamed the Coolsingel.) The area also attracted artists. Thecity's arts and technical sciences academy—the Academie van BeeldendeKunsten en Technische Wetenschappen, known simply as the "Acade-mie"—had been located on the Coolvest since 1873. Nearby were a num-ber of decorating and arts-related businesses, including the Gidding firm.The company specialized in "everything to do with elegant decora-tion," as one family member put it. The firm not only served wealthy Rot-terdammers, but also created the interiors of restaurants, theaters, andships,- its craftsmen made mosaics and stained glass and designed carpets,textiles, and furniture. While only one of many decorating firms in thecity, it was particularly successful; Gidding employed more than one hun-dred people year-round at its headquarters. During summer, the busiestperiod for decorating and building, that number increased to around twohundred, as more workers were hired to execute the designs prepared bythe two Gidding brothers or the firm's other master designers. Part of theinfluential arts and crafts movement that flourished in Europe in the lat-ter decades of the nineteenth century and the first thirty years of the
20
twentieth, the firm had been founded by Johannes Gidding (1859-1914), apainter of still lifes, who studied at the Rotterdam academy, and estab-lished close family ties to that institution. His brothers Marinus andJacobus also studied there, as did his sons Jacobus and Johannes—knownrespectively as "Jaap" and "Jan." After their father died, his sons suc-ceeded him as the co-heads of the firm.
A good-humored and rather preoccupied pair, Jaap and Jan were onlytwenty-nine and twenty-five respectively when de Kooning joined thefirm. They were better suited to art than to business and, at the headquar-ters on Aert van Nesstraat, left the making of money to others. Of the twobrothers, Jaap was the better-known and more important artist. His hori-zons stretched well beyond Rotterdam and Holland, whose art worldremained provincial by German or French standards. After leaving theacademy in 1905, Jaap spent four years in Munich and traveled to Italy andParis. There he became entranced by art nouveau, the style that was stillthe rage throughout most of Europe. He was especially taken by theexpressionistic glasswork of the symbolist artist Johan Thorn Prikker. Hewas also influenced by the highly colored art nouveau theater designs ofFritz Erler. A well-off young man like Jaap, sensitive to fashion and aware
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        A workshop at the decorating firm of Gidding and Sons, where de Kooning was anapprentice. The Gidding brothers are seated at the table.
that his own country was somewhat behind the times, was easily sweptup by what the English artist Walter Crane once called "that strange dec-orative disease." An ornamental style known for its curling line, densepatterns, and exotic flora and fauna, art nouveau was an expression of thelush, fin-de-siecle imagination of Europe. Its French name came from theParisian shop La Maison de l'Art Nouveau, founded in 1895 by SamuelBing as a showcase for the emerging style. (In Germany and Scandinaviathe movement was called Jugendstil, after the Munich magazine fugend,which disseminated its ideas. A more restrained Dutch version that devel-oped in Amsterdam was called Nieuwe Kunst.] In part a reaction to thebackward-looking designers of nineteenth-century Europe, who con-tinually recycled rococo, classical, and Renaissance ideas, art nouveauinstead emphasized the exotic, be it a symbolist fantasy of the snakyunconscious or a far-flung evocation of Persian, Indonesian, or Japanesedesign.
Though frequently effete and overripe, art nouveau was arguably thefirst widespread modern movement in the decorative arts. In some of itsmanifestations, the style developed a strong Utopian spirit that challengedthe bourgeois focus upon the individual. Many of its followers believedthat the decorative arts were as important as the fine arts of painting andsculpture; the work of an anonymous craftsman, emerging from theancient guild tradition of Europe, was as culturally significant as that ofthe solitary painter. The modern elevation of good craftsmanship into analmost religious ideal had begun earlier, with William Morris and the artsand crafts movement in Victorian England. It also owed much to theemergence of architecture—usually the presiding art in any Utopian questto remake the world—as a center of modern design in the late nineteenthcentury. In Holland, the architect Hendrik Petrus Berlage (1856-1934) wasparticularly influential in the formation of Dutch art nouveau and thelater, stripped-down successors to the movement, the Utopian Bauhausand De Stijl schools. Like the Victorians Morris and John Ruskin, Berlagebelieved that art should promote and serve social harmony, remaking theworld in all its parts. It was an idea that remained popular throughout theearly decades of the century and would influence de Kooning for a time. IfJaap Gidding created beautiful surroundings for wealthy clients, he alsodesigned tapestries, carpets, and glassware for mass production.
At the time de Kooning went to work at the Gidding firm, art nou-veau's sweet hothouse breath was everywhere—in the ornate stained-glass creations of Louis Comfort Tiffany, in theater murals, in furniture,in the posters on city walls. Jaap Gidding himself had only recentlyreturned from Paris and Munich and was eager to transmit the excitement
of the movement to his earnest, business-obsessed city. A late enthusiastof the style, he was working in a place that would not necessarily knowthat art nouveau was beginning to fall out of fashion elsewhere. (Giddingalso adapted to changing tastes, later incorporating Art Deco elementsinto his designs.) For the interior of the renowned Tuschinski Theater inAmsterdam, Jaap created a lush orientalist fantasy of a carpet that had acentral design in the form of an eagle. Many other designs executed byJaap were steeped in an exotic orientalism. A frieze that he created for apavilion in the Dutch town of Scheveningen was an Arabian Nights fan-tasia of gazelles, peacocks, stars, and entwining boughs.
In Rotterdam, during the early years of the century, the Giddings wereregarded as important tastemakers. Visiting artists from other parts ofHolland and from abroad regularly stopped by to see the latest creations ofthe firm. "If you said 'I work at the Giddings/ you were prized," accordingto a descendant of the brothers. A surviving photograph from the periodconveys the self-confidence of the enterprise. Dressed in dark suits andwhite shirts, each with the requisite high, starched collar of the era, thetwo brothers are posed at an outsized drafting table. Around them arepiled long rolls of drafting paper and various drawing implements. Hugeswaths of paper cover the walls. Behind the brothers, ten smock-cladassistants—old-fashioned easels in hand—sit or stand before the walls,prepared to enlarge the ornate designs sketched by the brothers for arestaurant, theater, or ship.
Six days a week, the twelve-year-old de Kooning left his claustropho-bic household, entered the Giddings' structured workshop, and immersedhimself in the sweet business of fantasy. He loved the sounds of the shop,as craftsmen worked on wood with fine saws, hammers, and files, and herelished the smell of the glues and paints. He stared with awe at the greatbut carefully organized supply of materials—the benches, pencils, easels,papers, tools. He admired the way that working drawings were created totransfer an image onto a wall. For the first year or two, an apprentice typi-cally worked on-site at a project of the firm's, doing errands and helpingmix paint and grind pigments. De Kooning later recalled working in hotellobbies and at the firm's leaded-glass studio as well. The work was oftenlaborious; de Kooning would never forget the rigors of grinding red pig-ment. But he loved the elaborate process, the doing of the thing. His firstexperience with art was tactile and sensuous: a matter of using his hands,making the paint, knowing art from the inside out. At the Gidding firm,de Kooning first fell in love with what is sometimes called the "cuisine"of painting, by which is meant not just an artist-chef's passion for themaking of sauces—the artful mixing of the paint on palette or canvas—but
an appreciation for the physical life of the kitchen-studio with its variedrituals. To the end of his life he would remain fascinated with the creationof paints, and he once said, as if to suggest that there was nothing abouthis medium he did not relish, that he loved to watch paint dry on a wall.
In this respect, de Kooning's beginnings differed from those of manylater artists, who grew up when becoming an artist was considered more amatter of temperament than of know-how. De Kooning began by learningthe hows rather than the whys. His hand led his mind; and he alwaysretained a fundamental sense of solidarity with artisans. Although he alsohungered for philosophical talk, as a highly intelligent man will who doesnot get his fill of it when young, de Kooning regarded anyone who talkedtoo fancily about "art" with a kind of native suspicion, akin to that of thepeasant who watches a city man set up as a farmer. At Gidding, among thecraftsmen, not much fuss was made about the higher issues of "art." Thatwas left to the firm's designers and to the Gidding brothers themselves.Before anything else, art was work. As de Kooning said of his Giddingyears, "I got a lot of training but also a lot of cleaning up for everybody."
De Kooning was expected to arrive by seven a.m. He worked every dayexcept Sunday, and did not finish until six or seven p.m. About eightmonths after he joined the firm, his day was shortened from twelve toeight hours, the discovery having been made, as de Kooning recollectedwith amusement, that workers accomplished just as much in the shorterperiod as in the longer. Still, the workweek remained six days. De Koo-ning's later strong work ethic and willingness to endure poverty—hisfriends marveled at his stamina and concentration—probably owed some-thing to the discipline of the Gidding years. In 1916, his pay was oneguilder a day. His mother took what he earned and gave him an allowance,the usual practice of the time. However, apprentices were also fed meals,which must have pleased Cornelia, since it meant one less mouth to feedand the workshop quickly became an alternative home for the boy. For therest of his life, de Kooning would regard "the studio" as his real home andother artists as his true family. At the Gidding firm, paternal craftsmentook the time to teach him their various crafts. The head decorator of thefirm, Jan Schenk, paid special attention to de Kooning, who acknowledgedlearning much from him. Even Jan and Jaap Gidding encouraged theyoung apprentice, passing on to him old tubes of paint to use at home andgiving him flowers for still-life painting. (As early as 1916, de Kooningpainted a precocious still life with a decorative backdrop.) De Kooninglearned lettering, marbling, and graining as well as how to paint decora-tive designs with fine-precision lines using a three- or four-inch-long"liner" brush.
His talent soon caught the eye of his superiors, who gave him tasksbeyond the capabilities of most people his age, such as making prelimi-nary drawings. When he was only thirteen, he painted angels over somedoorways and took great pride in the result. De Kooning would never pro-fess much interest as a mature artist in the exotic curlicues and dense pat-terns of art nouveau or the related, feverish imagination of symbolism,but they probably affected him more than he knew. His lifelong passionfor the sensuous curve—for bravura arabesques of the hand—may owesomething to the sinuous lines that filled his eyes at the Gidding firm,- andhis unashamed celebration of painterly richness, especially the whipped-up surfaces and strange pastel tonalities in his art, may stem partly fromthe hothouse cultivations of the time. More than any particular style,however, Gidding gave de Kooning the faith that, in the studio at least, theworld could be transformed. When the craftsmen scrapped something thatlooked perfect to his boyish eyes, such as a beautiful rectangular block ofwood, he would often ask them if he could save it. Every morning he left apinched family and walked into a world where he could paint angels.
Only one year after de Kooning joined the firm, Jaap Gidding urged himto enroll in the Academie van Beeldende Kunsten en TechnischeWetenschappen in Rotterdam, the institution that along with the Giddingdominated de Kooning's adolescence. It was the custom for the brothers toencourage promising apprentices to attend the academy, which waslocated nearby on the Coolsingel, across from the Boymans Museum,which housed the city's art collection. It was, de Kooning later recalled, an"honor" to be asked to enroll. The Gidding brothers, in addition to havingattended the academy, were well-known benefactors of the institution. (Inthe academy's yearbook, Jaap Gidding is listed first as a "member," andthen, from 1923 to 1945, on its board.) The Giddings themselves oftenpaid all or part of the tuition for their apprentices, who highly valued theimprimatur of the academy. A number of important artists had also stud-ied there. Among the more recent was the painter Kees van Dongen(1877-1968), who emerged around 1905 as a member of the Fauves inParis. In general, an apprentice worked for the Gidding brothers for sometime before being asked to attend the academy. The gifted de Kooning wasa notable exception. By the fall of 1917, he was already enrolled in thehandteekenen, or drawing, program, in the academy's arts division.
For a boy with no previous contact with fine art, the academy wouldhave seemed daunting at first. Every day, upon leaving work in the earlyevening, de Kooning walked the short distance to the academy's for-
midable neoclassical building,where he worked until aboutten. Inside were two floors offormally proportioned class-rooms. The long corridors hadimposing Romanesque arches,seemingly laden with theimportant dust of art history.Copies of classical statuarylined the walls. Inside the class-rooms, still lifes of teapots andjugs were arranged on tables forstudents to copy in a mannerthat Rembrandt himself mighthave recognized. The academywas a door to even wider possi-bilities than those offered bythe Gidding brothers. It servedas the only higher education deKooning ever knew. At theacademy, de Kooning attendedlectures, met local intellectualsand artists, and perhaps evendreamed of becoming an artisthimself, as unlikely as thatprospect was for a boy of hisbackground.
In later years, de Kooningsometimes referred to the acad-emy in Rotterdam as the "Royal Academy," and much has been writtenabout his study there that conveys the impression that the academy wasan august and aristocratic place where de Kooning received the kind ofclassical training—all but lost to the twentieth century—that might havepleased Raphael. There is only some truth to this. Certainly de Kooningacquired a strong foundation for his art at the academy. As he told theNew York Times near the end of his life, gesturing toward his paintings ofthe early 1980s, "Classical training frees you to do this." At the sametime, the academy was actually one of the most modern institutions inRotterdam, a place that stressed the practical as well as the theoreticaland devoted much of its energy to training workers for modern industry. If
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        The Academie van Beeldende Kunsten enTechnische Wetenschappen in Rotterdam,which de Kooning entered in 1916, at theage of twelve
a young Rotterdammer wanted to be an electrician or a plumber, he wouldtake classes at the academy. At an early age, de Kooning found embodiedin the academy that difficult mixture of the traditional and the modernthat would become one keystone of his sensibility.
The academy's origins were similar to those of many others inEurope. During the Enlightenment, cities throughout Europe had estab-lished academies modeled on a Renaissance ideal. In contrast to the localguilds, which for centuries had taught the applied arts to apprentices,these schools were typically dedicated to "pure" learning. Art was anend in itself, not a means to an end. Classical art, especially from Greece,was revered. Students copied classical works, carefully analyzing thelaws of perspective and proportion,- the academies treated classical artmuch as Enlightenment intellectuals regarded Nature, as an almostdivine expression of rational laws. But Holland remained at heart a prac-tical country whose main business was to promote more business. In1818, when a royal decree was issued that forced Rotterdam to providetraining in the fundamentals of art and architecture to tradespeople, thecity began what amounted to an outreach program for Rotterdam's grow-ing working class. A further effort in 1851 by the Ministry of InteriorAffairs resulted in the merging of Rotterdam's original high-toned draw-ing society with two working-class institutions—an industrial sciencesschool and an architectural drawing school. The result was the academythat de Kooning knew. Its soul was thus curiously divided; in one roomstudents might be copying a classical bust, in another learning how tobuild engines.
The academy offered two different courses of study. One was themore prestigious day course for the sons of wealthier families. "The boyswho went to the day classes had many more possibilities," a classmate ofde Kooning's said. "For us it was difficult since we worked during the day-time and every night from six till ten including Saturday evenings we hadto go to the academy." But the larger evening program was the heart of theinstitution, which in de Kooning's day served as a de facto secondaryschool for the city's poorer classes. The academy placed particularemphasis on technical subjects such as architecture and mechanical con-struction. Within the arts themselves, there was a division for decorativeand applied arts and a smaller one for plastic or fine arts, which includedthe drawing curriculum. Surprisingly, the latter, while offering the mosttraditional instruction in the school, was not the preserve of wealthydilettantes. In 1916-17, the year before de Kooning enrolled in the drawingcourse, there were 164 students in the division, only 16 of whom were fine
arts painters or sculptors. The rest included 63 housepainters, 8 stuccoworkers, and a piano and organ maker.
The curriculum of the plastic and fine arts division was originallybased upon the principles of classical French eighteenth-century academicart instruction, but also included architectural drawing and the history ofarchitecture. Sometimes, a project would combine both a "high art"approach and a practical guild technique. As de Kooning later told the artcritic Thomas B. Hess—for years the managing editor of ArtNews and oneof de Kooning's strongest supporters—a still-life arrangement at the acad-emy would be approached as an exercise in foreshortening, modeling, andthe rendering of light and shadow. These were all classical art exercises.At the same time, the finishing was done with minute conte crayon dotsto create a seamless, trompe l'oeil effect. The latter, said de Kooning, wasa guild "secret." At the center of the program was eight years of training indrawing, which explains why many working-class boys in the applied artswere also enrolled in handteekenen. (Oil painting was not taught in deKooning's division.) The student's own imagination or creative spark mat-tered little: inspiration, it was thought, could not be taught. What mat-tered were the fundamentals—of composition, of organization, oftechnique—as well as the practical goal of preparing students for a careerin applied arts.
The first-year studies, de Kooning later said, focused on lettering andcopying inscriptions. In the next two years, students progressed to copyingincreasingly complex geometric designs and drawing three-dimensionalwire and plaster models, a process that culminated in a simple still life.The more advanced students used a "liner" brush—an angled brush thatcould create a fine line—which became an important tool of de Kooning'sin later years. In the fourth year, the course of study included training inperspective as well as drawing more complex still-life arrangements andparts of the human face. Hess described the process of still-life drawing atthe academy in this way:
After the outlines were settled on the paper in faint charcoal lines, thestill-life was modeled carefully, facet by facet, with conte crayon, thetransitions and elisions expressed in gentle smudges and wipes ofstompe or chamois. Each move had to be checked against the model.The students had to train themselves to keep their eyes at fixed levelsand angles and at the same distance from the still-life and from thepaper, and to reassume the identical position day after day. . . . Greatcare had to be taken to keep the skin of the paper intact. A bit too muchrubbing and the fibers would come unstuck, making areas where the
charcoal would become too shiny and black. When the volumes werefinally established the whole sheet was carefully rubbed and stompedto give an even layer of pigment across the surface—like a veil of blackstretched over the white skin of the paper.
The fourth-year drawings at the academy were done with a superfinenumber one drawing pencil. (Years later, when the artist Pat Passlof stud-ied informally with de Kooning, he asked her to use a fine 6H pencil.) Themethod of shadowing he learned, in which students smudged the finelines with their fingers, influenced him throughout his career. The mostadvanced students at the academy—those in the fifth through eighthyears—progressed to copying classical busts. Then they made more com-plete anatomical drawings from live models and studied the depiction ofhands, feet, and torso. Only in the final years did they draw from live mod-els. Each student's approach was the same, varying only in degree of tech-nical prowess. Standards were absolute: everyone knew, de Kooning latersaid, who the best were. Teaching methods were as rigid as the curricu-lum. Once a class began, no student could speak. Each sat hunched at hiseasel for the duration of the three-hour class—reduced from the four-hourclasses of de Kooning's initial year. "We had to work very minutely," astudent said. "Sometimes we were busy with three or four square cen-timeters during one whole evening." A single drawing routinely tookthree to six months to complete. Drawing classes were, as de Kooningsaid, "very classical."
The supreme arbiter of the program, the very model of the old-fashioned pedagogue, was Johannes Gerardus Heyberg. Born in 1869, hehad himself studied in the academy's night division from 1882 to 1887.Although he would regularly exhibit his paintings (mostly sober scenes ofthe daily lives of soldiers) in Dutch and international exhibitions, he wasfirst and foremost a teacher. In 1892 he was appointed to the faculty afterserving as a temporary teacher for one year. For the next forty-two years,until his retirement in 1934, he ran the drawing department as if it werethe last redoubt of true art in the battle against the philistines of change.He himself gave up painting in his early forties because he disliked thedirection of modern art. Heyberg required each drawing to be renderedwith exquisite exactitude; each object was to be observed as precisely aspossible within its environment. De Kooning later recalled that Heybergwas extremely strict. "No one could say anything during his classes, andgreat care had to be taken to avoid soiling the paper." To Hess, de Kooningconjured up an image of students gathered around a still-life object inthe amphitheater of the school, each working assiduously in silence as
Heyberg exhorted them, "Draw without ideas! Draw what you see, notwhat you think!" De Kooning, Hess observed, often followed that advice.
Despite the institution's daunting appearance and his long days—firstat Gidding and then at the academy—de Kooning did well in his earlyyears at the school. Many in the student body came from the same socialclass as he did, which put him at ease, and Heyberg was not as imposing ashe might have wished to be. He seemed outdated, even slightly comical."Heyberg was a big man with a strange little beard," said one of his stu-dents. "He seemed to be a combination between a Russian and a skipperand he had funny eyes and a high voice." In short, Heyberg presented aperfect figure both to learn from and to rebel against, the latter beingalmost as important to a young artist as the former. A fellow student inthe drawing classes remembered de Kooning as very quiet and modest; buthe also remembered him as a singularly disciplined student "who workedmore concentratedly than we did." De Kooning himself recalled that hewas the best pupil in Heyberg's class. There is no reason to doubt him, forhe mastered the curriculum while many others did not. Of the seventeenwho began with de Kooning, only fourteen completed the first year'scourse,- of those, only ten were advanced to the next grade or level. By hisfourth year, de Kooning said, only four students were left from his originalgroup. The others either quit or were not promoted.
Although Heyberg struggled mightily to maintain hallowed tradi-tions, the modern world constantly intruded upon both the academy andits students. Not only had World War I shut down Rotterdam almost com-pletely, but the city was also beset by disease and poverty. The deadly epi-demic of influenza that ripped through the weakened populations of theUnited States and then Europe and beyond after World War I—in the endas many as fifteen million people died worldwide—also killed many inHolland. Then in his second year at the academy, de Kooning was proba-bly still too young to understand the kind of disgust with both art andsociety that many artists experienced during and after the war, an attitudethat led to the Dada movement's absurdist attack on all settled conven-tions. But he was perhaps old enough to sense that neither the Giddingbrothers nor the handteekenen program at the academy would wield thesame authority after the war as before it.
The authority of Cornelia also began to wane as her son grew into ado-lescence, although she remained as domineering as ever. Economicadversity did not improve her temperament. "Bill's mother had a very
rough life, working all the time, always working, working," said AntonieBreedveld. "Money wasn't in the street in those times." Whenever shewanted him to do something, de Kooning remembered, she would spit outhis name repeatedly: "Willem, Willem, Willem." His half brother Koosrecalled harsh bickerings and constant domestic battles between hismother and her older son. During this period, the quarrels probablychanged character, for Cornelia could not intimidate or beat a stubbornadolescent as easily as she could a child. De Kooning also missed Marie,his sister and confidante. As she moved into the adult world, he felt leftbehind, and consequently more restless. His mother took some pride inhis artistic gifts, mainly because the Gidding firm was a prestigious placeto work and because he now brought in some money. Her children cer-tainly understood the necessity of working, and de Kooning spoke matter-of-factly about giving his wages to his mother. But she had no patience formoodiness or dreamy vagueness.
Not surprisingly, de Kooning began to slip away from home more fre-quently. Just down the street from the entrance to the academy lay themodern world of the Coolsingel. "I worked hard and long but still I wentto the Coolsingel," de Kooning said. "Here many pimps and other obscurefigures wandered around." If de Kooning loved the harbor as a boy, he wasnow able to explore its charms in a more grown-up way. The ships beganto return to the port just as he entered adolescence, awakening the harborand street life of Rotterdam. At its southern end the Coolsingel randirectly into a large square with a fountain that was the traditional heartof the city. In the neighborhood there was much to attract a rebelliousyoung man. Just off the square, for example, was the Jewish Quarter—theBompius—where many members of the Dutch Reformed Church went onSundays to buy bread and supplies. As a young man, de Kooning gravitatedto this district, making Jewish friends. He may have found in Rotterdam'sJews a reflection of his own sense of himself as both an insider and an out-sider in Rotterdam, one who did not quite fit in. Beyond the square wasthe Schiedamsedijk, the quarter where most artists, poets, and musicianslived. And not far from there was the tough Katendrecht, the port's red-light district. The adolescent de Kooning loved the area's mix of sailorsand businessmen, pimps and fishmongers, Jews and Gentiles, respectablecitizens and confidence men. In a port, something unexpected mightoccur at any moment. He could happen upon foreigners, organ grinders,beggars, oddballs, and grandiloquent spouters of nonsense. He talked oftenof one particular character, Black Max, whom he remembered as "a verytall and thin man who made beautiful music with his mouth organ."
de Kooning
Sometimes he performed for me in Dutch a poem by the AmericanWalt Whitman. I still remember how this started, "Lay her down andlook at a blade of grass." I thought this was beautiful and it could bepossible that this poem had some influence on my decision to go toAmerica.
He reveled in watching the prostitutes who worked the district. InKatendrecht, as in the more famous red-light district of Amsterdam, thewomen sat framed in tiny lit windows facing the street. Years later deKooning told his brother-in-law, Conrad Fried, that the prostitutes wouldtitillate potential customers by flashing their breasts for a fraction of asecond. "Bill would say, 'How do you like that? They wouldn't show youanything and then give you this flash.' " That provocative flash, saidFried, was the basis of de Kooning's later description of his art as a "slip-ping glimpse"—an attempt to capture in paint those quick, oblique butilluminating moments that the eye registers almost subliminally. "Hewould make this gesture of moving his hand across his chest," said hisbrother-in-law. "He thought that that glimpse was much more enticing[than a longer view). In other words, if you took a good look at something,you might not be interested at all. But because it was only a glimpse, youwant more."
At night, de Kooning walked for hours through the city streets. Some-times, he would look up at the grand houses of the wealthy Rotter-dammers and, he said, feel overcome by his isolation from the warm circleof wealth and comfort. He would pass by the Gidding firm and chafe at itshere-to-serve-the-rich spirit. He wondered what relevance either the Gid-ding brothers or a teacher like Heyberg could have for his future. By theage of sixteen he could see that the Giddings were themselves sometimestreated with condescension by advanced artists in the city, who mightwell have arched an eyebrow when the young apprentice told them wherehe worked. Art nouveau would not long survive World War I; the Gid-dings' ornate work, designed for the prewar world, appeared too frivolousfor a darkly shadowed century.
By chance, the Nazi blitz in 1940 spared a few Gidding archives. Oneof the surviving photographs shows four workers taking a break while onthe job. An older figure, clearly the man in charge at the site, is sur-rounded by three young apprentices. Sitting in the front, cross-legged withhis hands clasped across the knees, is a young man who may well havebeen de Kooning. Probably taken in 1920, not long before he left the firm,the photograph shows a young man with strong features and a clear-eyedgaze. He has a thick thatch of fair hair and his mouth is partly open, as if
New Worlds / 33
he has just made a wry remark to the photographer. There is somethingelse about the picture as well, a cool self-assuredness in the tilt of the headand the expression of the face. Graham Greene once remarked that a sliverof ice lies in the heart of every important artist. De Kooning was oftenwarm and generous, but he did not allow himself to become trapped forlong by sentiment.
He was now roughly the age his sister had been when she left home,and some of his contemporaries were already setting off on their own. Hisnew friends seemed to lead a more exciting life on the kaleidoscopic streetthan that of a conscientious apprentice. One day, he had a terrible argu-ment with his mother. She hit him smartly across the face. Instead offlinching, he laughed in defiance. Then she knocked him across the room,kicking him when he fell to the floor. He kept laughing—he would not lethimself cry—in order to provoke her further. In the late spring of 1920, notlong after his sixteenth birthday and the conclusion of his third year at theacademy, de Kooning demonstrated for the first time that he possessed thetoughness required to make his own way, which for him meant the capac-ity to be ruthless in cutting himself free of entanglements. He left hismother's house. And he left his job with the Giddings.
It was a leap into the marvelously open spaces of uncertainty. Hejoined his sister in Amsterdam. For a few weeks? Permanently? He didn'tknow yet. "At sixteen," he said later, "I stopped work and became abohemian." From the child's love for ships that sailed on the sea, to theboy's appreciation of the new worlds discovered at school, to the youngadolescent's entry into the plush milieu of Gidding, de Kooning was con-stantly keeping his eye on the less certain but also liberating future, onethat left behind the felt obligation or imposed responsibility. De Kooningleft the Gidding firm when his future, like his past, began to seeminescapable. It was his first declaration of independence, a statement ofhow he intended to live his life and a portent of his emigration to America.
3. Breaking Away
I read somewhere that Rubens said students should not draw from life,
but draw from all the great classic casts. Then you really get the measure
of them, you really know what to do. And then, put in your own dimples.
Isn't that marvelous?
It took a remarkable amount of self-assurance, along with the foolhardi-ness that is the right of every sixteen-year-old, to walk away in 1920from the Gidding firm. Not only were most workers in North Rotter-dam in difficult straits at the best of times, but the war years had left thecity's working class traumatized, angry, and desperately worried about thefuture. Even a low-paying job at a decorating firm would have seemedpreferable to a fly-by-night job in a pub or the hard labor of a dockworker.And if he had just been patient, de Kooning was talented enough to havemoved rapidly ahead and soon gained a well-paying job as an artisan.
It was natural that de Kooning, after leaving his mother, would turn toMarie for help. Like Cornelia, Marie was vigorous, decisive, and strong-featured, with a commanding voice. Unlike her mother, however, she wasalso sweet-natured. She often told her son Antonie that she "raised him infreedom," contrasting her liberal approach with Cornelia's tyranny. Fiveyears older than her brother, she willingly served as both big sister andmother. Even when he was not living with her, de Kooning, after 1920,often went to Marie for money and food—and, especially, emotional sup-port—in his early years of independence.
In late fall of 1919, Marie, her husband Dirk Breedveld, and their two-year-old son, Antonie, moved to Amsterdam. They settled at Rozengracht44, a bustling commercial street that was the main shopping area of theJordaan, a working-class district. Crowded and energetic, the Jordaan,which lay just beyond the last grand canal of Amsterdam, was a center ofsocial activism and change in Holland. Protest marches and strikes were apart of its regular rhythm,- the country's oldest subsidized housing wasbegun there, largely as a result of successful protests. In this colorful,teeming, independent-minded district, in which 83,000 people werecrowded together into a pocket-size space, Marie established herself as aseamstress—a coupouse—a job she continued to have for the rest of her
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life. Her husband worked as a freelance window display man and, at othertimes, as a traveling salesman.
During warm days, de Kooning roamed the canals. He also babysat hisnephew and, most importantly, accompanied his brother-in-law, whoknew something about art, to the city's museums. There, he studied theold masters, in particular the Rembrandts at the Rijksmuseum, andlooked closely at the more recent work, such as the paintings of the Dutchsymbolist Jan Toorop (1858-1928), which were displayed at the StedelijkMuseum. De Kooning came to two difficult conclusions during his timein Amsterdam. He learned that, in Dutch terms, he was a dyed-in-the-wool Rotterdammer. If Rotterdam was the most forward-looking city inHolland—it was sometimes called the New York of the Netherlands—Amsterdam looked back to the seventeenth century, when the Dutchdominated the shipping and commerce of Europe. In recent years, the city,with the exception of the feisty Jordaan, had settled into a quiet andrefined way of life. Amsterdam was home to the intelligentsia and manyskilled artisans. It had the air of a place that proudly chooses to align itselfwith the elegant past, the present being unworthy of comparison. This didnot suit de Kooning. All his life, he preferred the vitally impure to arefined pedigree.
De Kooning also came to realize he could not live full-time with hissister. There was little room to spare in the Breedveld household, includingemotional room. The young couple, forced to marry at a young age, werenot getting along and would soon separate. Where was Marie's sixteen-year-old brother to go? He returned to Rotterdam. The next two yearswere spent in a kind of limbo, as de Kooning scouted for freelance jobs inthe commercial art world and tried to figure out how and where to live.Cornelia was still aghast at her son's decision to give up a fancy job at awell-respected establishment. (She relished connections to the upperclasses—she later bragged that Koos worked as the headwaiter at an exclu-sive yachting club patronized by ship owners and other wealthy citizens.)Until around 1923 or 1924, de Kooning continued to live at home onlysporadically, his mother's criticism regularly driving him to stay withfriends or find some other place to sleep.
Once back in Rotterdam, de Kooning, at loose ends, signed up for hisfourth year at the academy. He was probably on a state scholarship or sub-sidy to the school. While most academy records were destroyed in the1940 bombing, including prize and scholarship awards, de Kooning listeda "State Academy Award" in an early biographical statement that he pre-pared for the 1939 World's Fair in New York. It was in his fourth year at
the academy, when he was sixteen or just seventeen, that de Kooningcompleted his first major work of art to survive. Entitled Dish with fugsand now at the Metropolitan Museum in New York, it was a crayon andconte drawing dated 1921. It was an exceptionally proficient example ofwork done at the academy. It seemed created less by the individual handof de Kooning than by the great tradition of European still lifes. The twen-tieth century barely touched the picture. Like Matisse's first work—aChardinesque still life—it did not predict the artist's future course.Another early work that survived in photographs was memorable both forits technical skill and for the feeling it conveyed. Executed in charcoal oncardboard and preserved for years by Marie, it was a beautifully detailedrendering of one of de Kooning's early girlfriends. (Her name is now lost.)The first known image of a de Kooning woman, she gazed to one side inhalf profile, the eyes dreamy, the mouth slightly ajar, the cheek delicatelyshadowed. Over her high forehead floated a band of diaphanous material.
Beyond the doors of the academy, de Kooning experimented in differ-ent styles. Impressionism continued to be popular during his youth, as,indeed, were the earlier, bucolic landscapes of the French Barbizon school.(But no impressionist or Barbizon-inspired dabblings by de Kooning sur-vive.) The style that had the most impact upon him was symbolism. Withits often morbid presentation of sexuality and its melancholy, narcissisticspirit, symbolism had a natural appeal—then as now—for poetic andmoody adolescents. It also had many links to art nouveau, which wasfamiliar to de Kooning from his work with the Giddings. According to hisfriend Joop Sanders, de Kooning particularly liked Toorop, an importantfigure in art nouveau who, during the 1890s, joined the symbolist move-ment. Toorop's heightened emotional pitch, curling linear style, andgrandiloquent allegories impressed many people of his time, though hiswork has not worn particularly well over the years. Sanders, who grew upin Amsterdam before emigrating to New York, remembered seeing manyToorop postcards and posters in the city.
Antonie Breedveld also recalled several lost pictures of a melodra-matic and essentially symbolist style. One, an allegory about the ravagesof venereal disease, depicted Bosch-like figures being vomited from anopen mouth. Another called The Kiss} which survives, showed a womanand youth so utterly absorbed in a kiss they appear lost in each other.Another was a group of four lyrical drawings, done in colored ink or pas-tels, called The Four Seasons. Woman and Tree depicted three sleepingnude women who are bound into a willow tree that seems to imprisontheir forms while an owl flies somewhat ominously near the horizon.While not the works of a mature artist, these pictures foreshadowed
remarkably well de Kooning'sprincipal obsessions: the Bosch-like picture adumbrated the veinof sexual satire and anxiety tingedwith revulsion from sex that canbe found in some later works; TheKiss has an Oedipally charged sub-ject; Woman and Tree was at onceclaustrophobic and sensual; andThe Four Seasons foreshadowedthe earthy, lyrical abandon of thepainter who would fall in lovewith the Long Island landscape.
But it would be a great mis-take, one that many art historiansare prone to make when dis-cussing an artist's early work, tosuppose that during this period deKooning had any particularlystrong or clear idea of his direc-tion. He was not the kind of artistwho develops early—the kind,that is, who seems to have oneurgent thing to say and says itfrom the beginning. De Kooning's
art matured late, for his sensibility was complex and ambiguous, and toofraught with buried emotion to yield important early art. He was not eveneighteen, moreover, and no one in his life was urging him to become aserious artist. To a Dutch working-class boy who needed to make moneyin order to eat, any desire to be an artist seemed tinged with fantasy. It wassomething far away that other people did.
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        The Kiss, 192s, an early symbolist-inspired work, pencil and conte on paper,I9"xi4"
As he cast about for paying jobs, de Kooning found something far moreimportant: a mentor who opened his eyes to the modern world.Bernard Romein, only ten years older than de Kooning, was a freelancedesigner whose main client was Cohn Donnay & Co., Warenhuis, a largedepartment store located on Korte Hoogstraat, the most elegant shoppingstreet in the city. Owned by some of the wealthiest Jews in Rotterdam,Cohn Donnay was stocked with elegant furniture and fabrics, most ofthem imported from France and Belgium. Like most bourgeois department
stores, it was very conscious of its image and made money by selling asense of style. The store employed artists to decorate its ornate interior andimposing exterior. They also painted cards for the ''show carts," the mov-able carts of items that were on sale. De Kooning applied for a job workingunder Romein. One of several applicants, he was chosen because he waspolite and had "no chip on my shoulder."
At Cohn Donnay, Romein gave his young employee a measure of cre-ative freedom. Much of de Kooning's work for the store consisted of mak-ing the humdrum signs for the show carts. During one Christmas season,however, de Kooning was permitted to turn the entire entrance of thestore into a giant Negro head, from which radiated enormous swaths offabric. (Zwarte Piet [Black Peter), a character in Dutch popular culture, isSt. Nicholas's helper.) Spectacularly large and bold, the display could beseen blocks away. In order to enter the store, shoppers had to pass throughBlack Piet's head. According to de Kooning's nephew, it made quite animpression on de Kooning's family, as well as, presumably, the worthymatrons and burghers of the city. "Big his work has always been," saidBreedveld.
But it was Romein himself, not the work done for the store, that pro-foundly affected de Kooning. Although he made little of lasting value dur-ing his life, Romein was one of those essential figures, often overlooked byhistory, who send out sparks that light other fires. He was an inspirer, atalker, perhaps a bit of a fake, a man who enthusiastically—but not stu-pidly—embraced the spirit of his time. Romein stood for the presentrather than the past. He was not beholden to the Giddings, the academy,or art nouveau. He seemed to know everyone and see everything. In theearly 1920s, he was painting in a symbolist-inspired style. In the latertwenties, he adopted a more geometric look, which owed much to Mon-drian and constructivism as well as to the earlier style of analytic cubism.Art deco would become important to him: he designed some handsomedeco calendars in 1930-31 and several Bauhaus-style monuments for Rot-terdam in the late twenties, including one in 1929 for Wilton's Shipbuild-ing Yards. As de Kooning described him to the art historian Judith Wolfe:"He wasn't like a terrific painter, he wasn't in that direction, you see. . . .He had a lot of, how can I say it, like a lot of things up his sleeves, youknow. He wasn't smart alecky. ... He was quite influenced by differentschools but it wasn't because he didn't know what to do, he just wanted totake a good look at everything."
In later years, when mentioning the most important influences in hisearly life, de Kooning always put Romein first. From Romein, he learnedthe "most of all." Until he met him, de Kooning said, "It was all very
classical. Perspective, por-trait, landscape. Everything.I was good, very good. Ithought that's what I wouldbe. Until Bernard Romein,my boss among the com-mercial artists, pointed outMondrian and Frank LloydWright to me. I didn't knowwhat overcame me. It was ashock that that [Mondrian]could be art. That it couldbe wholly different fromjust painting a little pot. Ihad no idea." Romein, deKooning said, was "a com-mercial artist but muchmore. A true artist, a rebel.He acquainted me with thework of the greats." BothRomein and de Kooninghad grown up in the toughmilieu of North Rotterdamand had flourished at theacademy, which may partlyexplain why Romein tookde Kooning under his wing.
It amused him to teach the younger man the ways of the world. De Koo-ning told Judith Wolfe, "He thought I was a crackpot, no, not a crackpot,but he couldn't help laughing. ... I [was] not refined, you know what Imean."
Romein brought his protege into the ongoing conversation that circu-lates around art. Everything, old and new, was open for discussion. Every-one, including a working-class kid like de Kooning, had a responsibility toengage his time; one must not look backward, locked into Heyberg'svision of art as an embattled Parnassus. Romein encouraged de Kooning toread the quintessential modern authors, such as Dostoevsky. He chal-lenged him to open his imagination to the ideas and styles that succeededsymbolism. Holland, in the early 1920s, remained an artistic backwater.Even the Dutchman Piet Mondrian and the De Stijl group were littleknown and less honored. That did not, of course, bother Romein. He knew
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        The Cohn Donnay &) Co., Warenhuis departmentstore, where de Kooning worked with his mentor,Bernard Romein
the work and philosophy of De Stijl intimately, and he made certain thatde Kooning did too.
The architects, designers, and artists of De Stijl believed in a univer-sal, functional style that seemed the antithesis of the heady excess of artnouveau. The movement eventually came to be symbolized by stream-lined wood and tubular steel furniture and by Mondrian's austere, "neo-plastic" grid paintings. Its fundamental precept, that craft and design wereas important as, if not more important than, fine art—a carrying forwardof Berlage's earlier vision—would help define the thinking of an entiregeneration of European artists. Romein quickly saw both the aestheticand functional appeal of this new Dutch movement. He was alsoextremely interested in the Bauhaus movement, established in Germanyin 1919 by the architect Walter Gropius, which would become synony-mous with modernism. At the same time, Romein was fully conversantwith the German expressionist group Die Briicke, which had been formedin 1905. It did not matter that Die Briicke was so different from De Stijl;Romein was not a man of petty consistency. Although de Kooning latersaid that he did not follow avant-garde movements while in Holland,some were so prevalent as to be almost unavoidable. In Rotterdam, forexample, de Kooning probably knew the work of the local Dutch mod-ernist group called De Branding, which put on local exhibitions and exhib-ited at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam.
Although Romein made de Kooning's academic training appear hope-lessly old-fashioned, he urged him to remain at the academy. (He himselfhad gone through at least six years of the eight in the drawing program.)Apart from the technical training it provided, the academy also had manylinks to what was new and exciting in Rotterdam's artistic and intellec-tual life. Although de Kooning had had no advanced formal schooling, hewas able to give himself an informal degree in art history by, in effect,talking to the teachers, reading books in the institution's library, andattending the evening lectures sponsored by the academy. Typically, thespeakers were prominent architects, painters, and art historians. The arthistory lectures extended from Byzantine mosaics and Gothic paintings tonineteenth-century romantic art. An expert on Hindu art spoke. Contem-porary art was not excluded—Berlage lectured. There were also talks onGustav Klimt and the Wiener Werkstatte movement in Austria. Heldeither in the local hospital auditorium across the Coolsingel from theacademy, or in the nearby Cafe Boneski, the lectures were usually fol-lowed by long hours of discussion and socializing in the nearby pubs.
After working with Romein, de Kooning's ambition became morecomplicated. Until then, the boyish student dabbled with the idea of being
a painter. In the 1920s, however, he grew equally interested in what mightbe called commercial art in the higher sense—that is, in the De Stijl andBauhaus view that easel painters were becoming outmoded and that whatmattered now was designing objects and environments for this new indus-trializing world. De Kooning could continue to make paintings on the sideor at night, as Romein did, while working during the day as a commercialartist. For the next decade, de Kooning would follow this model.
There were many reasons, beyond simple admiration for Romein, forde Kooning to adopt this approach. During the 1920s, he simply could notfind a "way" of being a traditional artist—either practically or philosophi-cally. He still believed in the lofty ideal impressed upon him at the acad-emy of the "good picture." But this no longer seemed modern. Neither didToorop's symbolism. If Mondrian represented what it meant to be mod-ern, moreover, was there a place left for an artist with de Kooning'smessier, more romantic and impulsive sensibility? "I thought Mondrianwas phenomenal," de Kooning said. "He made paintings that were whollynew, that didn't exist." But de Kooning once observed that it took him along time to sort out the two influences—one could almost call themopposite poles—of let-loose expressionism and tautly reserved De Stijl.Until the late 1950s, in fact, his art (and life) would display a constant,flickering tension between restraint and release. His greatest works wouldgain much of their elusive ambiguity from seeming both impulsive andreserved, open and secretive.
What did seem modern, and relevant, was commercial art. De Koo-ning's growing interest in this "higher" commercial art was heightened bya second powerful role model who, along with Bernard Romein, alsoworked in the decorative and applied arts. In 1918, Jacob Jongert, a newteacher with a new outlook, was appointed head of the decorative arts fac-ulty at the Rotterdam academy. Originally from a small town north ofAmsterdam, Jongert had studied applied arts, a newly developing field,and then become the assistant of Richard N. Roland Hoist, a well-knownmural painter. Hoist, a symbolist, imparted to the young Jongert an inter-est not only in William Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites but, at the oppo-site remove, a taste for leftist politics. Prior to joining the academy,Jongert taught design and craft to young women in Amsterdam for sevenyears. He was initially influenced by art nouveau or Nieuwe Kunst, buthis perspective began to change when, in the summer of 1914, he visitedCologne and saw an international exhibit of German applied arts calledthe Deutsche Werkbund Exhibition. He was struck by the imaginative useof design for everyday packaging: "gingerbread, cigars, lamps and electri-cal articles . . . What lay before us was a terrain that in Holland was not
yet broached; but with such a great country preceding, we must surelyfollow."
Over the next few years, Jongert led the way in the use of strikinglybold, simple advertising designs in Holland. Just as De Stijl and Bauhauspreached the integration of "high" and "low" art and the importance offunction defining form, so Jongert believed that no separation should existbetween fine art and commerce. He articulated his position in an articlein Wendingen, a Dutch arts magazine in which he proclaimed that adver-tising was "all-powerful." Along with his teaching position, he becamethe chief graphic artist of the local Van Nelle tea company, designingposters and packaging. After 1923 his designs developed a geometric look,with cubist and expressionist overtones. For example, in 1926 heredesigned the academy's old art nouveau-style logo, making it lookcleaner and more streamlined. He and his students contributed work,which was well received, to the enormously important Arts Decoratifsshow in Paris in 1925, which helped launch art deco. Jongert also tried toappoint a Bauhaus artist to the faculty. De Kooning himself developed anabiding admiration for great signs, and there were times in his life whenhe wanted his painting to have their directness.
In de Kooning's years at the academy, Jongert was an invigorating cat-alyst of change and ferment—someone who, like Bernard Romein, wasdeeply committed to the art of his time. For many, this new way of look-ing at art amounted to a revolution, especially, perhaps, for those studentsin handteekenen whose education seemed weighed down by the past. Thecraftsmen of the Giddings era also believed in the importance of the deco-rative arts, but there remained something precious in their vision andthey looked back to ancient guild traditions. The new proponents of thedecorative arts were fiercely of the future. Suddenly it was the decorativearts, formerly a more practical but less prestigious division, that was theexciting place to be at the academy. There was no longer any stigmaattached to being a commercial artist. Many at the academy, not just deKooning, became entranced by De Stijl—or at least its commercial ver-sion. According to de Kooning:
At the academy in Rotterdam we were all under the influence of deStijl. This was in the early twenties. We weren't at all interested in pureart, or in the person who earned his living being an artist. The Stijlgroup obviously encouraged our feelings. A modern artist, according tothem, was not at all somebody who painted nice paintings. In fact, if hewas really modern he didn't paint at all. He wasn't an artist. He was an
expert, a designer for example or somebody in publicity. And so I didn'thave a wish at all to become a painter.
Suddenly, the old-fashioned idea of a painter as someone in a smock,palette in hand, seemed absurd to many ambitious young artists. "Weused to call that 'good for men with beards,' " de Kooning said, alluding tothe school of genteel, impressionist-style painters who continued to workin Holland almost a half century after Manet and Monet came to promi-nence in Paris. Mondrian, de Kooning once told the art historian SallyYard, "became the greatest lay-out man in the universe." Such a view ofhis work, de Kooning went on to explain, would not have offended Mon-drian himself:
He wouldn't mind it—he was very social-conscience. Early on as stu-dents we all knew Mondrian. I was at a young age influenced with sign-making. Because of Mondrian, a sign didn't have to be symmetrical likea sheet of music. Or like Beethoven was symmetrical. It could be asym-metrical. This also saved a lot of time. You could just lay somethingout—it didn't have to be measured out so perfectly.
Not surprisingly, de Kooning drifted further away from the academy theolder he became. Although not listed in official academy annualreports after being promoted in 1921 to the fifth form, the evidence sug-gests that he did attend at least part of the fifth, which often took studentstwo years to complete. But his vagabond life made the academic routineonerous. One of his closest friends at the school was Carmine Bennedeti"Benno" Randolfi, who was a year ahead of de Kooning. Benno's familyoften gave de Kooning a place to stay between his comings and goings at hismother's house—and even, during this period, put him up for as long as halfa year at various apartments of the extended family. As their name sug-gests, the Randolfis did not seem the least bit Dutch to de Kooning. Theywere a florid, southern Mediterranean clan. Benno's father, Giovanni, hadbeen born in Picinisco, Italy, and walked to Holland with two sisters as ateenager. The Randolfis lived gypsy-like on their wits and talent, sellingballoons and ices in the summer and performing as street musicians for thestrollers on the Coolsingel. Giovanni Randolfi traveled around town withan out-of-tune street organ mounted on a wagon that played crazily off-pitch tunes. "When they played ordinary songs with that instrument," deKooning said, "it sounded as if it were a composition of Stravinsky."
de Kooning
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        The cafe on the Coolsingel where students from the academy often met
De Kooning was friends with not just Benno but the entire family.Sometimes he stayed with Benno's brother Vito—where, at one address,he left behind a painted door as a present, a custom he would continuelater in the United States. He also knew Franz, Benno's brother; Franz'swife's brother, Leo Cohan, would one day help him get to America. TheRandolfis provided de Kooning with a home, and they could not have beenmore different from his own family. They were a warm, generous, andunconventional family that thought nothing of taking in a homelessteenager for weeks on end. Their loose, free-floating spirit attracted him.They made the foreign appealing. When Giovanni had made enoughmoney to support his family for a while, he would simply stop workinguntil he needed money again. Later, de Kooning would tell Benno that thehappiest time of his life was when he was sixteen or seventeen and livedwith the Randolfis.
If Rotterdam could not claim a bohemian underworld like that ofParis—with its garrets, cafes, and Beaux-Arts balls—its art world wasnonetheless radical by Dutch standards. And Rotterdam itself, as an inter-national port, was more open than most Dutch cities to unconventional
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ways of life. Much of de Kooning's free time was spent at one of two pubs,located on the Coolsingel, which were the focal point of the local artscene. He and some of his fellow students went there after night classes;anyone over fourteen could drink legally. Some of the academy's youngerteachers also went to the pubs, and the two groups mingled until long pastmidnight, talking and drinking. The latest imports from America werefashionable—the movies, the jazz, and the free-kicking new dance calledthe Charleston. Some tony nightclubs opened around the Coolsingel;dozens of seedier establishments beckoned from the side streets. Thesober Dutch middle class disliked jazz because it seemed disreputable,making it all the more appealing to de Kooning's generation. The Dutchmiddle class also frowned upon American dancing, which was consideredindecent. Perhaps it was inevitable, given his increasing independence,that de Kooning would chafe at being a student at the academy. Wasn't theCharleston a truer and more passionate reflection of the modern worldthan the academy? Shouldn't his life have more to do with jazz and less todo with perspective? Sometime around 1922 or 1923, when de Kooningwas in his late teens, he upended his life again, walking away from theschool, just as he had his job at Gidding. He might return, he might not;he wasn't sure. While he would continue to work sometimes as a com-mercial artist, he wanted nothing to tie him down.
4. An American Dream
There were cowboys and Indians, you know; it was romantic.
As a boy, de Kooning was enchanted by the American flag. He lovedits resemblance to a shield when used in its heraldic form: itseemed romantic, medieval, declarative. A kind of painting. Henoticed the ships docked in the harbor bound for America. Occasionally,someone he knew would simply vanish. "Gone to America," peoplewould say. Why? "To get rich." Streams of immigrants from northernEurope, exotic to a child and speaking unknown languages, were boardingsteamers bound for New York.
"I had an uncle who was a seaman with the Holland-America line," deKooning said. "He used to tell me stories about America and once gave mean American football." As an adolescent, de Kooning became fascinatedwith American pop culture. He loved jazz, Hollywood movies, photo-graphs of girls in magazine advertisements. He would joke that he wantedto meet Constance Bennett and become "rich and famous." When com-pared with the cramped conditions of his own family and country, theopen spaces of America—reflected in the New York skyline, the Westernfrontier of the movies, and the rhythmic grandeur of Walt Whitman'spoetry—seemed magically inviting. Many of the glowing oranges thatappeared in the city after the war came from America.
America also appeared quintessentially modern to a young artist likede Kooning. It was "the land of the future." It was not a place for artists, atleast not in the old-fashioned sense. It was a place still being built. InAmerica, architects particularly mattered, especially the designers of sky-scrapers. Even as a child, de Kooning imagined leaving Holland—boardinga ship and simply vanishing. He dreamed of America the way other chil-dren dream of running away with the circus. Something in Dutch culturegenerally yearned for other cultures and the open sea; for centuries, Hol-land sent young men to faraway places as seamen, traders, and expatriates.Not only had some famous Dutch artists emigrated, such as van Gogh andMondrian, but artists who remained sometimes dreamed of distantworlds, like Rembrandt, who dressed up his subjects in exotic clothingfrom far away.
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Still, like most Dutchmen, de Kooning was also an ambivalent personwith some conservative instincts. His sister was in Holland. How couldhe abandon her, in the early 1920s, to an unreliable husband and ademanding mother? Besides, he was doing fairly well. To an eighteen-year-old newly on his own and accustomed to little, a small amount ofmoney was fortune enough. Although de Kooning no longer workedexclusively with Romein, his mentor helped him find commercial workand remained a source of continuing inspiration. De Kooning was collabo-rating on paintings with Benno Randolfi, designing movie posters, anddoing window displays and lettering. He was busy enough.
As he approached the age of twenty, however, de Kooning becameincreasingly frustrated with both his surroundings and the direction hislife was taking. Holland remained largely indifferent to the new. If any-thing, the culture was openly hostile to change. Despite the reverenceaccorded Mondrian by Romein and many others, much of the art world inthe Netherlands treated him as a joke. His contributions to a StedelijkMuseum show of 1909 in Amsterdam had been attacked, and he had beensnubbed by the socialites and patrons of the city, who invited him to theirsalons only rarely. In December 1911, Mondrian left Holland for Paris,where he felt more comfortable, spending over two years there. (He leftHolland for good in 1919.) More important, as the shock of the warreceded, the hope that art and commerce would together transform Rot-terdam began to fade in de Kooning's milieu. During the 1920s, some con-servative designers reacted against the functional forms and linear look ofthe De Stijl movement. Barely had the new look established itself, inshort, than old-fashioned art nouveau made a comeback.
To sophisticated young artists like Romein—committed to the mod-ern and aware of what was going on in other countries—it was oftendemoralizing to live in a small country that actively discouraged changeand quickly returned to the discredited styles of the past. No doubtRomein, more a man of the world than de Kooning, often expressed reser-vations about the Netherlands as a place for an artist to live. He himselfwould leave Rotterdam five years after de Kooning, going first to Delft andthen to Ireland. In any case, de Kooning needed little encouragement toreject his surroundings. He could be a lively, witty, and seductive youngman, with a gift for the wry or brilliantly slanted observation. But he alsoremained a man of northern Europe, with a deep and abiding current ofalienation and melancholy. After Romein urged him to read Dostoevsky,de Kooning wandered the streets of Rotterdam feeling, he said, likeRaskolnikov in Crime and Punishment—an outsider, destined to be
alone. By now, he only occasionally saw his parents. In April 1921, Cor-nelia and her family had left the center of town, moving back up to theNorth Rotterdam neighborhood where Willem was born. It was inconven-ient to de Kooning's downtown haunts, and he needed little excuse tospend most of his time elsewhere. Cornelia, proud of her son's progress atthe academy, no doubt rebuked him for not staying there. When he cameto visit, they argued—and he would quickly leave.
De Kooning's estrangement from his father was also important. Theyounger de Kooning frequently sought out figures of authority and madesomewhat older and wiser men into mentors—men who seemed to knowhow to live in the world. While still in Holland during the 1920s, how-ever, he also made several efforts to establish a more serious relationshipwith his father. According to his half brother Leendert, de Kooning visitedhis father at his shop on Vledhoekstraat. The main purpose of such visitswas typically to ask for money, but de Kooning hoped to make other con-nections as well. Sometimes, de Kooning stopped by the family's homeand brought with him small drawings. One was an exquisitely rendereddrawing of a garbageman. Perhaps father and son pretended that the giftsof money were the purchase price for works of art. (After de Kooning left,his father would put away the art in a large cupboard.] De Kooning's fatherresponded to the efforts of his son, a young artist obviously seekingacceptance of himself as an artist, with grudging praise, at best.
Of more consequence to the father was his son's disreputable appear-ance. Leendert once saw his mother sewing a new corduroy suit for deKooning, in an attempt to make the family bohemian more presentable.The meetings were doubtless agonizing for both father and son, the wordsartificial and the spaces filled with painful silences. Each man wasreserved. A veil of unexpressed emotion—of history unacknowledged—hung between them. Several years later, after he was already in America,the young de Kooning decided to write both his stiff father and his easygo-ing stepfather, rebuking his father, whom he had once admired, and apol-ogizing to his stepfather, whom he had slighted. Their responsesfascinated him, for their two letters were virtually interchangeable. "Theyboth said, basically, 'That's life,' " recalled Tom Ferrara, de Kooning'sassistant in the 1980s. That his father, in particular, accepted his son'sanger suggests that the older de Kooning was a man more paralyzed thanunfeeling.
In the spring of 1923, when he was nineteen, de Kooning was almostdrafted, a fact that probably did not increase his desire to stay in Holland.He was summoned for a medical examination on May 3, 1923, and pro-nounced fit to serve in the military. At that point, he was not enrolled at
the academy. He did, however, manage to avoid being drafted by gettinghimself labeled an "extraordinary conscript," which meant that he did nothave to serve. According to family lore, both Cornelia and Leendert pulledstrings and worked connections to get de Kooning exempted. A morelikely explanation, since neither parent was important enough to pullstrings, is that de Kooning's father bought him out of the draft. It was thenlegal to hire a substitute recruit for one hundred or so guilders, who wouldserve out the required tour of duty.
Increasingly weary of Rotterdam, de Kooning visited Brussels occa-sionally in the early and mid-twenties, each time for several days.Although such trips were always a bit risky, as de Kooning did not buy aticket and had no official travel documents, they were a favorite antidoteamong young Dutch artists to the provincial spirit at home. The capital ofneighboring Belgium was not very far away—just two hours by train fromRotterdam—and one could speak Dutch there and be understood by theinhabitants, who spoke Flemish. Brussels was far more cosmopolitan thaneither Rotterdam or Amsterdam, and its reputation in the arts was muchhigher; it was sometimes called the "little Paris." It had been particularlyimportant since the days of art nouveau, when the Belgian artist anddesigner Henry van de Velde brought the English arts and crafts move-ment to the continent. Brussels and nearby Antwerp outstripped evenParis in their devotion to the style. The architect Victor Horta filled entireareas of both cities with houses rich in ornate balconies, leaded glass, andcarved decorations.
Sometime around the spring of 1924, when he was twenty and at looseends with nothing much to do in Rotterdam, de Kooning left the city for alonger stay—a half year or so—in Brussels and possibly Antwerp. "I can'tremember whether I went there [Brussels] to see any art," de Kooning saidlater. "Because it was also connected with my wish to go to the UnitedStates, a sort of test of how long I could stay away from home. I found Icould manage it for quite a long time." This time he made the trip withboth Benno Randolfi and Willem (Wimpy) Klop, another friend from theacademy. At first the trio worked at anything and everything, from paint-ing outdoor advertisements to playing music, to make ends meet. Onmany occasions, de Kooning and his friends went hungry. (He once saidthat he could tolerate anything about poverty except the hunger.) Later, hedescribed doing "all sorts of jobs, and after three months of crazy work Icouldn't even buy one pair of socks."
At some point, however, their luck changed. De Kooning answered anadvertisement in the newspaper Le Soil for a "painter-decorator" positionand was lucky enough to find jobs—plus room and board—for himself and
Wimpy at the van Genechten firm, a family decorating business that wasmuch like Giddings. (Benno did not stay with them; he may have returnedto his family in Rotterdam.) The van Genechten firm specialized in deco-rating houses, doing stained glass, and restoring old paintings. Like theGidding firm, the van Genechten establishment was run by the two sonsof the founder, Georges and Florent. For the next six months or so Willemand Wimpy lived in a large third-floor atelier in the van Genechten house-hold at 66 Rue Vandernoot, in a residential part of Brussels, paintingimpressionist-style landscapes that were sold through the local depart-ment stores.
None of the landscapes that the two painted jointly was signed, andall of them have been lost. While staying in the van Genechten house-hold, however, de Kooning undertook one special painting, a portrait ofRenee, the toddler daughter of Marguerite Lemmens, sister of Georgesand Florent. In the portrait, the little girl was dressed in red and held adoll with a ruffled collar and a green stick body. The portrait reflected deKooning's lack of academic training in oil painting. It was more a drawingthan a painting; drawing would remain the foundation of de Kooning'slater paintings as well. According to the art historian Judith Wolfe, whostudied de Kooning's Belgian work in detail, the painting was done on topof an underdrawing that defined the face and hands and remained visibleto the eye; later, de Kooning would often leave traces of his process visi-ble in the finished work. The generous use of oil paint in rendering thechild's skin was also characteristic of de Kooning's later depiction of thebody. And here, as later, de Kooning wrestled with the rendering of handsand shoulders.
In its reliance on line, de Kooning's portrait was closely related to aportfolio of cartoon-like drawings that he created while in Belgium. DeKooning did not consider the drawings fine art; he hoped to show themaround in order to get work as a commercial draftsman. In particular, hewas already thinking of taking the sketchbook with him to America toserve as an introduction to advertising agencies and other commercialvenues; this was especially important since he would not be able to talkhis way into commissions, given his inability to speak English. Despitetheir commercial purpose, the drawings did reflect several of de Kooning'spassions. All his life, he loved cartoons; in his mature art, a strong carica-tural strain would erupt in many drawings and paintings of women, andhe was always willing to rattle the precincts of high art with Flemish vul-garity. In an interview with Charlotte Willard in 1969, de Kooning said, "Ihave a lot of the cartoonist in me," and he identified with both cartoonistsand sign painters because of their technical skills: "I admire cartoonists
and really good sign painters," de Kooning said in 1967, while in the midstof a period of painting that included both cartoon-like figures and an "inyour face" boldness that de Kooning said was patterned on the direct, vis-ceral message of signs.
Cartoons and illustrations played a major role in the political andsocial commentary of Holland in the 1920s, and illustrators were highlyregarded. (They were also paid well, which would not have escaped deKooning.) In his teens, de Kooning admired an illustrator named Piet vander Hem, who had gone to Paris after studying at the Rijksacademie inAmsterdam and had come under the influence of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. After returning to Holland, van der Hem drew and painted streetlife in the Jordaan neighborhood of Amsterdam. As de Kooning told JudithWolfe about van der Hem's drawing, "To be able to do that, boy, you haveto be very good." Van der Hem was part of a long tradition of Dutch artistsand illustrators inspired by cafe and street life—in particular by theParisian scene, whose decadent, demimonde feeling had been captured somemorably in the paintings and posters of Toulouse-Lautrec and in thelithographs of Theophile-Alexandre Steinlen, a Swiss illustrator whom deKooning admired. Kees van Dongen, the eminent recent graduate of theRotterdam academy who was celebrated mainly for his society portraits,had painted Parisian night and street life earlier in his career. In addition,particularly in de Kooning's day, artists and illustrators were fascinatedwith the darker side of street life—prostitutes, pimps, and beggars. JanToorop painted prostitutes and pimps,- his daughter, Charley Toorop, didclosely observed paintings of tramps and beggars. Both traditions—scenesof ordinary street life and of the demimonde—were reflected in the forty-one sketches made by de Kooning in Brussels. They were populated withflower sellers, shoppers in the city market, and a few male dandies anddrunks. Some depicted women at tables in cafes, as observed directly byde Kooning. As he told Judith Wolfe, "I used to roam around there, youknow, and meet people, and there was this large cafe where you could sitoutside." Ten of the drawings were devoted to children and adolescentsand a few portrayed prostitutes and pimps. There was even a man playinga street organ, in the spirit of the elder Randolfi.
In the drawings of female figures, the subject was often an alluringyoung woman, as in a picture of a flower seller who casts a seductive, side-long glance. (She was juxtaposed with a large and older woman, aninstance of de Kooning's interest in how women change over time.) As insymbolist paintings, the female figure could appear melancholy or wornout by the demands of the world. In his cafe drawings, de Kooning oftencaptured a more hardened, world-weary aspect of women. One picture of
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        four children who have two balloons^^j hk among them had an obvious personal
mgk       91 resonance.   The   oldest   child,   a   girl,
W appeared to be in early adolescence. She
was casually walking with one largeballoon. Beside her, a younger boy heldthe second balloon, delighted with hisprize. Another much younger boy heldthe girl's hand: he was wailing becausehe did not have a balloon. A third boy,leaning against a tree, observed thescene with a frown. The image coulddepict an actual event in de Kooning'schildhood: the trio could representMarie, de Kooning himself, and themuch younger Koos. Whatever its lit-eral truth, however, its greatest interestlay as a parable about the emotionalhunger of childhood. In a scene where awoman is the dominant figure, deKooning passionately identified withthe attitudes of all three boys. He couldimagine the thrill of attaining hisdreams, and the powerlessness of being denied gratification. Mosttellingly, perhaps, he could adopt the perspective of the observer leaningagainst the tree—the artist who makes himself an outsider and appraisesthe unbalanced family.
Not much is known about what Willem and Wimpy did in Belgiumwhen they were not working. In later years, beginning with his resume forthe 1939 World's Fair, de Kooning claimed to have attended, during thisperiod, both the Brussels Academy and something called the "VanSchelling Design School" in Antwerp. But there is no record of de Koo-ning's attendance at the former—and no record of there being a VanSchelling school at all. Just as de Kooning or his admirers in later yearsinflated the time he spent at the academy in Rotterdam, so he may haveembellished his resume with an education in Brussels.
Although de Kooning already knew about expressionism, he firstpowerfully experienced the art of the German and Belgian expressionistsin Brussels. Its volcanic beauty—the slashing way with the brush, thestartling harmonies of color, the upwelling despair—impressed thereserved Dutch artist. He was especially taken with the work of Jan
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Sluyters, a Dutch artist who lived in Belgium. "I wasn't at all sure what todo," he said. "The emotions in those works!" As his later art made clear,de Kooning had a strong subjective streak of his own; he once labeledhimself, rather reluctantly, an expressionist. In general, the Dutch lookedmore to German than to French culture for inspiration, preferring thatparticular form of northern heat to the cooler, more classical Frenchtradition.
In Brussels and Antwerp, de Kooning would also have looked at muchmore Flemish art than was available in Holland. And he particularlywould have seen, at the Musee d'Art Ancien, many of the greatest worksof Rubens, for whom he always declared much admiration. Rubens was anunabashed sensualist of the brush, a man of appetites who clearly relishedthe physical properties of his medium. Oddly enough, the baroque masterprobably conveyed to de Kooning something similar to that of the expres-sionist art that he was seeing—that is, to let go a little, to be less reservedand tight.
An air of mystery surrounds de Kooning's final year and a half in Rotter-dam. He returned home in the late fall of 1924, or early in 1925, withfew prospects. He floated on the edges of society, almost entirely at looseends. For a time, he rented with Benno and Wimpy a tiny garret at Karren-steegstraat 14, on a narrow lane in the red-light district. He also brieflylived at another apartment on Kruisstratt, near the train station. Not faraway, the raised Schiedamsedijk road and Katendrecht district overflowedwith pubs and prostitutes who worked out of pocket-size rooms above thepubs. There were also many dance establishments in the area, the best-known being the Cosmopolitan, where the girls did the shimmy and themusic of choice was jazz. As always for de Kooning, Schiedamsedijk's car-nival atmosphere, with its stream of nationalities and jazzy beat, seemedexotic and desirable, an expression of life beyond the confines of thestraight laced Netherlands.
At the age of twenty-two, de Kooning was a strikingly handsomeyoung man. Some men and women in the 1920s and '30s would even callhim "beautiful," remarking upon the beguiling eyes and the "face of anangel" (although others thought his looks improved as he aged). His fea-tures were even and strong, his light hair thick and glossy. He was shortbut not small, his body muscular, solid, and well proportioned. Hereminded many people of a sailor. (Or, as the dancer-choreographer MerceCunningham, who met de Kooning in the early forties, would put it, "Hehad that sort of sturdy look.") Not many people noticed the legacy of
poverty and childhood neglect—the bad teeth, which appeared almosttransparent—since de Kooning did not have an open smile or a big laugh.A photograph taken in 1922 even revealed a flicker of the Wildean dandy:hair long and flowing, arm cocked on his waist, elbow jauntily akimbo, anarrow bow tie at his neck. Both the stance and the look were also thoseof a rebel; he seemed to be challenging the viewer to find fault. In his oldage, de Kooning would say that the American protesters of the 1960s, withtheir "long hair and strong fists," reminded him of himself as a young manin Rotterdam.
During this period, de Kooning's family had little knowledge of whathe was doing. Cornelia and her husband, after years of scraping around fol-lowing the bankruptcy, had gone back into the pub business yet again,- andonce again the business was failing. In tacit acknowledgment of defeat,they left Rotterdam for Amsterdam in April 1926, where they stayed forthe next seven months. Cornelia was not therefore in Rotterdam duringher son's last days there. Marie and her husband had returned to Rotter-dam in October 1924 but shortly afterward separated. Subsequently,Breedveld took a job as a waiter on a ship bound for America and neverreturned. He did not send money,- indeed, he never even wrote a letter tohis family. Marie and her son were forced to live with friends of hers. Itwas now all she could do to support herself and her young son. Her impov-erished brother could not stay with her.
Most important of all, de Kooning no longer had a steady source ofincome: the Cohn Donnay store had run into financial difficulties andwould soon be bought by another department store chain. Romein did nottherefore have as much work to direct to his friends. At one point, deKooning had to resort to living with vagrants, moneyless artists, and intel-lectuals on a barge tied up at the docks. Staying on barges, like livingamong the prostitutes on Karrensteegstraat, was common enough amongRotterdam's bohemians. Still, it suggested serious poverty. Feeling sorryfor her brother, Marie regularly left food for him at the barge, which prob-ably embarrassed him: he should not have had to depend upon his sister.But even Marie rarely saw de Kooning. She would drop off her care pack-ages in the late afternoon and leave.
Whether or not de Kooning returned to the academy during those finalmonths is not clear. Did he reenter the fifth form, drawing the humanhead and beginning anatomical studies, as he later suggested? (De Koo-ning told the art historian Sam Hunter that he had drawn Roman heads,which suggests that he took at least part of the fifth-year class.] In the fallof 1925, he may well have spent more time studying. In the first twoaccounts that he gave of his academy education, he claimed that he had
studied there for six years. Still, it is more likely that whatever finish hehad put on his education was completed prior to the trip to Brussels, as hislife was so rootless after his return. The city of Rotterdam noted inNovember 1925 that Willem was no longer a settled resident of the city.
De Kooning offered one final clue to his past on his 1939 resume forthe New York World's Fair, which mentioned that he had received a silvermedal from the academy. While this medal, an important milestone, wasawarded at the end of the eighth year to the student who submitted themost distinguished drawing in that year's juried competition, there werefive smaller silver medals awarded at the end of the fifth form. It is possi-ble that de Kooning won one of those, although it is equally possible thatit was a false claim to embellish his record, just as were his claims of fur-ther study in Brussels. What is certain is that de Kooning did not completeall eight years of study at the academy. No less certain is that in 1925 and1926 the academy had little more to offer de Kooning, since he was nolonger particularly interested in increasing his technical skills. He did notwant to be an artist like Heyberg.
Where should he go? Should he remain in Europe—the more conser-vative choice—or strike out for the America he had so often fantasizedabout? The two most popular European destinations for those seeking asophisticated city or a distinguished art scene were Paris and Berlin. In theearly twenties, Berlin seemed especially modern, not only in its art but inthe way its bohemians lived. The city's sexual openness and broodingaura—its air of seeming at once young and jaded—was appealing tounorthodox sensibilities after the war. Without question, however, Parisremained the center of the art world. In 1926, one could see Matisse andPicasso at work. The influential Arts Decoratifs show had opened therethe year before. The year 1925 also saw the first exposition in Paris of thestrange, hallucinatory work of the surrealists and related artists, includingMarcel Duchamp, Man Ray, and Yves Tanguy. One could also find tradi-tional representational painters—in short, anything and everything. Morethan a hundred galleries in the city were active. The huge annual salonsexhibited the work of a thousand artists at once. Paris offered youngartists opportunities to exhibit, famous museums and schools, and, per-haps most important of all, other young artists. Rotterdam's own Kees vanDongen had made a great success of himself in Paris.
Yet de Kooning never considered going to France. The twenty-two-year-old did not yet see himself as a committed artist, so there was noobvious reason to go to Paris. "My only interest was in being an illustratoror something like that," he would later say. "I was a good housepainter.[Real] painting was a sideline." More important, he had not yet seen the
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work of Picasso, Cezanne, and Matisse, who would all—especiallyPicasso—play important roles in de Kooning's development as an artist;that would come later, when he was already in America. He continued toshare De StijFs view that commercial art was just as important to themodern world as painting and sculpture, and he took a special interest inthe sophisticated illustration that was then emanating from Germany, inparticular Berlin. According to his future brother-in-law, Conrad Fried, heseriously considered moving there, "because they were doing moreadvanced commercial work."
To a Rotterdammer, however, leaving meant getting on a ship—not atrain—and putting out to sea. The process was familiar to anyone in Rot-terdam; countless ordinary people looking for work had already shippedout to America. In de Kooning's own family, two near relatives had madethe trip: his uncle Nobel, who had settled in Brooklyn, and his brother-in-law. De Kooning tried to interest Benno Randolfi in going to the NewWorld with him. But Benno, bound more closely to his family, declined.De Kooning then tried to get to America on his own. Unable to afford aticket in steerage, the usual way of traveling to America, he applied for ajob as a deckhand on the Holland-America line. The scheme failed. Thehiring clerk, suspecting that de Kooning planned to jump ship as soon ashe reached America, refused to consider him for a job. So de Kooning triedhis luck sneaking aboard a series of ships as a stowaway. But these effortsall misfired. There would be a farewell party—and then de Kooning wouldbe back the next day. "I had a lot of trouble getting [to America]," he said."Every time I hid out on a ship, they found me, or the boat wasn't goinganywhere."
In the end, it was Leo Cohan, the brother of Benno's sister-in-law, whosucceeded in smuggling de Kooning out of Holland. Cohan had alreadybeen to New York and back, working as a waiter aboard merchant marineships; for a while, he also had a job in New York. Now he wanted to returnto America. But he needed to pay his union dues to get work on a ship. Ifde Kooning would pay the union dues for him, said Cohan, he wouldarrange for de Kooning to stow away aboard his next ship. The schemestruck de Kooning as far-fetched, but he went along with it, borrowingtwenty-five guilders from his father, who wished him luck and told himnot to come back for more. It was enough: de Kooning now had the moneyto cover Cohan's union dues. And then nothing happened. Cohan shippedout of town without de Kooning. Months passed without a word fromhim,- de Kooning forgot about the plan. Then, suddenly, Cohan appearedearly one morning. He was agitated and in a great hurry, having probablyspent much time looking for a friend without a fixed address. The ship
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Cohan had selected for de Kooning was docked in town, the Britishfreighter SS Shelley. Leased for this trip by the General Coal Company, itwas traveling from Trieste to the United States and had docked briefly inRotterdam to pick up more cargo. Now or never, Leo told de Kooning. Hehimself had been hired as a waiter and planned to jump ship in NewportNews, Virginia, the ship's destination in America. De Kooning could hidein the engine room. There was no time to lose, and no space for belong-ings; de Kooning didn't even bring the commercial portfolio that heregarded as his meal ticket in America.
Years later, when de Kooning returned to Holland for the first time, onthe occasion of his 1968 retrospective, he still felt guilty about his hastydeparture from Rotterdam. He did not seem particularly disturbed aboutabandoning his mother; it was his sister who concerned him. In 1968, hecould not even bring himself to telephone in advance to make arrange-ments to see her. The reason, he told a reporter, was that his departurestill aroused so much guilt in him. De Kooning abandoned—without evena kiss good-bye—the sister who was raising her child alone, who had beenthe solace of his childhood, who was a source of ongoing emotional sup-port and even physical sustenance. And he abandoned her in almostexactly the same way her husband had the year before, by running off toAmerica. De Kooning would always claim that he left behind a scribblednote for Marie, saying good-bye. But she never got it. One day he simplyvanished. De Kooning had no time to alert his mother in Amsterdameither, and did not let his father know that the moment had at last come.On the morning of July 18, 1926, the SS Shelley weighed anchor.
The Immigrant
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        De Kooning in the late 1930s
I didn't think there were any artists in America.
Look Bill, America!" With that shout from the sailors, de Kooninglooked out over the water—and looked again. He saw "a sort of Hol-land, lowlands, just like back home," as he remembered it. No sky-scrapers with glittering lights. No beckoning Statue of Liberty. Not onlywas he disappointed at his first glimpse of America, he was also apprehen-sive as the ship steamed into the Virginia port of Newport News on July30. The voyage itself had been stressful. He found the English ship filthyand, for much of the trip, was forced to hide in the hot, dark engine roomwhere the sailors—while never officially acknowledging his presence—gave him lots of work. "Look what needs doing here," they would say tothe empty air, knowing that he would have to do what they suggested.Worse than the heat, filth, and fear of getting caught were the sexualadvances of an older sailor who tried to take advantage of his vulnerableposition. "When we were disembarking at Newport News, the chief engi-neer saw me and gave me a big smile," de Kooning said. "I think he knewI was on the boat all the time."
Once off the ship, de Kooning's early impressions of America were notvery favorable. When Leo Cohan and some sailors took him to a barber-shop, the barber recounted with great relish the details of a lynching.What sort of country, de Kooning wondered, was this America? He feltparticularly uneasy because he knew no English, which forced him to relycompletely upon friends. Cohan, as cheerful and optimistic as ever,proved a resourceful companion who helped steer de Kooning to NewYork without passing through the usual entry point for immigrants onEllis Island—the obligatory first step for legal entrance into the UnitedStates by way of Manhattan. The passage of the Immigration Act of 1924had sharply curtailed the flow of immigrants into America, and, while thenew quotas were less restrictive for northern Europeans than for others,illegal immigrants like Cohan and de Kooning faced certain deportationfrom Ellis Island. Calling upon his network of Dutch friends, Cohanarranged to board a coast vessel carrying goods from Newport News toBoston. Throughout the next week, as they steamed up the easternseaboard, de Kooning and Cohan stoked the engines and worked as fire-
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men. Disembarking in Boston, they proceeded by train to Rhode Island,where, with a group of Dutch sailors, they boarded another coast vesselbound for the old South Street port at the tip of Manhattan. AlthoughSouth Street had been the center of the city's harbor life from the colonialera through the nineteenth century, the shipping business had mostlymoved by the 1920s to docks along the Hudson River on the West Side ofManhattan. South Street was a quiet back door into the city for those whowanted to avoid scrutiny.
"We had enough money to buy a ticket on a passenger boat," de Koo-ning remembered of the trip from Rhode Island, "with music and dancing,and early one morning I just walked off the ship and I couldn't believe it—I was free on the streets of New York." As at Newport News, he was notoverwhelmed by his first impressions. De Kooning, who always relishedthe debunking observation, said about his first view of New York: "This Iremember: no skyscrapers. They had disappeared in the fog." Their fewpossessions in hand, the group of Dutchmen headed purposefully uptownto Barclay Street, where they boarded one of the ferries connecting Man-hattan to Hoboken, New Jersey, the town across the river where theyplanned to stay. This is probably when de Kooning saw the countermanrecklessly pouring coffee into the row of cups and was suddenly seized bythe difference between Holland and America—the first slow and deliber-ate, the other driven, haphazard, profligate.
Like most immigrants, de Kooning spent his early months in Americaswaddled among his own countrymen. Hoboken was the logical place fora Dutch stowaway to live during the first unsettling days, as Cohan, theimpresario of their emigration, recognized. Once a sleepy river town andleafy retreat for New Yorkers eager to escape the summer heat, Hobokenhad become by the 1920s an important shipping town with a population ofabout seventy thousand. Four ferries connected it with its huge neighbor.The ships of nine big oceangoing lines docked at its piers, including theNetherlands-American Steam Navigation Company, which attracted anumber of Dutch settlers. By the time de Kooning arrived, the tradition-ally German flavor of Hoboken had almost disappeared, owing in part to ahuge wave of Italian immigrants around the turn of the century. Thereremained a northern European overlay to the city, however, along with aliberal sprinkling of Dutch inhabitants. The first Dutch Reformed Churchhad been founded in 1850 and maintained a high profile in the local com-munity, and the Holland Seaman's Home provided a welcoming refugefor Dutch, German, and Scandinavian sailors and immigrants. "My sailorfriends knew the Dutch settlement there, and they brought me to the
Dutch Seaman's Home, a sort of boarding house/' de Kooning said."Thanks to them the landlady gave me three weeks' credit. It was a nice,very clean little house. I liked it quite well."
Located at 332 River Street, the Holland Seaman's Home was acrossthe road from the docks lining the river and near the Lutheran Seaman'sMission. Just down River Street were the Holland bakery, the HollandHotel, and a restaurant called Holland. Despite his desire to leave the OldWorld, de Kooning—who instantly dropped his Dutch name, Willem, infavor of the all-American "Bill"—found the traces of home comforting.Plenty of work was available. More than thirty painters and decoratorsworked in Hoboken in 1926, a number of them either German or Dutchimmigrants. Their establishments bore such names as Braue and Scher-merhorn, Otto Burckhardt and Son, and Fred Schlegel. "Three days later Iwas a housepainter," de Kooning said, "and got nine dollars a day, a nicesalary for that time."
For someone who with a few notable exceptions paid little attentionto how he dressed, de Kooning showed a particular preoccupation withclothes during his early days in America: they represented both a badge ofsuccess and a symbol of a new identity. After only one week of work, deKooning proudly remembered, "I could buy a new suit, black for Sundays,low-belt trousers, nice workmen's clothes, for I didn't want to be differ-ent. ... I do like a fine suit and a nice tie." If in one week he could afford asuit, "In three weeks I could pay off my rent and had new underwear andsocks." Like many immigrants, de Kooning also wanted to demonstratehis success to his family and maintain the legend of a land of riches. Aphotograph taken in 1926, and no doubt sent home to Holland, shows deKooning and a Dutch friend on the ferry between New York and Hoboken.De Kooning is lolling back against the railing, clearly at ease with thecamera, the world, and his relative prosperity. In contrast to his Dutchcompanion, who is dressed in a poorly fitting jacket and workingman'scap, de Kooning is handsomely turned out. His three-piece suit is elegant,his shirt collar starchily correct. On his head is a fedora, raked jauntilyover his forehead and all but hiding his eyes.
De Kooning could get by without much English, though it was notalways easy. In the beginning, he knew how to order only one thing inrestaurants—a hamburger. (When he finally tried to order something elseat the local restaurant, the waiter said, "Hamburger, right?" De Kooningmeekly nodded.) On the job, he found he had much to learn about the wayhis new country operated, which often differed from the careful, artisanalmanners of Holland. "I was impressed by the workers' efficiency and their
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        De Kooning at the Stevens Institute of Technology in Hoboken, before his move to
Manhattan
tools," he said. "We worked without stopping for eight hours and usedmuch larger and better brushes than those we had in Holland. I learned agreat deal on how to mix pigment with water and oil." He was struck bythe American willingness simply to slap new paint over old; in Holland,housepainters would strip a window down to the wood before repainting.He also tried his hand at sign painting, and came away with a high regardfor the veterans with whom he worked. "Sign painting was difficult forme because they used other letters here," he said. "How the hell those oldguys smoking their pipes did it, I don't know."
De Kooning soon found helpful and congenial Dutch friends. LeoCohan, who worked as a cook in a restaurant in Hoboken, sometimesarranged for de Kooning to get free meals; between lodgings, de Kooningoccasionally stayed in Cohan's rented room. A man named WimpyDeruyter—a ship's mechanic who befriended de Kooning on the voyage toAmerica—visited whenever he was back in town. De Kooning's keenestfriendship, however, was with a Dutch singer named Bart van derSchelling. Well known for never keeping a job or having any money, Bartwas big, charming, and exceedingly attractive to both men and women.(He would later fight in the Spanish Civil War and eventually became anaive, or "primitive," painter.) Like Leo Cohan, he remained close to de
Kooning for years: in the early thirties Bill and Bart spent so much timetogether they seemed like brothers.
On Sundays, de Kooning would go sightseeing with friends. Littleremained of the rustic charm that had once brought New Yorkers acrossthe river to Hoboken. Its main allure in the Prohibition era was its greatnumber of speakeasies; a local poll taken in 1930 named Hoboken the"wettest" city in New Jersey. But there was some greenery in the area.Only steps from the Holland Seaman's Home was Hudson Square, whichlooked over the river. Just beyond lay the Stevens Institute of Technology,which was housed in a mansion on a promontory known as Castle Point.De Kooning went there often to look across the water at the city. Withfriends like Bart, Wimpy, and Leo—who sounded like a troupe of comics—de Kooning also began to explore New York. He felt comfortable with itskaleidoscopic jumble of ethnic groups, which recalled the mixing ofDutch and foreigners around the Rotterdam docks. He saw the poverty,too, which belied the myth of easy riches: the slums on the Lower EastSide,- the tenements with windowless inner rooms and public toilets onevery other floor; the two-bit flophouses on the Bowery. (One day, hewould come to love the photographs of Weegee—the great chronicler ofthe city's meaner streets.) But that was not the New York that caught hiseye. The Roaring Twenties were one of the city's great decades. It thrivedon too much money, not enough sleep, and worried cries from the rest ofthe country about "decadence." The WPA guide to the city, compiled aspart of the 1930s Federal Writers' Project, perfectly captured the proudlyself-conscious, rhetorical flair of the period:
All through the 1920s New York had been not only the symbol ofAmerica but the daemonic symbol of the modern—the fortunate giantin his youth, the world city whose past weighed least heavily upon itsfuture. ... It was a city infallible in finance, torrential in pace, unlim-ited in resource, hard as infrangible diamonds, forever leaping upon themoment beyond. "You can get away with anything," said EllenThatcher in John Dos Passos' Manhattan Transfer, "if you do it quickenough." Speed—with its dividend, sensation—became the master for-mula in every human activity and technique: Wall Street, dancing,crime, the theater, construction, even death.
What de Kooning thrilled to was the pop energy of the city, which wasexotic to a Dutchman who grew up in the subdued culture of northernEurope. Here was freedom from the constraints of class, taste, and disap-proving looks,- here was a new kind of openness, an invitation to wonder.
One of the first places he visited was Coney Island, a masterpiece of rhine-stone splendor that provided entertainment for New York's lower andmiddle classes. Cecil Beaton described it this way during the 1930s:
Every Saturday and Sunday a million people go to bathe at ConeyIsland, reached by subway in half an hour. They stay until the electricbulbs silhouette the minarets, domes and turrets, illumine the skele-tons of roller-coasters and the magnificent pleasure-palace of George C.Tilyou (the Barnum of Coney Island), which with its many columnsand electrical splendour, resembles something from the Pan-Americanexposition of 1900. The passengers on the Cyclone rend the air withtheir concerted screams, so many muezzins calling the azan.
"I liked the sentimental side of the people," de Kooning said, "thegirls, the houses on the avenues, and the skyscrapers." Not surprisingly,he relished Times Square. Perhaps it reminded him of the square at thefoot of the Coolsingel in Rotterdam, where he had whiled away time withthe Randolfis. Except it was bigger, more extravagant, crazier. Like theharbor of Rotterdam, Times Square was a crossroads populated by sailors,tourists, prostitutes, and pimps—and just about everyone in between.Times Square in 1926 was lined with movie houses, shooting galleries,and amusement arcades. At night, it shimmered with thousands ofbrightly colored electric lights. De Kooning had himself photographedamid the bustle of Times Square. He looked like a man at home.
Once de Kooning found his footing in America, Hoboken seemed toomuch like North Rotterdam. Crowded tenements, cold-water walk-ups, and communal backyard toilets or privies were the realities ofworking-class life in Hoboken; he had not left Rotterdam to move to asimilarly depressed city across the ocean. More important, he missedliving in a bohemian milieu. It was one thing to be a workingman livingamong artists or people like the Randolfis who flourished on the marginsof society. It was quite another to be a workingman among workers. OnSundays, a friend with an old car sometimes drove him to Storm King, ahigh promontory of land up the Hudson with sweeping views down theriver. "We would stand by the parapet and look at the view of the city," deKooning said. "It used to scare me to death. I would say to myself, There'sno art here. You came to the wrong place.' " Although he visited the gal-leries on Fifty-seventh Street, they mostly showed plummy European
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paintings intended for conservative apartments on the Upper East Side.He saw nothing like Mondrian.
Leo Cohan urged de Kooning to move across the river. "I said to him,'Bill, you mustn't hang around in Hoboken. You must go to Manhattan.There you'll find other artists.' " In Hoboken, de Kooning began to hearabout a community in the city called Greenwich Village, where poets andpainters were said to live. He determined its location—south of Four-teenth Street and north of Canal Street—and one day found himself amidthe oddly angled streets and old brownstones. But he could not find "theVillage" he had heard about. "There were just lots of Italians standingaround on corners. Inside, you know, the Village was nice, but from theoutside, you couldn't tell it was there—it was so quiet." Then, while stillliving in Hoboken, de Kooning met a Sicilian artist named Mirabaggo,who lived in the Village. When a barber whom Mirabaggo knew retired, hebought the empty barbershop and opened a coffeehouse decorated withplaster copies of Greek and Roman sculpture. De Kooning began to spendtime there on weekends. Soon he was also going to Cafe Rienzi, anothercoffeehouse that opened shortly after Mirabaggo's. He began to discoverold Village hangouts, such as the Pepper Pot, the MacDougal Tavern, andthe Jumble Shop. All of them had been in varying degrees haunts of writ-ers and artists since the 1890s. Of greatest importance to de Kooning,however, was the living presence of painters. "Here in Greenwich Villagethere was a strong tradition of painting and poetry," he said. "I had notknown this, and it brought back memories of my interests when I was 14,15 or 16 years old."
Now that he had located an American art world, de Kooning naturallywanted to join it. He made some drawings and illustrations to replace theportfolio that he had left behind in Belgium, and began to read the HelpWanted ads for commercial artists in the Manhattan newspapers, just ashe had in Brussels. When one ran in the New York World he dropped offhis portfolio at the stated address. To his dismay, the place was mobbedwith applicants for the job. He had all but given up hope when a manappeared holding aloft a portfolio and shouting, "Where's de Kooning?"The American's pronunciation was jarring. In Dutch, de Kooning was pro-nounced with a hard "o"—as in Koning. In American, he was de Kooning.
The job was his. De Kooning was so pleased—his first triumph inAmerica!—that he signed up immediately, no questions asked. "I didn'teven ask them the salary because I thought if I made twelve dollars a dayas a house painter [de Kooning variously described his Hoboken wages asnine or twelve dollars a day] I would make at least twenty dollars a day
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being an artist." The elation abruptly ended after a week when he washanded twenty-five dollars. "I was so astonished I asked him if that was aday's pay," said de Kooning. "He said, 'No, that's for the whole week.' "De Kooning had learned the hard way that less skilled labor could paymore than an arts-related job and that life in America was not going to beeasy. "It turned out to be quite different from what I thought," de Kooningsaid of America. "Nowhere near as luxurious as I imagined it."
Disgruntled, de Kooning spent the weekend wondering whether ornot to return to housepainting in Hoboken. Cohan and other Dutchfriends urged him to keep the new job. As Cohan sensed, art and the com-pany of artists would finally prove far more important to his friend than afatter paycheck. Although de Kooning by no means considered himself aserious painter—that would only come years later—he made an essentialdecision that weekend: he must at least live in the neighborhood of art.His hopes of making a fortune waned, but his interest in an American artworld strengthened. A little more than a year after his arrival in Hoboken,de Kooning packed his few possessions, said good-bye to his sailor friends,and took the ferry into Manhattan.
Of course, New York is really like a Byzantine city.
In 1927, a Russian emigre artist named Anton Refregier saw a promisingadvertisement in the New York Times for a job with a design and deco-rating firm. The ad called for a "modern artist" which, as Refregier laterremembered, was then unheard of, since what public taste demanded wasfake rococo paintings. Refregier applied and was hired at the firm of East-man Brothers for $25 a week. "When I was hired, it was explained that oneof my functions was to go up to a place on 49th Street and 6th Avenue, arooming house, and wake up an artist who was the artist of the studio atthat time and was quite essential for the project," Refregier said. "I did notparticularly like this part of my job. I went there and knocked at the doorand a rather gruff voice with a heavy Dutch accent answered and I said,'Mr. de Kooning, it's time to get up.' "
Eastman Brothers—the firm that had hired de Kooning a few weeksearlier—was located close to the theater district, the source of much of itsbusiness. The firm had a florid and theatrical air; it was, as Refregierattested, "unique." The brothers Nathaniel and Irving Eastman had firstopened for business in the early 1920s as purveyors of Russian arts andcrafts. By the mid-twenties they had become an all-purpose design factory.Their firm filled the second floor of a building at 127 West Forty-seventhStreet, in a neighborhood of old row houses that had been partly convertedinto commercial enterprises. At Eastman, different teams produced stagesets, decorated speakeasies, made stained-glass windows for synagogues,and did interior design and renovation. In keeping with their advertise-ment, Eastman also specialized in modern design, often in the newly fash-ionable art deco style. Within the firm, there was a definite hierarchy. The"artists" like de Kooning and Refregier made designs to scale, which arti-sans then enlarged and executed.
No doubt Eastman Brothers reminded de Kooning of earlier employ-ers, such as Gidding and the van Genechten firm in Brussels, both ofwhich were also run by pairs of brothers. But there was one important dif-ference: the Eastman brothers were grand fakers rather than designers andcraftsmen of the old school. "Instead of making real stained glass, forexample, they made fake glass," said Tully Filmus, another Russian-born
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artist who signed on for a project at Eastman Brothers in 1929 and workedwith both de Kooning and Refregier. "Everything was theatrical, for show.They weren't respectable." The windows produced at Eastman Brothersfor poorer synagogues were just glass with rich colors painted on the sur-face. "After we finished a glass window," said Filmus, "a man would comeand do stippling to make it look like it was old glass." In the context ofprovincial America—and especially in the make-believe world of stagedesign—such forgeries were accepted without question. Refregier latersaid that he would routinely fake Boucher and Fragonard paintings forinterior decorators, "which was done by either copying something thatwas available in the Metropolitan [Museum], or from photography. Andthen the interior decorator expected you to shellac the painting and thentake a little bit of oil and raw umber and smear all over the thing," givingit the illusion of age. This form of craftsmanship paid well: $75 a paintingwas the going price. The fakes were often very good. One friend said deKooning worked for a solid week on just one such panel for an Eastmanproject.
The brothers operated their business in a fly-by-night style. Employ-ment was strictly freelance, even for prized designers like Refregier and deKooning. When the brothers landed a new job, they would advertise in thepaper and assemble a temporary crew. For the duration of the project thepay was reasonably good (for a commercial artist) and the nine-to-fiveworkday was easy compared to what other firms demanded. Once the jobwas completed, however, the team was disbanded with no guarantee offuture work. For those who sought security, it was an unsettling way oflife. But de Kooning, never one to punch a clock, was already accustomedto this on-again, off-again style and generally preferred it. "It used to beterrific here," de Kooning told Martha Bourdrez, a fellow Dutch immi-grant, in 1950. "No taxes, and one could easily freelance." His technicaltraining at both the Gidding firm and the academy made him particularlyvaluable to the Eastmans. The job itself was a godsend during his earlydays in the city, giving him steady (if intermittent) work for three years, ata place where his lack of English was not a drawback. The Eastmans wereprobably not long off the boat themselves, and were accustomed to deal-ing with immigrants. The projects were often adventurous for the youngartists. Refregier recalled with awe that, when the firm was decoratingspeakeasies in the late twenties, the gangsters behaved just as they did inthe movies, with bodyguards protecting their backs.
Eastman Brothers gave de Kooning the opportunity to meet otherslike himself. Through the Eastman freelancers, he developed a circle of
friends in America who knew their way around art, a small but extremelysupportive group of emigre artists. "Looking back/' said Refregier, "thosewere wonderful days. Everybody, practically every artist of any reputationat one time or another worked in that studio." Much of the intellectualand artistic excitement of the period—otherwise a time of increasingprovincialism in American culture—was centered in this emigre commu-nity. It was a world filled with Russians, Armenians, Greeks, and Italians,many of them trained in academies abroad. Most were highly intelligent.Almost all were poor. As outsiders thrown together in this strange newplace, often speaking only rudimentary English, they possessed a strongcommon bond and maintained a wider, more worldly outlook than mostAmerican artists. "It was nice to be foreigners meeting in some newplace," de Kooning said. "Of course, New York is really like a Byzantinecity—it's very natural [to meet other foreigners] too."
Given Eastman Brothers' particular role as a clearinghouse for expatri-ate Russian artists, de Kooning developed strong early ties to the Russiannetwork in New York. Foremost among his new acquaintances wasRefregier, his designated watchdog, who soon knew de Kooning wellenough to complain about the daily wake-up visits demanded by the firm."Bill, for Christ's sake, don't put me in this position," Refregier wouldcomplain. "Can't you possibly get up by yourself?" (De Kooning contin-ued to have trouble getting up all his life.) But he and Refregier stillbecame close friends. A short, slender man with memorably warm eyes,"Ref" was affable and easygoing, a good mentor for a young immigrantfinding his way. "He was more sociable than Bill," said Lewis Jacobs, afriend of the two artists from Eastman Brothers. "He had an easy man-ner—very gentle. And he spoke very good English."
Every artist de Kooning met had a story. For example, Refregier, bornin Moscow to a Russian mother and a father whose French family hadmoved to Russia several generations before, left Russia when he was onlyfifteen, at about the time of the revolution. He went first to Munich andParis, where he was apprenticed to a Russian sculptor named Vassilief.Then, at age eighteen, he set out for America with his mother. In his firstyears in the United States, Refregier scrambled to make money any wayhe could, from waiting tables in restaurants to making decorations forConey Island. Somehow, he saved enough money to attend the RhodeIsland School of Design, in Providence. Then, in the fall of 1925, he wentto Manhattan, determined to become a mural painter. Instead, he wasforced to settle for various commercial jobs, including painting murals inspeakeasies. Refregier was only a year older than de Kooning, yet he had
seen much more of the world. He was also familiar with all the commer-cial art establishments of Manhattan, a world with its own rules andinsiders' ways. De Kooning also formed fairly close ties with several otherartists at Eastman Brothers. One was Tully Filmus, who had grown up inPhiladelphia and studied art at the Pennsylvania Academy of Art. Aslight, gentle-souled man, Filmus often painted remembered scenes of hisearly childhood in the shtetls of Russia. Another, more casual acquain-tance of de Kooning's was Jacobs, a close friend of Tully's from Philadel-phia who was briefly hired at Eastman Brothers after Refregier and deKooning were already established there. Although Jacobs had studied artbefore coming to New York, he was less dedicated to painting than Filmuswas and would eventually leave the field to become a filmmaker and anexpert on independent films.
Were such people Americans? Did Eastman Brothers reflect the wayAmericans did business? And what did it mean, anyway, to be an Ameri-can? De Kooning did not put such questions to himself in abstract terms,of course, but he responded warmly to the theatrical extravagance andimpure mixtures of people and ideas that he found at Eastman Brothers.He was living much as he had in Holland, only more so, without the oldrules and no pious respect for the past or its precedents. Eastman Brotherswas a kind of crazy-mirror reflection of the sober life at Gidding, and theirregularity of his employment repeated his experience with BernardRomein at Cohn Donnay—but with Russians sent to bang on his door inthe morning. The showmanship, fakery, and "by the seat of your pants"style delighted the Dutchman. This was a place where you could remakeyourself, and admire others who were doing the same.
Through Refregier and Filmus, de Kooning met David Burliuk, thefirst artist to make a significant impression on him in America and aRussian who particularly celebrated the flux of modern life. Flamboyant,effusive, and intoxicated by visionary ideas about the future, Burliuk hadhelped found the futurist movement in Russia prior to the revolution. (Hehad met Kazimir Malevich as early as 1905.) In New York, Burliuk contin-ued to proselytize and treat whoever would listen to his recollections andrevolutionary ardor. He and his wife, Marysua, maintained an informalsalon at which artists would come to sip tea, talk, and listen to hisgrandiose pronouncements about what he called in his writing "AMER-ICA THE GREAT." In de Kooning's day, Burliuk was infatuated by thenew technology of radio and its possibilities for transforming the world.Describing himself as "painter, poet, orator, actor and show-man,"Burliuk considered himself the founder of the "radio movement," whoseaim was to "unite all Radio-modernists" in the world. In 1926, he pub-
lished a manifesto on "Radio-Style," which he issued from the "UniversalCamp of Radio-Modernists." America would lead this march of art intothe future.
While Burliuk was something of a blowhard, he was also admired forhis role in furthering progressive art and for his connection to Russianmodernism. And the reserved de Kooning always loved outsize charactersand extroverted visionaries. Burliuk's circle included, in addition to manyRussians, a number of American painters. Joseph Stella was a regular inBurliuk's living room. Stella had spent three years, from 1909 to 1912, inItaly and France, where he befriended and was influenced by the leadingfuturists. An Italian American, he was a bohemian in good standing andone of the original Village artists; younger painters often referred to him asa kind of "papa." The young Japanese-American sculptor Isamu Noguchi,who had recently moved to the Village, also regularly visited the Burliuks'salons and may well have met de Kooning there. For both young artists,the salons offered an important first taste of the artistic and intellectualdebate that would surround them in the next decade.
In the late twenties, de Kooning—who had often fantasized as an ado-lescent about glamorous American girls "in black nylon stockings"—found a girlfriend who fit seamlessly into the crazy-quilt pattern of hisnew life. Her name was Virginia, or "Nini," Diaz. She was a tightrope orwire walker in the ornate and slightly tawdry world of vaudeville. DeKooning made a romantic story of their meeting. One day, he said, he sawher performing at one of the vaudeville palaces that lined Broadway, notfar from Eastman Brothers. At that time, the area around Times Square,especially the contiguous blocks up and down Broadway, was filled withmovie houses that alternated short feature films with live vaudeville. DeKooning took only one look at her, he would say—at her striking hour-glass figure, long and luxurious dark hair, and gamine-like charm—andknew that he was smitten. What Nini herself recalled was more prosaic.She said de Kooning never saw her perform, which was one of her regrets.Instead, she said, they met at the boarding house on West Forty-ninthStreet, the one where Refregier would come knocking and where de Koo-ning was sharing a room with another artist. Nini and her sister Corinne,with whom she performed, had earlier moved into that same boardinghouse. When the landlady told her that the new artist tenants were havinga party, Nini went and saw de Kooning with a tub full of beer and a crowdof people in his room. "I wasn't a drinking person," said Diaz. "But he waswonderful. We dated right away."
Born in New York City, Diaz had grown up in a circus family. Hermother and father were aerialists with the Barnum and Bailey Circus. Her
father had been born in Spain, her mother in France. Owing to hermother's French background, Nini spent six years in a boarding school inParis before rejoining her parents and three siblings in America. At thatpoint, her father was performing with the Ringling Brothers Circus,- Ninialso began to train as a performer. Eventually, she appeared with her sib-lings in a traveling act that took them from Chicago to Cuba to NewYork. "I was fourteen when I first performed," said Diaz. "Before that wetrained. Five or six feet was as high as we ever went. It was not high-wire.I did fast cross-steps—a fast run on the wire." By the time that Nini andCorinne settled into the New York rooming house, however, their kind ofact was losing popularity. "We got the last of vaudeville," she said. Hersister, already married and the mother of a child, was eager to leave thelife, and for her own part, Nini was only too happy to scale back perform-ing and take up with de Kooning. He had not been with another womansince Europe, said Diaz, and proved an ardent and devoted lover. Together,the couple moved in 1928 into a small, two-story building at 64 WestForty-sixth Street, and Diaz assumed his name—which was a commonpractice at the time for unmarried women. Their new home was some-what shabby but convenient both to Eastman Brothers and to the theaterdistrict, where Diaz still occasionally performed. It was also inexpensive."We were very poor," said Diaz. "One time I had been in Chicago yearsearlier, and while taking ballet lessons I had become engaged to thisdancer. He gave me an engagement ring. Later on [Bill and I] lived on thatring. Whenever we needed it, Bill would hock it and get five dollars."
In many ways, Diaz was a perfect match for the young de Kooning.Like him, she straddled the worlds of Europe and America. Her first lan-guage was French, and her English, while better than his, was not pol-ished. "I was the last of the children to learn English," said Diaz. Sheshared with him a certain old-fashioned European notion about the rolesof the sexes: a woman should cook and clean and make a nice home for aman. "I took care of that boy like a prince," she said. "I saw there was agood dinner on the table. I cleaned. He could drink out of the toilet bowl."In her devotion to old-fashioned standards, she may well have remindedde Kooning of the Dutch in general and even, perhaps, of certain aspects ofhis own mother, who made a point of cleanliness. Even Nini's personal-ity—outgoing, talkative, a "live wire," as Tully Filmus said—may haveevoked Cornelia. "Nini was street-smart," said one early friend from the1930s, Bea Reiner. "She understood life. She was capable of looking atsomeone and sizing them up."
And yet, if Diaz brought a certain familiarity to de Kooning—shecould have knocked elbows and made her way in the streets of North Rot-
terdam—she also represented something more exotic. Circus performerswere a favorite subject of European modernists. Not only Seurat andPicasso, but also many German expressionists were intrigued by clowns,acrobats, and tightrope walkers, who were often treated as surrogates forthe modern artist. Circus performers operated apart from conventionalsociety. They symbolized the exciting freedom and danger of living out-side bourgeois constraints. At the same time, Diaz, who was hired as amovie extra at one point, was enough of an American flapper to satisfy deKooning's desire for a sexy American girl. He loved movie stars like MaeWest—whose 1926 Broadway show, Sex, was a succes de scandale—andthe latest songs of Duke Ellington and Fats Waller. He was a great fan ofAmerican comics and was beginning to pepper his talk with such nativeAmerican lingo as "hot potato," "smart cookie," "terrific," a trait thatthroughout his life endeared him to his friends.
De Kooning was so useful to the Eastmans that they invited him toaccompany them on a long winter trip to Florida. The brothers drove deKooning and Nini to and from Miami in their big Packard car. Once there,the Eastmans and de Kooning studied the architecture of Miami, develop-ing ideas for stage sets, while Diaz sunbathed on the beach. The trip was agreat success, except when de Kooning was bitten by a Portuguese man-of-war and became ill. Diaz said, "Bill never went back to a beach again." Shewas both right and wrong. There was only one thing that de Kooning, whohated swimming, feared more than the sea—and that was being awayfrom it for too long.
In his struggle to become an American, de Kooning not only cultivatedslang but also seldom spoke Dutch. No matter how accented his En-glish, he refused to turn to his first language for help, even when speakingwith Dutch acquaintances. He seemed to want to erase the Old World, notjust put it behind him. He sometimes seemed melancholy, and his friendsat Eastman Brothers found him somewhat remote. "I don't know if he wasafraid his English wasn't good enough, but he never started a conversa-tion," said Lew Jacobs. "He would reply, but it was only a word or two, nota sentence. Unless you were just kidding around. He had a great sense ofhumor." Both Jacobs and Tully Filmus remembered de Kooning wrappedin a kind of shy, humble, and friendly persona—a pose typical of a personin a foreign environment—that they never quite believed in. It was animage that would persist for years. A decade later, the painter ConradMarca-Relli said, "He was like the Dutch Boy on the paint cans, blond andblue-eyed. He was like a little boy. He had a thick Dutch accent. He was a
very Chaplinesque character, that little immigrant. His whole mannerwas very humble. If he came into a room, he was awkward, like with hishat in his hand. And everything was 'beautiful,' 'wonderful.' "
At times, de Kooning's shy and friendly surface seemed to conceal awatchfulness, bordering on suspicion, that puzzled observers. His moresensitive friends rarely believed they were getting the whole man. "Ialways felt that his sense of humor was really a protective coating, thatbehind that was Bill," said Jacobs. "He was friendly on the outside but aclosed person on the inside." It was only in art—or perhaps when he fell inlove—that de Kooning revealed more of himself. De Kooning told no oneat Eastman Brothers of any private ambitions, particularly those concern-ing the serious practice of art. Both Filmus and Jacobs regarded him as adesigner and carpenter. "Bill was just trying to make ends meet," said Fil-mus. "He wasn't intending to be a 'painter' at that point. He thought ofhimself as a commercial artist." However, Nini Diaz said that from herfirst days with him in late 1927, not long after his move to Manhattanfrom Hoboken, de Kooning was obsessed with art. "Bill just wanted to bean artist," she said. "In Europe, his mama had sent him to learn how tomake cabinets and such. But the drawings he used to do! He just did jobsso he could paint." According to Diaz, de Kooning subjected himself tounrelenting, merciless self-criticism. "Bill tore up everything," she said.One painting that she particularly loved—the subject was a nude, possiblyDiaz herself, playing cards—ended up the way most of de Kooning's can-vasses did. "He ripped that one to pieces."
As soon as he could afford to buy supplies, de Kooning began to paintand draw on the side, much as his mentor Bernard Romein did. EastmanBrothers was located only ten blocks south of the art galleries on Fifty-seventh Street, and de Kooning often spent his lunch hour at an exhibi-tion. In 1927, he saw a show of Matisse's work at the Valentine DudensingGallery. The twenty-three-year-old commercial artist marveled atMatisse's command of composition and stood before one picture dazzledby a "beautiful cobalt violet." He remained for a few minutes and thenrushed out to buy a tube of violet pigment, hurrying home to paint so thathe could "keep that feeling" alive. The picture he began that afternoon,almost entirely in Matisse's manner and nothing like de Kooning's earlieracademic works, was one of two still lifes de Kooning painted that year asa direct homage to Matisse.
Since there were few galleries in New York, a single show of modernart could have a tremendous impact on local artists. That was the onlypositive aspect to the paucity of modernist offerings in the city. In the late1920s and early 1930s, a handful of art dealers on Fifty-seventh Street,
including those at the Valentine Dudensing and Pierre Matisse galleries(the latter owned by the son of Henri Matisse), occasionally displayedpaintings by Miro, Matisse, Picasso, and the cubists. The Julien LevyGallery represented surrealists, among them de Chirico, Miro, and Ernst.The J. B. Neumann Gallery showed the German expressionists, and EdithHalpert's Downtown Gallery on West Thirteenth Street showed StuartDavis and other American modernists. Until 1930, however, the Metro-politan Museum of Art possessed no works by Cezanne or van Gogh anddid not own a single work painted after 1900. The Museum of Modern Artand the Whitney Museum of American Art would not open until, respec-tively, 1929 and 1931. Only two pioneering art institutions in the 1920shelped inform the public about modern art. One was the SocieteAnonyme, which was located at 19 East Forty-seventh Street and exhib-ited abstract and avant-garde art. Katherine Dreier, a wealthy Americanartist and collector, created the Societe with the help and advice of bothMarcel Duchamp, whom she had met in 1916, and the Dada and surrealistphotographer and artist Man Ray. The Societe, which lasted from 1920 to1950, sponsored lectures and traveling exhibitions and introduced thework of such artists as Klee and Malevich to America.
The second pioneering institution was the Gallatin Gallery of LivingArt, a collection that Albert Gallatin displayed for years at New York Uni-versity. Located on Washington Square in Greenwich Village, close tomany artists' studios, it opened to the public in 1927 and containedimportant works by Picasso, Leger, and Mondrian, among others.Together, the Societe Anonyme and the Gallatin Gallery helped define thenarrow perimeters of modern art in New York, at least in an institutionalsense. So limited was the New York art scene when compared with thevitality of Paris that the artist Ilya Bolotowsky once said that in one after-noon someone could cover the whole art world of the United States quiteeasily. By contrast, in the Paris of the late 1920s and '30s, numerous deal-ers, collectors, and critics were paying attention to art. "The whole lifewas attuned to it," said the artist Ludwig Sander.
If there was little enthusiasm in America for the European avant-garde, there was virtually none for the homegrown modernists. Anobserver in the late 1920s could be forgiven for supposing that Americahad not produced any significant modern painting whatsoever. AlthoughAmerican modernists of the preceding generation such as John Marin andArthur Dove were included in the celebrated Armory Show of 1913,which contained everything from Marcel Duchamp's famous NudeDescending a Staircase to the gritty realism of the so-called Ash Canschool, their work had little lasting impact. (The Ash Can school's graphic
vision of working-class life had, however, created a generation of follow-ers.) In the late 1920s, illustrative American scene painting, together witha diluted version of the Ash Can realism, dominated American taste. Thepublic and most artists remained suspicious of "imported" styles of art. Itwas one thing for the European avant-garde to paint in a new abstract orcubist fashion,- it was another for Americans to do so.
And yet, the few American modernists could not just ignore develop-ments abroad; doing so would only confirm their provincial status. Manytried to straddle the ocean, addressing American subjects in a modernistway, but earned little respect for doing so. "The Armory Show was a com-plete disaster to American art because it made people think that you'd gotto do things in a certain style," said the artist Fairfield Porter, a represen-tational painter who was also a first-rate critic. Porter despised the "have-to-paint-in-such-and-such-a-way" lectures of both the modernists and thenativist or moralizing artists. "American art was provincial before," hesaid. "And it became more provincial as a result of the Armory Show." Tosome degree, de Kooning was insulated from this demoralizing environ-ment. For one thing, he concealed his ambitions and was accustomed toliving in provincial places. For another, he had little choice about whetheror not to be a modernist. He himself was a European who could hardlyadopt the nativist style without appearing false and ingratiating, and wastherefore free to follow without ideological distraction his modernistpredilections. Tully Filmus, whose art would always remain rooted inchildhood memories, said that in 1930 "Bill had been bitten by the mod-ern bug. He either couldn't, or wouldn't, work in the academic tradition."
De Kooning's earliest known paintings in America attest to his bud-ding modernism. He was particularly interested in painting small, fairlyabstract still lifes that included egglike shapes that owed something bothto Miro and Arp and to his classical training at the academy, where stu-dents were painstakingly taught to draw pure geometric forms. The pic-tures have a surrealist air of possibility and implication; the suggestion ofbirth, evoked by the eggs, may also have been appealing to an immigranthoping to remake his life. The "eggs" are also rich in contrary meaning.On the one hand, they are still and delicate and poised; on the other, theycall to mind cracking and breaking. They are metaphors about metamor-phosis itself. The ever-changing oval would never leave de Kooning's art.As the critic Thomas Hess wrote:
The egg: It appears in the earliest pictures as a still-life object whoseovals can fill a painting, as a village of huts, or a head. When it loses itsidentity as Egg, the oval remains insistently in faces, eyes, breasts, a
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light-bulb on a table, a pure shape that might be a lamp globe or the topof a glass seen from an angle of an apple. At some point in this processthe oval enters de Kooning's mind and eye as a possession that, justbecause of its ability to multiply meanings, can be used anywhere hewants to put it.
Even as he worked at Eastman Brothers, de Kooning drew obsessively,defining and redefining his ideas through his hand, as he would through-out his life. For de Kooning, drawing was almost as necessary as breathing.It was a way to stay in touch with the world; as the charcoal or pencilmoved across the paper, it released some of his nervous energy. Drawingwas also a way to continue working as an artist when there was notenough time, space, or money to paint. His drawings were uncompromis-ingly modern. At one point in the late 1920s, Diaz peddled them aroundcorporate offices in midtown to try and make some money. She returnedwith almost $200. (Among the buyers was the owner of the company thatmade Van Heusen socks, who purchased several.) De Kooning, Diaz said,was thrilled with the money. When she told him that many people criti-cized the drawings for being "too far ahead of the times," however, deKooning flew into a rage. "They're going to tell me how to work!" heshouted and began to bang things around. "When he went into a rage thefurniture flew," said Diaz. "That one time was one of the first."
As a new immigrant struggling in New York to re-create himself, deKooning began to construct a certain kind of physical environmentaround himself, one that appeared strangely innocent and almost new-born—and entirely modern. "The modern" was his passionate aspiration,although what "modern" meant for him personally still remained, in adeep sense, ill-defined. He knew better what was not modern than whatwas. What was not modern was Holland, Gidding, and fussy little rooms.He remembered too well a childhood of constantly moving from onepinched room to another. In his early apartments, he would place flat pan-els on the doors in order to conceal their decorative molding, whichreminded him of the Old World. One time, said Filmus, he even tried toswaddle the ornate tin ceiling of his apartment with a huge bolt of cleanwhite material. He worked for hours stretching and tacking up the cloth.Then the two artists went to lunch, only to find upon their return that thecloth had sagged in the middle and become an upended tent.
In 1929, de Kooning had an unexpected vision of how an artist mightlive. Through his Eastman connections, he met the Armenian artist andsculptor Raoul Hague, who had recently moved to Manhattan from Wood-stock. Not only did Hague live in an unconventional part of town—
Chelsea, then mainly an industrial district rather than a residential area—he also lived in one of the first artist "lofts," an industrial space withoutinterior walls that a few artist-pioneers were using for both working andliving quarters. (Hague himself got the idea from an older painter namedJohn Nichols, whose loft on Tenth Street Hague saw while delivering apackage to him from Woodstock.) Soon after meeting Hague, de Kooningvisited him on West Eighteenth Street in Chelsea, where the sculptorlived on the top floor of a three-story converted carriage house betweenSixth and Seventh Avenues. On the ground floor was a taxicab company;above that was a speakeasy. De Kooning climbed the stairs. As Hagueopened the door, a vast area of nearly raw space opened out before theyoung artist. It seemed to go on forever, stretching ninety-five feet backfrom the street and with no interior walls to break the plane. Lightstreamed in from windows at each end and to one side. It was bright, airy,enormous. It was a place to breathe freely. De Kooning, who had alwayslived in small rooms—who loved the open sea but had never known thepsychic luxury of space—stood at the door, dazzled.
I can't see myself as an academic. I think of myself as a song-and-dance man.
By 1929, de Kooning had established what must have seemed an envi-able new life. Three years after coming to America, the twenty-five-year-old had an American girlfriend, more or less steadyemployment, and enough money to make ends meet. "He always man-aged," said Diaz, "to find a dollar." He had many European friends andwas increasingly involved in the local art world. He could be forgiven forthinking that the hardest days were behind him.
In the first five hours of trading on October 23, 1929, the stock marketlost five billion dollars. The crash and subsequent economic paralysisruined many prosperous Americans, but what would become known asthe Depression was hardest on those who lived on the margins, amongthem immigrants and artists. Its full impact was not felt for a while, butalmost immediately people began to retrench. It was in that spirit that deKooning, who knew firsthand what an economic depression meant andsensed that design firms would now attract less business, began to scoutaround for work to buttress his freelance stints at Eastman Brothers. Inparticular, he spent more time as a carpenter. He had always been adeptwith his hands and had probably honed his carpentry skills at his Giddingjob. His friends took advantage of his skill, often asking him to make fur-niture for them. He would soon become celebrated among artists forbuilding simple but sturdy platform beds that had metal pipes for legs andrubber mattresses. He is widely credited with devising this bed, whicheventually became common in the studios of New York.
De Kooning also sought more lucrative projects. As his Eastman worktapered off, he acquired two design commissions. One consisted of reno-vating the Manhattan apartment of a couple named Vladimir and MattyErlingon. The second, larger project was the renovation of a luxuriouslyappointed penthouse on Fifty-seventh Street. Its owner, a real estateentrepreneur named Norman K. Winston, wanted to give a modern lookto the conventional square layout. He could afford to do what he liked: heowned a building on Forty-ninth Street named after himself, and, accord-ing to Lew Jacobs, his wife "had a grand salon on the Riviera." Winstondressed the part of a wealthy man, wearing expensive suits and a showy
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watch. He took an immediate liking to the affable Dutchman and hisvaudeville girlfriend. Before work started, he often gave de Kooning andNini a large breakfast. ''He'd say, 'Now, Nini, there are fresh eggs,' " shesaid. "And I'd say, 'Yes, Mr. Winston.' " According to Jacobs, "Bill wasredesigning the whole apartment. He was changing the whole shape,building a piece out here, adding a thing there." It took him months tocomplete the work. Tully Filmus, whom de Kooning showed around theapartment, recalled that Winston wanted a lowered ceiling. De Kooningthen hung a square boxlike second ceiling under the original "so that itwould look modern." To help him, de Kooning hired a skilled Germancabinetmaker. De Kooning would create the designs and then give themto the cabinetmaker to execute, in much the same way that the designersat Gidding and Eastman Brothers worked with craftsmen. Sometimes,de Kooning bartered his skills. Already, his teeth—so neglected while hewas growing up—were beginning to give him problems. They were riddledwith cavities and discolored from smoking. De Kooning found a dentist,Dr. Rebecca Horowitz, who took care of him "in exchange," Diaz said,"for Bill fixing up her place. She had one of the first modern gorgeous stu-dios." Diaz also brought in income by touring occasionally with DonValeria, who had a wire act that he took on the road. When Valeria got ajob through his agent, he would often call Nini or her sister to see if eitherwould perform with him.
As the economic situation of the country deteriorated, de Kooning, nodoubt prompted by Nini—who was tired of pawning her ring—began tolook for a regular nine-to-five job. Sometime around the end of 1929 orearly in 1930, he applied for what was considered a particularly plummyjob during the Depression, working as a window-display designer for A. S.Beck, a prosperous chain of New York shoe stores. He probably heardabout the job from Nini's brother-in-law, Eddie, who worked as a sales-man for A. S. Beck and no doubt vouched for de Kooning. The firm hiredhim, along with a Russian artist named Roman Chatoff, at a startingsalary of around twenty dollars a week. Every morning, de Kooningreported to the firm's headquarters at 139 Duane Street, where the win-dow displays were designed. It was his first—and it would be his last-regular nine-to-five job. He had last worked full-time at Gidding. A steadyjob made him uneasy, arousing in him the constricting feelings of bour-geois respectability, lost freedom, and heavy responsibility that he wouldfear all his life.
Not long after joining A. S. Beck, de Kooning noticed an employee car-rying a book into the shop and asked him what he was reading. It was avolume on Matisse. De Kooning was naturally interested; the two struck
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        With his close friend Robert Jonas, whom de Kooning met at A. S.Beck in the early 1930s
up a conversation. De Kooning invited the man, Robert Jonas, to visitNini and him at home. It was the first of many visits. De Kooning andJonas formed a strong bond, founded, in part, on similar childhoods. Jonashad grown up in Newark, New Jersey, in a family beset by emotional andfinancial problems. His father abandoned the family, forcing Jonas to sup-port his mother and sister. Nonetheless, Jonas went to the Fawcett Schoolof Design in Newark and later took night courses in Manhattan. His firstpassion remained art, but a tremor made it difficult for him to do designwork, and so, after the stock market crash, he settled for a job at A. S. Beckoperating saws and helping to construct window displays.
De Kooning relished Jonas's intellectual edge, and the two men wouldregularly spend the evening drinking tea, playing checkers, and arguing. Incontrast to de Kooning's other friends, Jonas could entice him into conver-sation. Jonas even called him "a big talker." According to Jonas, de Koo-ning was already fascinated by abstraction and what little he had seen ofcubism. "He came with a furious thrust towards being modern." Once,when Jonas asked him what he meant by "modern," de Kooning simplycited various art movements in Holland such as De Branding—the groupof Dutch modernist painters in Rotterdam—and spoke at length aboutvan Doesburg and Georges Vantongerloo, two of the founding members ofDe Stijl, as well as Frank Lloyd Wright. The two friends also discussed pol-itics. De Kooning had already assumed the position of an outsider whoobserves politics from a distance,- he instinctively recoiled from all con-
straints, including ideological ones. However, Jonas was a fervent but notrigid communist. "They never stopped talking, him and Jonas," said Diaz."All about communism. And when they were finished, they just startedin again."
A. S. Beck was a step down for de Kooning in terms of money and pres-tige, according to Jonas, but a step up in terms of security. It operated witha military-like precision. Within the larger shop a little studio hummedwith carpenters, cabinetmakers, and painters, all engaged in creating dis-plays for about fifty store windows. Nearby was an area with drawingboards where de Kooning and Chatoff worked, composing designs to beexecuted by the craftsmen. A small separate office was occupied by HarryCoopersmith, a letterer admired for his speed and facility. The shop man-ager, who was responsible for completing the displays on time, was a shortand vigorous man named Louis Ross, who was fairly tolerant of the waysof artists, except when it came to work hours. Since neither of his residentartists was punctual, Ross kept after them to report by nine. First hewould admonish Chatoff and then add, "You, too, Bill." The phrase "You,too, Bill" became an affectionate office joke directed at the quiet butfriendly Dutchman.
De Kooning's new job was diverting if not especially challenging. Farfrom being a philistine company, A. S. Beck took great pride in its appear-ance. (The handsome facade for one of their stores, in an art deco style, canstill be seen at 128 West Thirty-fourth Street.) In the shop on DuaneStreet, de Kooning worked with a mock storefront, a kind of lifesize doll-house that allowed him to test various designs by playing with theirvisual elements. He could move things around to create new patterns,much as he had done in the earlier show carts at the department store inRotterdam and also as he would do in his later paintings. Most windowdisplays followed the same basic plan. A series of risers displaying shoesascended toward one high central focus point where the most expensiveshoe would be put. Salesmen concocted most of the ideas for a display,which de Kooning would then sketch out. They might feature artificialflowers or a classical bust or a glass panel upon which had been etched afetching design, such as a beautiful young woman holding doves. DeKooning's designs were typically in the style of the French art decodesigner Jean Dupas. Famous in the 1920s for his decorative murals,which often depicted languorous, stylized women, Dupas had an eleganttouch often imitated on both sides of the Atlantic.
In the early 1930s, de Kooning's future at A. S. Beck seemed bright.The successor to Louis Ross was a man named Jack Goldberg, who imme-diately recognized de Kooning's talent and allowed him a degree of both
creative and emotional license. De Kooning felt secure enough at A. S.Beck to disagree occasionally not only with Goldberg but also with JackDaniels, the president of the company, who took a liking to de Kooning.Should either man criticize his designs, de Kooning, ordinarily quiet,would storm out and say, "Fuck them." And then he would not return fora week, even if someone was sent to pound on his door. But such blowupswere rare, as his designs usually met with high praise. De Kooningremembered one in particular. Although the salesmen usually proposeddisplay ideas, de Kooning once came up with an idea, a slogan, and adesign all by himself. The theme was "Stepping in Style with A. S. Beck."Pairs of shoes, arranged on a series of risers, stepped jauntily toward thecustomers. The salesmen were irritated that a mere artist came up withsomething like that, but the bosses loved it.
In the 1920s and '30s, when virtually no buildings were air-conditioned,artists and craftsmen in New York often took off much of the summer.Even the regularly employed frequently left for the summer months. Busi-ness was slow in June, July, and August, especially during the Depression."Folks would put a sign on the wall, 'Will be back after Labor Day/ " saidLeonard Bocour, who began making and selling paint to artists in 1932.The destination of choice for many artists fleeing the urban heat was thetiny, New England-style village of Woodstock, New York. Woodstock,which became an artist's colony well before the turn of the century, wasninety miles northwest of Manhattan and about a three-hour drive overthe slow roads of the day. Set in rolling, densely wooded country, it waspretty—and, no less important to artists, affordable. The main street waslined with Victorian houses and small wooden buildings built in the1880s. Cottages and studios dotted the countryside. De Kooning had gonethere on a short visit in 1928 or 1929 to see a Dutch architect—mostlikely a friend of de Kooning's Eastman Brothers friend Anton Refregier.
In 1930, not long after he took his new job at A. S. Beck, the summerslowdown began. De Kooning wanted to spend more time at Woodstockand discussed the idea with Tully Filmus and Refregier, who also had timeon their hands. The three decided to rent a house together and traveled toWoodstock to see what was available. "It was pouring the day we went tolook at the houses," said Diaz. "All I heard coming from Bill was all thiscursing in Dutch." They finally settled upon the so-called Smith House.For $200, they could have it for the entire season. In late May or earlyJune, de Kooning and Diaz left for Woodstock with Refregier, Filmus, andTully's wife, Joan. Located on the side of a small hill, the Smith House
turned out to be ideal—roomy and comfortable with a front porch thatlooked out over a nearby brook. Beyond the brook was a dip in the landthat hid the road from view. Hills rose in the distance. The house was aneasy walk from the center of Woodstock, but was separated from town bya little bridge. It seemed cozy and rural, as if it were in the middle of thecountry. Jonas visited. "And Bart van der Schelling [who rented a nearbycottage] was the cook and I took care of the house," said Nini. "We hadthe front room. And we had a ball."
If any one place was the center of the American realist school in theearly 1930s, it was probably Woodstock, which particularly attractedlandscape painters. Chief among its artists was Yasuo Kuniyoshi, a Japa-nese-born painter who had emigrated to America in 1906 at the age ofthirteen. His strangely angled, almost naive-looking landscapes and figurepaintings had won him a following by the early 1930s. Along with suchrealist painters as Eugene Speicher and Emil Ganso, Kuniyoshi presidedover the Woodstock scene like a gentle Eastern presence. They were, inBocour's words, "the big giants." The most discussed event of the Wood-stock summer was the regular poker game the artists played.
The usual practice in Woodstock was to paint during the day andspend the evening with friends. But there were daytime get-togethers aswell. Once, during one of their Woodstock summers, said Diaz—de Koo-ning spent part of at least three summers in Woodstock—there was a nud-ist party at a lake near their house. The men tied ribbons around theirpenises and pranced around. Nini was the first to strip and dive in, and therest followed. De Kooning did not, however, since he could not swim. Inthe evening, the principal gathering place was the Nook, an outdoorrestaurant and bar near the center of town. On the patio of the restaurant,a few steps down from the road, the art crowd would talk, eat, and drink,although during Prohibition the only legal drink was watered-down"three percent" beer. The life seemed both bohemian and sweet as artistswhiled away the time in the lingering dusks of summer.
Like most Woodstock artists, Refregier and Filmus were fairly tradi-tional painters. As immigrants, however, they were not comfortable withAmerican scene painting. Filmus painted portraits along with remem-bered landscapes of Jewish life in Russia. Refregier was active politicallyand interested in art that conveyed a social message. (He would become aleading figure in the social realist movement of the 1930s, which main-tained that art should further the class struggle and reveal the truth aboutthe oppression of the masses.) For de Kooning, the realism of most Wood-stock painters must have looked old-fashioned. But he was not a misfitthere, and he was by nature tolerant of different styles. And who was he to
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        venture criticism? He himself hadnot yet found a satisfactory wayof making art, and he destroyedmost of his work from the early1930s. To his friends in Wood-stock, he was just another tal-ented dauber half-dreaming ofbecoming an artist and experi-menting with various approaches.In an unusually cheerful still lifefrom around 1929 or 1930, heplaced egg shapes on what appearsto be a henhouse. The country-side, throughout his life, wouldhelp restore de Kooning's spirits.
One experiment in Wood-stock represented a significantdeparture, however, from the stilllifes and occasional abstractionsthat usually absorbed him. Hebegan to try to piece together thefigure of a man. De Kooning hadhad some, though not much,anatomical drawing at the acad-emy. Now he seemed to be trying to rebuild the figure from the ground up,as if he had learned nothing, without relying upon academic rules or tech-niques. He labored over how to depict hands, shoulders, and fabric con-vincingly, in what would prove to be early studies for the 1932 Death of aMan, his first significant picture (later destroyed) to include the male fig-ure. None of the parts seemed to come together. He could not form a com-plete man. Perhaps that was a way of telling the truth, for he himself wasneither a complete painter nor a complete American. He would strugglefor days, Filmus said, just trying to paint the creases in the fabric of theclothes. He would sit in a corner bunching and rebunching a pair oftrousers and studying the effect. "He worked on a large canvas, workingon it and working on it," said Filmus, a pattern that whatever the subjector canvas at hand would recur again and again in de Kooning's life.
After the months away, de Kooning returned to New York from Wood-stock in an increasingly restless mood. Nini was pregnant, and he won-dered whether or not to marry her. The couple discussed the idea. "But I'dseen too much poverty," Nini said. "I didn't want to." Few people in their
Still-life, c. 1929, oil on canvas, 32 7/ x 24"
milieu wanted to get married; fewer still desired children. She also con-sidered de Kooning too much of a loner—and too interested in otherwomen—to make a promising husband. That fall, Diaz had the first ofthree abortions that she would undergo during her years with de Kooning.Everyone in New York knew where to get an abortion, Diaz said, althoughthe practice was illegal. She had few regrets about ending her pregnancies."There was this wonderful Jewish doctor we went to. He was a marvelousman. My sister always went with me. Somehow we always got the moneyto do it." De Kooning seems to have regretted the abortions more thanNini did, but not enough to stop her. He had a special fondness for chil-dren, but feared the constraints they would place upon his life.
That fall, de Kooning and Diaz began moving among apartments, asde Kooning impatiently sought an environment where he would feel com-fortable. Their first stop after they left their rundown place on West Forty-sixth Street was at 348 East Fifty-fifth Street, a fairly conventionalapartment. It was located in a neighborhood near the Fifty-ninth StreetBridge that attracted people in arts and film, including Tully Filmus. Atone point, Nini's mother also lived with the couple, an arrangement thatde Kooning, who already craved privacy for his painting, must have barelytolerated. Immediately, de Kooning set about transforming the place. Hemade his own furniture, which was plain, geometrical, and without fuss.(He would do the same in future studios.] He built furniture into the wallsin the Dutch manner, a telling symbol of stability in a life of flux.
By the latter part of 1932, however, de Kooning found life in the apart-ment on East Fifty-fifth Street suffocating. He already disliked working ata regular job, and it made matters worse to live in a middle-class way. Diazsaid he found the apartment too conventional and the neighborhood toobourgeois. (If de Kooning would never be a political radical, he was alsonot prepared to become part of the conservative middle class.) Sometimethat fall or early winter, he and Nini left the area. They ripped out deKooning's built-in furniture, infuriating their landlady, and began edgingtheir way downtown. Their first stop was an apartment on West Forty-fourth Street. But they were robbed there, and soon made plans to leavewhen de Kooning heard about a place that needed to be renovated inGreenwich Village. "We got it for free because Bill was rebuilding the topfloor," said Diaz. "It had a nice bathroom and a little kitchenette and onebig room."
The new apartment was on the southwest corner of Fifth Avenue andEighth Street, only steps from Washington Square Park. Located in a strik-ing old mansion known as the Marble House, it was a single, comfortablylarge, and open space on the fourth and top floor. It resembled Hague's loft
more than a traditional apartment, and it thrilled de Kooning. Here at lastwas an open space where he could both live and work. For the rest of hislife, the "studio" where he painted would remain his essential home—thecenter of both his nights and his days. De Kooning kept the space in theMarble House spare. One friend called it "the tidiest, neatest place I'veever seen." It had white walls and a frame bed covered with a gray armyblanket. The floors were painted gray enamel, and there was no mess andsplatter from his easel. The only decoration was a few green plants.
The new loft brought de Kooning closer to the bohemian Village,where he already spent much of his time. He was becoming especiallyinterested in jazz, which embodied the freedom, lusty life, and expansivespirit of America. It was an outsider's music emblematic of the moderncity. Like his fellow Dutch emigre, the austere Mondrian, who was alsodrawn to jazz during his years in America, de Kooning relished its high-voltage energy and unconventional syncopation. De Kooning was an artistwho understood the tension between control and release and loved thesail-away fantasy of individual solos. He appreciated the blue melancholy,too. It was in those years after he moved to the Village that de Kooningdeveloped his lasting fondness for the jazz of Louis Armstrong, Bix Beider-becke, Fats Waller, and Count Basie.
With friends such as Jonas, de Kooning would often go to George's onBedford Street in the Village, a tiny diner-restaurant that also had a roomin back where customers could listen to trios and combos over a nickelglass of beer. Saturday nights were especially lively. According to theartist Milton Resnick, "On Saturday night you'd get some singer who wasbeing tried out. That [practice] started there because all these artists knewwhat was good." On the rare occasion when someone was flush withmoney, a group might go to the downtown Cafe Society, where Billie Hol-iday and other jazz greats performed. At Cafe Society, which attracted awealthier crowd, a beer at the bar cost fifty cents. Sometimes, a group offriends would take the subway to Harlem to hear the latest work. DeKooning was fascinated by the life there, according to the artist DavidMargolis, who would sometimes take him to the famous Savoy Ballroomto see the dancing.
If de Kooning in the early thirties celebrated music of great vigor andpizzazz, his own art was by contrast deathly mournful and wan. He exper-imented with both figurative and abstract ways of working, as he wouldthroughout his life, and looked carefully at many different artists, in par-ticular de Chirico and Miro. But he was also obviously affected, like manyof his contemporaries, by the despair of the Depression. The pall over thelarger culture was palpable. Five million Americans were out of work in
1930; the number doubled to ten million by 1931; in 1932 it reached fif-teen million. Homeless migrants were everywhere. Bread lines, with long,shuffling strings of men in gray clothes, were ubiquitous. So were thepathetic apple peddlers on most corners—six thousand in New York Cityalone. In Manhattan, rows of shabby tin shacks stretched from LexingtonAvenue on the east all the way to the East River and from Sixth Avenue onthe west to the Hudson. The city's parks, ordinarily oases in the urbanlandscape, became the refuge of the dispossessed. The America that deKooning jumped ship to find was vanishing in front of him.
And yet, even taking the Depression into account, de Kooning's art ofthe time was remarkably ashen. His egg shapes often look as bleak asunformed, featureless heads, and his figures appear drained of life. Thedestroyed picture from 1932, Death of a Man, depicted a kneeling, deChirico-like figure dressed in heavy robes cradling a dead man's head. DeKooning later told the art historian Sally Yard, who did much originalresearch on de Kooning's early work, that he wanted the picture to be"like a burial." Yard likened the mourning figure to a "guardian angel," akind of guide to the next world. Or perhaps he was also a guide to the NewWorld—a guardian angel in America. For what did an immigrant bury?Who did an immigrant mourn? Why would de Kooning paint a picture"like a burial"? Both figures in Death of a Man resemble the young deKooning himself, suggesting that de Kooning was still mourning his pastin Holland. Perhaps, in particular, he missed a father now essentially deadto him. He may also have been in mourning for himself, burying not justthe boy left in Holland but the artist inside the man. De Kooning fearedkilling the artist within when he went to work making shoe displays; hecould not be certain in the early thirties whether that artist was dead oralive, or whether his future in America was one of implicit promise or sadfinality. Some of his friends noticed a certain delicacy about de Kooningduring this period, a gentleness unlike the extravagance of the music heloved or the energy with which he would later be associated.
The dancer Marie Marchowsky, for example, sensed an abidingmelancholy in de Kooning. She first met him in the fall of 1933 on a streetcorner near his apartment in the Marble House. She was sixteen years oldand was accompanied by her friend Bea Reiner, whom Nini and de Koo-ning had befriended in Woodstock during the summer of 1932, on a visitthere. (An aspiring actress, Reiner was babysitting in Woodstock in ahouse across from the Nook and, finding the scene tantalizing, oftenshared a drink with the light-haired Dutchman and the dark womanwhom she took to be his Italian wife.) Marie was commuting into Man-hattan from high school in the Bronx so she could study dance with
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        Detail from Death of a Man, from theDepression years (now destroyed), c. 1932
Martha Graham. There was along period between when herschool let out and the Grahamclass began. "Why don't youcome and do your homework atmy house?" de Kooning sug-gested. From the hours shewhiled away at his place, Mar-chowsky remembered a painter"who was very gentle and verysweet. He had a very good senseof humor. His accent was therelike now, but sometimes hewould tell jokes. He was not analcoholic. I later thought thathis fame made him one."
Marchowsky also noted deKooning's hunger for music. Themusic that he restlessly soughtin jazz clubs and played inces-santly at home gave vitality tohis days and filled the empty
spaces of his art. Jazz accompanied his painting of "the burial," surround-ing death with the rhythms of life—like a jazz funeral in New Orleans.Diaz also said de Kooning's days at the Marble House were full of sound.He liked classical music as well as jazz. In keeping with his modernistbent, he was particularly interested in Stravinsky during the period whenhe was thinking about "the burial." Among his favorite pieces was thethunderous Symphony of Psalms. He loved the scale of such music, thesensation of a great theme found and possessed. ("They had a wonderfulsubject," de Kooning once told Marie Marchowsky with a measure ofenvy about the Symphony of Psalms and other religious music—"God andall those angels up there.") But his favorite classical piece was The Rite ofSpring, and he played it repeatedly. De Kooning, who could whistle andhum remarkably well, would even whistle Stravinsky to great effect. Heprobably found the Rite of Spring's fiery celebration of modernity, espe-cially its evocation of the difficulty of escaping the dying world and givingbirth to the new, relevant to his own situation. He was having trouble giv-ing birth to an art of his own that he could respect, and he was strugglingto resurrect his life in the New World. Although de Kooning still regardedhimself as a commercial artist rather than as a painter, Robert Jonas, who
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saw him every day at A. S. Beck, shrewdly guessed that his friend was con-stantly, agonizingly, mulling the question of what direction his life shouldtake. He was, speculated Jonas, "afraid of the vacuum of empty days. He'dhave to face the problem, whether to make out in America or to devotehimself to painting." Jonas recalled the almost painful gesture that deKooning would regularly make about wanting to paint. "He'd say, he feelsit down here, holding his stomach, meaning he had to paint."
In the early thirties, during the time when he was designing shoe dis-plays, de Kooning made one astonishing, and symbolic, purchase. Justwhen the Depression was destroying the livelihood of millions of people,including that of many artists, de Kooning bought the best and mostexpensive record player money could buy—a miraculous machine thatcould summon "God and all those angels up there." Called a Capeharthigh-fidelity system, it was one of the first to change records automati-cally. It cost the then prodigious sum of $700, more than half de Kooning'sannual salary at A. S. Beck; he got an advance to pay for it. With this pur-chase, de Kooning announced that he would not use the money he earnedfrom his job to make himself conventionally respectable, even during thehard, early years of the Depression. He did not buy a house or a car, getmarried, have a baby, or stash away money against hard times. Instead, heprofessed himself sublimely irresponsible, a man nourished by musicrather than the mundane realities. And yet, it was still music rather thanart that prompted this expansive gesture, for he could not yet find a com-parable fluency, vitality, or extravagance in art.
America was renowned for its unrepentant modernity: its machines,its jazz, its movie culture. With this purchase, de Kooning bought a visionof America and, ultimately, of himself. He'd made it in America. He'dachieved his purpose in emigrating. He could be certain no one he knew inRotterdam owned such a marvel and that his Dutch family and friendswould be astounded by it. But the music machine was also an avowal, adeclaration that he was not a nine-to-five American. In a life in which itwas a day-to-day struggle to get by, the player represented an homage towhat's exceptional in the world, like a jazz solo that celebrated style andbrilliant excess.
8. Three Brothers
The atmosphere was so beautiful that I got a little dizzy and when I came to,
I was bright enough to take the hint immediately.
—De Kooning, describing his first visit to Arshile Gorky's studio
In the 1930s, de Kooning knew how to be modern. And he knew how tobe a painter. But he did not know how to be a modern painter. Little inhis early life gave him the confidence to put the pieces together. Hismother was a fierce critic of everything he did. He was not university edu-cated or fancy in the way of many European artists. His main success as ayoung man had come at the academy, where he was good at being an artistwho was not modern, and in commercial art, where he was good at beingmodern but was not an artist. And now he was a Dutchman in America.How could a Dutchman possibly become a modern American artist, evenif there was such a thing as a modern American artist?
If de Kooning were to become a committed painter rather than a com-mercial designer, he required not just mentors but also models of successin America, whose life and work spoke directly to de Kooning's own expe-rience as an outsider. He had to see that an artist could invent himself,boldly and extravagantly, in the New World. Fortunately for de Kooning,he found not just one but three such self-made artists in those pivotalyears. "I was lucky enough when I came to this country," de Kooning said,"to meet the three smartest guys on the scene: Gorky, Stuart Davis, andJohn Graham. They knew I had my own eyes, but I wasn't always lookingin the right direction. I was certainly in need of a helping hand at times."De Kooning affectionately called the group "The Three Musketeers" andthought of them in roughly similar terms. They were essentially olderbrothers, figures of authority who could help give him direction anddemonstrate that, yes, it was possible to be a modern painter in America.Each was a larger-than-life artist of irreducible individuality. Eachseemed partly made up, a figure of inspiring theatricality, wrapped in aforceful pose that challenged something bland, backward-looking, andprovincial in American life. Of the three, Davis was the most removedfrom de Kooning because he was not an immigrant. He could not thereforeprovide the same personal model that the other two could. But Davis wasactually a successful American modernist; and de Kooning, who never
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became part of the Stieglitz circle, knew few such artists in the early thir-ties. In any case, the American painters around Stieglitz, such as GeorgiaO'Keeffe, Marsden Hartley, and Arthur Dove, took a visionary view of theAmerican landscape that a visiting Dutchman could not easily assume.
Born in Philadelphia, Davis moved to New York in 1910 at the age ofsixteen to study with Robert Henri, a leading realist painter. As a matureartist, however, Davis developed an increasingly modernist style. Thefirst such change came after he saw the work of Gauguin and van Gogh atthe Armory Show in 1913. He adapted their bold, expressive use of colorto his own landscapes. In time, he began to study the early cubist works ofPicasso and Braque, executing painted versions of their collages in theearly 1920s. Davis looked to cubism when few Americans did, and heeven visited Paris in 1928 and 1929. Early in the next decade, when deKooning came to know him, he was transforming the later syntheticcubism of Picasso, Braque, and Gris into a distinctively American brandbuilt around slangy pop symbols, such as a pack of Lucky Strikes. Davisloved jazz. He was interested in the urban pulse. De Kooning cherished histough-guy way of talking and the gangster-like stance he affected; Davis,de Kooning said, would bark things like "Keep it scarce" out of the side ofhis mouth, which simply meant to keep something to oneself. It helped deKooning to find an American who did not view European art defensively.Without apology, Davis could steep himself in Europe—the better tobecome American.
It was John Graham, however, who first impressed de Kooning withthe possibility of being a modern artist in America. In April 1929, on aroutine weekend visit to the art galleries, de Kooning happened upon theopening of a show of Graham's paintings at the Valentine DudensingGallery. Once there, de Kooning said, he saw a man of such polish andauthority that he took him to be the art dealer rather than the artist. Theman was "giving some women a hard time," de Kooning remembered. Hehad "a fantastic cynical attitude toward snooty ladies." The autocraticGraham was probably doing what he habitually did, which was commanda crowd. Like de Kooning, Graham was an immigrant, but one who didnot seem to have a doubt in the world. His life seemed too good to be true,and it was. His real name was Ivan Dabrowsky. Born in Kiev, the offspringof minor nobility on both his father's and his mother's side, Graham hadgrown up in a huge stone mansion surrounding a cobbled courtyard. Hehad studied law at the University of Kiev and attended a cavalry school.When Russia entered World War I, Graham, by his own account, joinedthe Czar's Guards and fought with such distinction that he earned amedal, the St. George's Cross. He also married, the first of five marriages.
(His first wife was later the surveyor of iconographic art for all of theSoviet Union. | During the revolution, Graham claimed to have fought as acounterrevolutionary and to have been briefly imprisoned before escapingto Warsaw. He subsequently rejoined the counterrevolutionaries duringthe Crimean uprising, he said, and when that revolution also collapsed,came to America. This was probably one of Graham's innumerable fabri-cations; or at least one of his highly colored memories. It is more likelythat, in 1920, he simply fled west to Warsaw and then to America, leavingone wife behind and taking a second along with him.
Graham's projected "self," whether or not it was made up, was one ofhigh romantic superiority and absolute commitment to modern art—qualities in short supply among American painters. Many artists appreci-ated the flamboyance of the fictions in which he enveloped himself,which had their own measure of truth. By virtue of both his erudition andhis imperious manner, Graham elevated every occasion he attended.According to Ludwig Sander, "You always knew immediately when youwalked into a room with Graham in it that he was the superior being inthe room." Tall, with piercing eyes, strong Slavic bones, and a shavedhead, Graham had the aspect of "an exotic Eastern priest," as the Grahamscholar Hayden Herrera described him. He also had the ramrod-straightbearing of a cavalry officer and the well-developed physique of a wrestlerthat, as a narcissist of the first order, he was rarely reluctant to exhibit. Hewould doff his clothes at the slightest excuse. Few dared to challenge oreven question Graham's grandiloquent pronouncements and embellish-ments of his past and present. He enjoyed suggesting, as if he were onlyhalf joking, that he was the son of Jupiter and a mortal woman. As he him-self said, "I ask nothing of man, except an implicit obedience. When mencriticize my work and attack me, I know how to answer in a most devas-tating way."
In the grim Depression years John Graham was a marvelous, other-worldly apparition. His bright singularity amid the collective gloomhelped raise spirits. And his aristocratic airs, which included the wearingof exquisitely tailored Savile Row suits, were much too eccentric ever tothreaten a man like de Kooning, who disliked ordinarily pretentious peo-ple. Graham was not the consort of "snooty ladies." Indeed, he took awaythe sting of class by turning his social affectations into a kind of playful,imperious art. (His greatest work of art was surely himself.) More impor-tant, he left the impression that artists were the true aristocrats. Graham,while a snob, finally admired only genius and could enjoy the company ofartists whether or not they happened to dress well. He had become a seri-ous student of art only in 1920, when he enrolled at the Art Students
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League and studied with the American artist John Sloan, one of the promi-nent members of the Ash Can school. But he traveled back and forth toParis frequently throughout the 1920s, where he kept up with the latestdevelopments in art. Like Davis, he provided an invaluable link to Francefor his American friends. David Smith later said, "His annual trips to Pariskept us all apprised of abstract events, along with Cahiers d'Art and Tran-sition [the two leading European art magazines of the time]." Grahamwould bring back copies of the two magazines, which covered the evolu-tion of cubism and surrealism, to be pored over by his circle in New York.
There was no question where Graham's artistic sympathies lay. Hewas provocatively and absolutely confident that the modern road passedthrough Paris, and, in particular, the Paris of Pablo Picasso. Grahamasserted that Picasso was the dominant master of the twentieth century.He also stressed the importance of surrealism, another fundamentallymodern style that reflected new understandings about the unconsciousand the workings of the mind. Graham admired Freud and Jung, andemphasized the liberating role that the unconscious played in the creationof art. (He was one of the first artists in America to advocate "automaticwriting," a surrealist technique in which the artist found inspiration, andauthority, in his own instincts rather than in tradition or society.) Gra-ham's emphasis on the unconscious helped lay the groundwork for thelater, highly expressive styles of both de Kooning and Jackson Pollock.
Unlike any other American artist at the time, Graham himself hadwon a measure of recognition in the Olympus that was Paris. His firstone-man shows had taken place in Paris in 1928 and 1929, at the GalerieZborowski. In 1929, Graham also had his first one-man shows in America,at the Valentine Dudensing Gallery in New York and the Phillips Collec-tion in Washington, D.C. When few American artists even dreamed ofhaving a gallery, Graham was represented on two continents. It hardlymattered that he was not a great painter or that his own work was heavilyinfluenced by de Chirico and Picasso, among other contemporary Euro-pean sources. His conversation, confidence, and example helped stimulateAmerican artists, provoking them to be ambitious rather than provincialin outlook. Graham was such a mesmerizing speaker that Eleanor Ward—who later founded the well-known Stable Gallery—said he could "makeyou believe you saw angels." In conversation, Graham was that great rar-ity, a theorist about art in general and modernity in particular who wasnot also a bore. De Kooning had an abiding fondness for such people, solong as their ideas did not harden into dogma.
But the essential "brother" for de Kooning was Arshile Gorky. "If thebookkeepers think it necessary continuously to make sure of where
things and people come from, well, then, I come from 36 Union Square,"wrote de Kooning, referring to Gorky's studio. It was Gorky who providedthe critical model and the moral outlook that helped de Kooning decidehow he would live his life. Art is a matter of character, not just style. DeKooning was trying to locate a way of being, to find the courage and con-viction to become a modern painter in America. "I met a lot of artists—but then I met Gorky."
Their first meeting was inauspicious. In the casual way that artists hadof dropping in unannounced at one another's studios, de Kooning wentone evening in 1929 to visit Misha Reznikoff, a Russian artist whom heknew from Eastman Brothers. When he walked into Reznikoff's studio onSixth Avenue, Gorky was already there. According to de Kooning, "Heseemed to know his business, but there was something in his manner. Wewere almost in a fist fight." The circumstances of the quarrel are notknown, but it is likely that Gorky began (as was his custom) to lecture theshort Dutchman about art. The Dutchman was, after all, just a commer-cial artist. De Kooning—conscious of his training at the academy—wouldnaturally bristle at any condescension. "[Gorky] always had the lastword," de Kooning said. "He had melancholy. A terrific guy, terrific per-sonality. But difficult. Oh, he was Armenian. Armenian."
There are two versions of precisely when this first meeting betweenGorky and de Kooning took place, both of them suggested by de Kooninghimself. In one, he was introduced to Gorky the same year he met JohnGraham, which was 1929. In the second, he moved the date ahead a yearor two, toi930ori93i. Both versions are probably accurate in their way.De Kooning most likely did meet Gorky in 1929, but did not pursue therelationship because of the initial disagreement. If their first meeting wascombative, the second was for de Kooning revelatory. He was walkingnear 36 Union Square when Gorky approached. Somewhat hesitantly,given their initial confrontation, de Kooning asked if he might visit Gorkysometime at his studio. "Why not now?" said Gorky. When de Kooningwalked into the studio, he was overwhelmed and made "dizzy" by theatmosphere. "He had this extraordinary, extra-sensory perception," deKooning later told Gorky's nephew, Karlen Mooradian, "this gift." DeKooning's epiphany in the studio was almost religious in character, as ifhe had finally reached the end of a pilgrimage. Here, he found the truemetaphysics of art, where its principles were understood and its sacra-ments faithfully practiced. Certainly, Gorky, an Armenian who camefrom a land of religious passion and revered ritual, treated his studio as a
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Gorky and de Kooning in Gorky's studio, 36 Union Square, around 193 s
kind of sacred space. To begin with, it was quite unusual at that time tohave a place outside one's apartment consecrated to nothing but the mak-ing of art. Stuart Davis said:
he was the only artist I can recall who always had a real studio. Most,including myself, painted in their bedrooms or temporary makeshiftquarters. In addition, he managed to keep these studios stocked with asupply of art materials worthy of a small retail store, and used them upwith abandon and unconcern for cost in accord with his tempera-ment. ... In brief, he galloped around the Village like a mountain goatwith his pauper peers and got off better than most.
Ethel Schwabacher, a student and friend of Gorky's, described the stu-dio this way:
[He scrubbed] the floor weekly so that it finally had the bleached toneof driftwood; the large palette on the table, under the frosted slantingwindow, was left in just the state of lowlustered sheen he liked best.
There was nothing haphazard about the piles of left-over or unusedpaint; there was no bit of material that he was indifferent to; thebrushes, of which he had great quantities, bristle, camel's hair, of vari-ous sizes, round, flat, worn or new, were washed with soap and waterafter work; there were bottles of ink, pens, quill pens, crayons in profu-sion; a Greek head and hand, a porcelain fruit dish, a vase or so, stood orlay about; also a few art books, an old small phonograph and a half-dozen records of Russian songs. And on the wall, where he would cer-tainly have liked to hang the paintings of his choice, were the nearestsubstitute he could afford—lifesize photographs of the works of Uccelloand Ingres.
The great excitement of 36 Union Square lay in the feeling itevoked of work done there, work in progress, day and night, throughlong years of passionate, disciplined and dedicated effort.
De Kooning said that when he "came to" in the studio he was "brightenough to take the hint immediately." The hint was that a serious artistdid not kid around. A serious artist made art the center of his life, treatedit as a calling and sacrificed everything else to it. If he didn't, he was justan amateur. (Gorky, de Kooning knew, would not have lavished scarceresources upon a fancy record player.) The impact of Gorky's studio in1932 lay in its atmosphere of absolute conviction. Having worked withthe craftsmen at Gidding, de Kooning immediately recognized the rever-ence with which Gorky laid out his tools. "He went out of his mind withall those different types of brushes," said de Kooning. "I finally foundbrushes in his studio I didn't even know about." Gorky could deny artnothing; the tactile presence of the paint intoxicated him. "He used morepaint than anyone. He outdid everybody." Many other painters and sculp-tors who came of age in the 1930s and '40s also attested to Gorky's inspi-rational effect. Max Schnitzler, an American painter and early friend ofGorky's and de Kooning's, called him the "driving force in those depres-sion years" among painters. "He had that fire, that burning."
Using the same phrase as Schwabacher to emphasize the painter'sdedication, de Kooning said, "He worked day and night, day and night."Gorky kept more than one hundred pictures stored in a separate room offthe foyer and within easy reach so that he could rework an idea or see howhe had earlier solved a problem. During their first meeting in the studio,de Kooning walked over to examine the current picture on Gorky's easel.It was a copy of a small painting by the Italian Renaissance artist Gio-vanni di Paolo at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It depicted a man hold-ing a hoop through which a bird flies. Gorky had been endlessly working
and reworking the image. De Kooning said that he, too, knew the paint-ing, and he began to discuss it in detail. Gorky was surprised that de Koo-ning recognized the small, relatively obscure picture: perhaps theDutchman was worth talking to.
Gorky was not much older than de Kooning. But he was a much olderAmerican, having arrived in the United States in 1920. Moreover, theharsh struggles and terrible suffering of his early life in Armenia gave himan ancient, fated air that he was not afraid to cultivate,- he sometimesseemed to play the part of an Old Testament figure who happened to be inNew York. Like Graham, Gorky not only invented a melodramatic per-sona, but his name as well. His real name was Vosdanik Adoian. He grewup near the shores of Lake Van in Armenia. Located between the vastRussian empire to the north and the Ottoman Empire to the west, Arme-nia had long been carved up between the two powers. In 1914, whenGorky was ten, the Turks entered World War I on the side of Germany andlaid siege to the Armenians within their borders, claiming that they weretraitors to the state. The Muslim Ottoman Empire had always been hos-tile to its Christian Armenian minority. This time, arguing that theArmenians would join with the Christian forces of Russia, the Turksattacked and shelled the Armenian cities and deported or massacred sur-vivors. The persecution was so fierce that Henry Morganthau, the U.S.ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, wrote, "... the whole history of thehuman race contains no such horrible episode as this."
By 1915, the fighting had produced forced marches and near starvationthroughout Armenia. Gorky's mother, Shushanik (or Shushan), died in hisarms of starvation in 1919; she was only thirty-nine. Her death had a dev-astating effect upon both Gorky and his younger sister, Vartoosh. Notonly were they now alone, they had also lost the person in the world dear-est to them. Faced with fighting all around and no immediate familynearby, they decided to set out for America to join the rest of their family,who had already fled. Their father had emigrated in 1908 rather than bedrafted into the Turkish army; their two older sisters had left in 1916 asthe siege worsened. After traveling with a family friend to Tiflis, in Rus-sian Georgia, the two children made their way first to Batum on the BlackSea and from there to Constantinople, where they set sail by way ofGreece for America. After three days at Ellis Island, they headed to Water-town, Massachusetts, to live with their sister Akabi. Gorky had justturned sixteen. He would soon assume the name Arshile Gorky—Arshilewas a form of the Armenian royal name "Arshak," and Gorky meant "bit-terness" or "the bitter one" in Russian. The young Gorky then went tolive with his father, whom he had not seen for twelve years, in Provi-
dence, Rhode Island. At the time de Kooning met him, Gorky had alreadybeen in the city for about five years—and on his own for nine. He wasteaching at the Grand Central School of Art in Manhattan.
After their discussion in the studio, de Kooning often visited Gorky."You find a fellow who's really good and you have a sense for it," he said."It's hard to explain. It isn't technique, it's like a concert, just getting theright ideas." The two artists soon became close friends. By late 1932 orpossibly early 1933, they seemed inseparable. "There was no doubt he wasthe boss," de Kooning told Karlen Mooradian. "It was his personality andI had to put up with it. He was the general. Like we would be walking andall of a sudden he would cross the street. So I would tell him, 'I wish youwouldn't do that Arshile, because you do that the right way and skip thecar—but I run into it.' He always apologized, was very polite that way. Hewas kind of egocentric." When they walked down the street, the twoartists made a slightly comical, Mutt and Jeff-like pair. On one side, a verytall and swarthy Armenian with a flamboyant air, drooping mustache, andlong stride, and tagging along beside him, a sidekick, a short, fair Dutch-man who looked like a sailor and appeared exceedingly modest and quiet.Perhaps some mutual friends perceived just how subtle their friendshipwas, and how marvelously deceptive the personality of each artist couldactually be. The brash and overbearing Gorky would one day become themost tender, sensitive, and lyrical of artists,- and his retiring companionwould turn out to be, among other things, a master of the extravagant ges-ture and the ferocious assertion. In 1932, you might have guessed thatGorky would become de Kooning, and de Kooning Gorky.
All his life, except for a brief period in the forties when they saw lessof each other, de Kooning talked about Gorky with deep affection andrespect, saying, "I kind of gave in to him." This response was singular: deKooning yielded to no other person during his life. Gorky was the only fig-ure to whom he willingly "gave in," the only one who seemed indispens-able to his evolution as an artist. Gorky was the essential alchemist in deKooning's early life, the brother who possessed the secrets that lay beyondthe academy doors:
I had some training in Holland, quite a training, you know, the Acad-emy. Gorky didn't have that at all. He came from no place. He camehere when he was sixteen, from Tiflis in Georgia, with an Armenianupbringing. And for some mysterious reason, he knew lots more aboutpainting, and art—he just knew it by nature—things I was supposed toknow and feel and understand—he really did it better. He had anextraordinary gift for hitting the nail on the head.
Gorky helped teach de Kooning to be an artist, in both his approach tothe world and his treatment of art history. De Kooning respected his deep,Old World melancholy, and his devil-may-care swagger and insouciance.The name Arshile Gorky was apt: Gorky was both royal and bitter. IsamuNoguchi said that Gorky "created this character Gorky. And he had thephysique and the posture to carry it out and get away with it. Exceptingthat he was always, in a sense, playing a part, a role." But de Kooningadmired Gorky's role-playing, sensing that, as with Graham, it enabledGorky to become an authentic artist.
Like Graham, Gorky was autocratic—at least when it came to art. "Ifhe looked at something and it was a lousy piece of art, he'd say it's lousy,"said the sculptor Reuben Nakian, a first-generation American born ofArmenian parents, and a close friend of Gorky's. "He spoke his mindbecause art was so corny and he was more advanced." In a group, Gorkywas always "trying to think of a contrary aphorism," said the painterJoseph Solman. On one occasion, Solman said:
About eight artists were sitting around in the Jumble Shop. Gorky wastalking about Uccello. He was also a great fan of Ingres,- he'd look at thebiomorphic shapes in any Ingres painting. Anyway, he was talkingabout Uccello and I mentioned Piero della Francesca. Now I'm sureGorky liked him just as much as I did. But simply because I mentionedhim and I was younger and like an upstart Gorky said, "Piero dellaFrancesca. He's an academician." I'm sure he said it for effect, just toput me in my place. He had a very dramatic manner.
Gorky, when de Kooning first knew him, had not yet found his maturestyle. He was still, in effect, putting himself through school at the Metro-politan Museum and the galleries. George McNeil, an artist who began topaint abstractly as early as the 1930s, remembered seeing Gorky at theMetropolitan regularly in 1929 and 1930, making drawings from sculp-ture. "We both worked in the rooms with the Greek casts," said McNeil."Gorky was only eight years older than I was, but he impressed me asbeing a very much older man, and a very sure man. And a very dramaticfigure. He dressed in a very long overcoat at that time, and he had a beard.He was wild-looking. He caused a furor in the Museum to a certainextent."
In the early 1930s, Gorky became a devoted disciple of Picasso. In hisstill lifes of the time, he copied Picasso's work in order to understand themaster's art not just from outside but from within. Gorky's approach toPicasso had a great impact upon de Kooning. The decision to paint Picas-
sos, to make Picasso part of his studio, gave life to Graham's more abstractformulations about the painter, conveying a feeling of closeness, almostintimacy, to modern art. Gorky's rejection of originality as a goal—in thisrespect he resembled his cultural ancestors, the Byzantine icon painters—also deeply affected de Kooning. "Aha, so you have ideas of your own,"Gorky told de Kooning when he first looked at his work. "Somehow," saidde Kooning, "that didn't seem so good." Gorky was too ambitious to set-tle for small personal novelties. At once proud and humble, he would onlywork in the precincts of genius.
T. S. Eliot famously wrote, "Immature poets imitate,- mature poetssteal." Gorky hoped one day to steal. His intimate approach to traditionwas a revelation to de Kooning. It helped him close—perhaps "heal" is thebetter word—a breach in his sensibility, leading him to reconcile his lovefor the past with his passion for the present. According to Harold Rosen-berg, Gorky's challenging remark about "having your own ideas" trans-formed de Kooning's "entire attitude toward painting."
If you had your own idea, that was it, you were stuck with it. The his-tory of painting, however, contained endless inventions which the liv-ing painter could make his own. Even inventing a thing that hadalready been invented was an act of creation. De Kooning likes to callthis "inventing the harpsichord"—the fact that we have the harpsi-chord, and even the piano that superseded it, does not prevent theinvention that brought it into being from being legitimately repeated.
Throughout his life, de Kooning would celebrate a glorious and fecund"impurity" of outlook instead of something more restricting or "offi-cially" modern. He would talk about even the oldest art as if it were madeyesterday. From the academy in Rotterdam, de Kooning had gained animpression of the history of art as forbidding, an imposing edifice towhich one might aspire after many years of humble apprenticeship. At thesame time, he was taught that to be modern meant to reject the past.Gorky did not share these views. Art belonged not to history, Gorkythought, but to the present. What de Kooning found liberating was thatGorky treated past art as if it were alive and speaking to modern artists asif it were "news that stays news," in Ezra Pound's famous formulation.Gorky understood that the challenge for Americans—especially immi-grants shorn of their countries—was to acquire the authority of a greattradition and not retreat into provincial ideas like nationalism and socialjustice or succumb to mere novelty. How was this tradition to be gained?Only, as Eliot suggested, with great labor.
Together, Gorky and de Kooning almost daily looked at and discussedart. After finishing at A. S. Beck for the day, de Kooning would drop by 36Union Square to watch Gorky paint and continue their ongoing discus-sion of Picasso, Uccello, Ingres, and others. Often they would go to therestaurant Romany Marie's in the evening. On weekends, Gorky and deKooning would ride uptown on the Third Avenue El, the elevated trainthat ran along Third Avenue, to see the latest shows of European work inthe galleries along Fifty-seventh Street or to visit the MetropolitanMuseum. The conversation between Gorky and de Kooning was mainlyshoptalk, a discussion of the hows and whys of the visual—why Ingresplaced a line there rather than here, what the Virgin's blue did in a picture,why Picasso flattened the space on one part of the canvas but not another.They were not afraid to criticize the greatest artists; even the best hadweak moments. Analyzing the masters in this fashion fired both artists'imagination and ambition as they struggled to find their own voices; thepainters of the past became colleagues and "contemporaries," whichallowed them to think of joining their august circle without being awedinto silence or timidity. (De Kooning later said that his goal as an artistwas to create works that had a presence equal to that of the old-masterpaintings that he had seen in Holland—and at the Met and the Frick Col-lection, which he and Gorky visited after it opened in December 1935.)The artist Ludwig Sander said that Gorky would bump into someone onthe street and immediately begin discussing his latest discovery: "Hewould pull out a couple of postcards of something he had just seen at amuseum, and he would start telling you all kinds of things about how itrelated to Renaissance art." When particularly inspired—or if there wereany attractive women around he might impress—Gorky gesticulated dra-matically and spoke in an embarrassingly loud voice. "Being with Gorkywas different than being with other artists who don't know how to con-verse or have any ideas about modern art," said Reuben Nakian. "You getideas." The sculptor Herzl Emanuel said, "Gorky had an instinct forpainting that was ferocious."
De Kooning admired the way Gorky kept changing, not only rework-ing individual pictures but also forever questioning his own evolving sen-sibility. De Kooning himself would become celebrated for the sameattitude. In the mid-thirties, Gorky was slathering layer upon layer ofpaint on a canvas, each version reflecting his changing ideas about thework at hand. De Kooning recalled the transformation of one painting asit underwent a series of metamorphoses: "It was like a construction, tostudy it," de Kooning told Karlen Mooradian. "But [Gorky] had a peculiarway of torturing himself, coat after coat after coat of paint. And the paint-
ings became so thick." (Once, Gorky challenged him to pick up a certainpainting. De Kooning, although strong, could hardly lift it off the floor.)Gorky conveyed the impression that art was full of intoxicating mysteriesmastered only after long study. There was a kind of glory to be won in dis-covering and maintaining this sublime knowledge. De Kooning sharedGorky's love for the guild secrets of art, the how-tos of mixing and prepar-ing. Gorky himself was loath to reveal his own discoveries. However,according to both Hess and Rosenberg, de Kooning sometimes helpedGorky. One day, after Gorky had become attracted to Miro, de Kooningfound him cursing his inability to paint a long thin line. He was trying todo it with his "fat Rubens brushes," and de Kooning was amazed to learnthat Gorky had never heard of the sign-painters7 liner brush. Once hebought one, de Kooning remembers, Gorky spent the day in ecstasy paint-ing long thin lines. De Kooning knew better than to ask Gorky where hegot his magnificent art supplies or found his vast array of brushes; Gorky'sreply, de Kooning said, would have inevitably been "Oh, some store." Onetime, the two were walking together down the Bowery, and they chancedupon a store selling decent paint at a surprisingly good price. De Kooning,highly enthusiastic, announced that he was going to go back home and getmoney to buy some. Gorky was noncommittal. When de Kooningreturned to the store several hours later, however, every single tube of thepaint was gone—purchased by Gorky.
Whether consciously or not, de Kooning absorbed many of the ideas ofboth Graham and Gorky. Raoul Hague said that Gorky in the earlythirties often spoke of the cracks in the sidewalks as something that couldinterest and excite the eye. So did de Kooning, according to the poet andcritic Edwin Denby, who became a close friend of de Kooning's in the mid-thirties. Graham was fascinated by the "edges" in painting—as, later, wasde Kooning. Both Gorky and Graham emphasized the importance of "neg-ative space," that part of the painting, often considered the background,that exists behind and around the central or positive image. De Kooningwould often speak in later years of how "negative space" has its ownpower and how he sought a seamless image in which each received itsdue. Although the renowned art teacher Hans Hofmann defined negativespace for many artists, de Kooning's own thinking about it went back toGraham and Gorky.
Their eventual fame makes it easy to forget how isolated de Kooningand Gorky were in the early 1930s, and how important it was that theyfound each other. Almost no one was interested in made-at-home mod-
ernism outside of the Graham-Gorky-Davis-de Kooning circle. PeterAgostini, one of the original Village inhabitants, later said of those times,"Nobody ran into anybody." He exaggerated somewhat, but it was deKooning's great good fortune to find a milieu that encouraged and inspiredhim. In addition to Graham—the "eminence gris," as Isamu Noguchicalled him—and Gorky and Davis, there was a sprinkling of youngerartists who also found their way into this progressive circle, notably thesculptor David Smith. That, de Kooning later said, was the core group:"Early there was Smith and Davis, Graham and Gorky and de Kooning."On many nights in the early 1930s, Gorky, Graham, and Davis could befound, surrounded by attentive clusters of friends and disciples, at theirtwo favorite Village haunts, both left over from the bohemian days ofGreenwich Village at the turn of the century. Davis's was the fumbleShop, a coffeehouse and restaurant on the corner of Eighth Street andMacDougal Alley near Washington Square Park, the heart of GreenwichVillage. Twenty years earlier, the Jumble Shop had been the gatheringplace of Thomas Wolfe and other writers,- half-scribbled notes by Wolfestill decorated the walls. The restaurant now welcomed a later generationof artists and writers. Just down Eighth Street from the new WhitneyMuseum, which opened in 1931 at 10 West Eighth Street, it mainlyattracted the American realist painters, along with Davis (whom theWhitney had also recognized] and his little band of modernists.
Even more than the Jumble Shop, which Davis favored, it wasRomany Marie's—and its patrons John Graham and Arshile Gorky—thatattracted de Kooning and the other young modernists. Davis, for all of hislove of the cubists, was a confirmed Yankee. Graham and Gorky, on theother hand, were very European. According to David Smith, "RomanyMarie's was our hangout. In the early 1930s, we drank coffee and hungaround New York like expatriates." Then located on a narrow Village sidestreet called Minetta Lane, Romany Marie's was tiny, dark, and intimate.Throughout the 1920s and '30s it moved locations, always retaining itsessential character. A previous version of the restaurant, at 13 3 Washing-ton Place, had been memorialized by the Ash Can painter John Sloan in apainting called Romany Marie's Garden. A later version was in a base-ment on Grove Street. "It was a real Villagey place," said the artist MiltonResnick, who became a close friend of de Kooning's in the late 1930s. "Itwas a literary place, really, more than an arts place. Like old Village style."The restaurant was named after Romany Marie, its owner, who by theearly 1930s had become a local legend. She was mannish and quite unat-tractive, but, like Gorky, made herself memorable. "Romany Marie was arather intriguing personality, a strong personality," said the artist Dorothy
Dehner, who was then married to David Smith. "She was sort of a mother.She would sit around at different tables—never intrusively, but she'd sitwith her customers, and go from one table to another." She cross-pollinated their conversations with gossip and tasty tidbits, reveling inintrigues and innuendoes. If the gossip wasn't good enough, she madesome up. She also added spice to the mediocre food by telling the fortunesof her regular patrons. According to Noguchi, "A lot of people went downthere. It was sort of a transfer of the Paris cafe life to New York. RomanyMarie had a real function."
Within the modernist group there was a distinct pecking order. WhenStuart Davis was around, for example, everyone deferred to him.Although they chafed at his position as the token American modernistaccepted by the Whitney Museum, they also acknowledged his authorityand seniority. When just Graham, Gorky, and de Kooning were present,however, Graham would assume command, which Gorky resented. Thetwo were, in fact, rivals,- there was rarely enough oxygen in one room forthem both. When they were in the midst of one of their frequent fallings-out, said the artist Hedda Sterne, each missed no opportunity to run downthe other behind his back. Graham, who had a malicious wit, was espe-cially merciless in skewering Gorky. But when they met again, the tunewould sometimes change miraculously, in the manner of two kings agree-ing to a peace. "We must not talk this way about one another," theywould say, embracing.
In the dark, cozy interiors of Romany Marie's and the Jumble Shop,with their pleasing echoes of an earlier bohemia, de Kooning's ideas aboutmodern art were further sharpened. In the circle de Kooning frequented,Paris was sacred and the "Bible" was Cahiers d'Art. The discussionsranged widely. Picasso, in particular, was a brilliant, disturbing powerfrom across the sea whose shadow seemed inescapable. For de Kooning asfor his "brother" Gorky, Picasso was becoming the modern touchstone,the one indispensable artist—necessary, as Gorky put it, on almost amoral basis. The New York artists were haunted by his protean fecundity,his refusal to stand still or repeat himself. He embodied every aspect of themodern. After his early academic training in Spain, he became a master offigurative symbolist art, passing through the famous Blue and Rose Peri-ods. His subsequent study of Cezanne and African tribal art helped stimu-late his proto-cubist masterpiece Les Desmoiselles d'Avignon-, then,working closely with Braque, he helped form cubism, which both Grahamand Davis considered the definitive breakthrough of twentieth-centuryart. In their view, cubism was the face of modernity. Its variety of view-points, fragmented planes, crystalline structure, and use of contemporary
de Kooning
subject matter captured the tempo, texture, and space of contemporarylife. But Picasso did not stop there. In the 1920s, he became a great sur-realist. Picasso, in short, was the great modern fountain. Although the pic-tures de Kooning was making in his spare time during the early 1930s stillowed more to other painters, such as Miro and de Chirico, than to Picasso,that would not always remain true. Picasso, owing partly to Graham'sproselytizing, would eventually become de Kooning's greatest inspiration.
Often, talk would turn to the unconscious and Graham's interest inautomatic writing. De Chirico's paintings, with their skewed perspectivesand eerie stillness, were highly admired. According to Conrad Marca-Relli, who became friendly with de Kooning a few years later, Miro wasalso celebrated "because of his open form and open space." In the early1930s, Cezanne remained an inspiration. How had he flattened the pictureplane? How had the cubists taken his depiction of space still further?Matisse, Uccello, and especially Ingres, whom Graham and Gorkyrevered, were held up for admiration. Hours were spent over cigarettes andthree percent beer discussing the mysteries of space, perspective, and illu-sion. How, in the end, did a painting trick the eye into believing that whatit saw was real? And what was truly "real" anyway? De Kooning himselfwas also "passionate" at the time about the graphic, highly expressionis-tic painting of Chaim Soutine, the shtetl Jew then living in Paris. Soutinewas best-known for roiling landscapes, depictions of bloody beef car-casses, and his astonishing, paint-laden brush; the impasto and surfaceswere like nothing else in art. De Kooning told friends that he wished hecould paint a picture that was like both Soutine and Ingres, a difficultcombination to imagine and one that suggests how important it alreadywas to de Kooning to welcome contradictory impulses.
The most abstract questions seemed endlessly interesting. Grahamand Gorky both loved ambiguity,- they felt that nothing was, or should be,certain about painting. Graham took the unknowable a step further, argu-ing that "dualism or a spirit of ambiguity or contradiction" underlay all ofWestern civilization. During these years de Kooning himself began todevelop his distinctive way of talking about art. Its main characteristicswere poetic elusiveness and joy in paradox. As Robert Jonas said, de Koo-ning loved ambiguity above all else. He liked, said Jonas, what couldn't beexplained: "Gorky called it magic." Jonas remembered de Kooning's abil-ity, in the 1930s, to argue and admire from every side. He could not bepinned down. When de Kooning talked, said Jonas, he started with solidpropositions that became more and more abstract. "For instance, the word'cubism.' Bill would define it. You could make notes. In a month, therewould be volumes of notes. He had this dangling participle approach to
Three Brothers / 109
logic." It was simply that de Kooning liked to question everything contin-uously. He was beginning to see both art and life as constantly moving.
For de Kooning in the early thirties, Graham set the strange, almostquixotic tone. An air of idealism, bordering on fanaticism, surroundedhim: either you were a believer, a prophet crying in the wilderness of badcontemporary art, or you were an infidel. To Graham's conviction wasadded Gorky's purity of purpose, his unerring eye, and his willingness toconfront the greatness of Parisian painting. Between them, the two madea strong case against the prevailing spirit of American painting. De Koo-ning often took exception when critics later wrote that the 1930s were aninfertile time in American art. "They weren't dead," was his invariablereply. "Everything happened early in the '30s. All of the influences were inplace."
9. Downtown
Art is the thing you cannot make.
On May i, 1934, Manhattan faced a rousing spectacle. For the pastfew years, the increasingly powerful Communist Party had beenorganizing vast May Day parades, much to the alarm of the conser-vatives. That year, the party outdid itself with what would prove to be itsbiggest demonstration of solidarity ever. The parade began at the tip ofManhattan, at the so-called Battery, and made its way up to Union Squareat Fourteenth Street. The vanguard set off at two p.m. There were so manymarchers—more than 100,000 by most reports—that the last, chantingand singing and waving banners, did not swing into view at Union Squareuntil six-thirty p.m., a full four and a half hours later. There, a crowd thatreached to the rooftops saluted them. The partying afterward continuedfor most of the night.
De Kooning and Gorky were there. And so were many other artists. By1933, the painter Jack Tworkov said, most New York artists had beenswept up by the powerful political surge to the left that characterized theDepression era. Money was short, success remote, but the scale of lifeseemed large; spirits downtown began to quicken, becoming less passiveand bleak. The deepest questions about the human condition were rou-tinely asked, as part of the daily round. Would Western civilization sur-vive the crisis of capitalism? Was a new modern man being born? Whatwas art's responsibility in a revolutionary era? To be young and an artist inthe Greenwich Village of the 1930s was to be subject to a constant seriesof enthusiasms, as the conventions of politics, love, and art gave way tovisions of another world.
By 1934, de Kooning's life in Manhattan had changed markedly. Hestill maintained close ties with Bart van der Schelling (who had become aroommate of Robert Jonas's) and with his Dutch friends from Hobokenand workmates at Eastman Brothers. He even continued to freelance occa-sionally for Eastman Brothers. But he was being drawn more and moreinto the downtown vortex of radical politics and bohemian life. In thismilieu, an idealized view of personal freedom, rooted in the sublime self-ishness of romantic thought, often prevailed among artists, writers, andintellectuals. Malcolm Cowley described the ethos this way in his book
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on the period, Exile's Return: "Each man's, each woman's purpose in life isto express himself, to realize his full individuality through creative workand beautiful living in beautiful surroundings." Marriage and conven-tional propriety belonged to the much-despised middle class, or, in thecommunist parlance taking hold in the early 1930s, to the "bourgeoisie."Many artists read the Daily Worker, the organ of the party, and TheWorld Tomorrow, Norman Thomas's socialist paper. A growing group ofindependent Trotskyites, impatient with the follow-Moscow line of theStalinists and more interested than conventional communists in anexploratory approach to literature and the arts, began paying particularattention to cultural life. (The magazine that would best represent this lit-erary left was Partisan Review, which was founded in 1934.) It was fromamong intellectuals, including artists, that the Communist Party drew itsmost ardent supporters. To many of them, World War I and its aftermathdecisively damned capitalism, with the greed, speculation, and socialparanoia of the 1920s leading directly into the rise of fascism in the 1930s."All the artists were communists," said the artist Dorothy Dehner. "Theywere the idealists."
Even among those who were not card-carrying communists, likeGorky and de Kooning, the prevailing sentiment was left-wing. Accordingto Isamu Noguchi, artists were such pariahs in American society that theyinstinctively sided with anyone else perceived as an underdog. Commu-nism had the added appeal of defining artists as workers, thus providingthem the legitimacy that they sought but could not attain in Americansociety. Even if they didn't fix plumbing or build houses for a living, manyartists, including de Kooning, loved the notion of an honest day's work,done with one's hands, for an honest day's pay. Lawyers and bankers wereparasites; workers built tangible assets, including art. They were honestand necessary. "Like they say, 'Are you for the communists?' " said thesculptor Peter Agostini. "Everybody says, 'Sure, why not?' Because every-body was broke and naturally we were working men. You see? So you alljoined and everybody was a happy communist."
Just beyond the rarefied "beautiful atmosphere" that de Kooningfound in Gorky's studio lay Union Square, the heart of left-wing thinkingand communist politics in America. A crowded, four-block island of con-crete and trees between Fourteenth and Eighteenth streets, and boundedby Broadway and Park Avenue, Union Square was an urban political the-ater, vibrant, shabby, and pulsing with opinions. The writer Alfred Kazindescribed a typical night at Union Square this way: "The place was boilingas usual, with crowds lined up at the frankfurter stands and gawking atthe fur models who in a lighted corner window perched above the square
walked round and round like burlesque queens. . . . There was always acrowd in Union Square; the place itself felt like a crowd through whichyou had to keep pushing to get anywhere." Often Gorky and de Kooning,after a late night spent talking about painting, would stroll through thesquare and observe the scene—what Kazin described as an "eternallymilling circle of radicals in argument."
By the mid-thirties, the Depression and political ferment were start-ing to mobilize American artists in a new way, bringing together indi-viduals who had previously been isolated. In 1934, the College ArtAssociation, which attempted to track artists nationwide, estimated thatfourteen hundred were urgently in need of financial help. As the Depres-sion deepened, some artists banded together in the belief that their com-mon interests transcended their differences. Their first step was topersuade the city to allow open-air art shows in Washington Square,which was close to de Kooning's home in the Marble House on lower FifthAvenue. All one had to do to participate was bring along a work and hangit on the fence. Artists also asked the major restaurants in the Village ifthey would display paintings on their walls. "This was the real beginningof the collective spirit," said the artist Burgoyne Diller.
But the most important change came with the founding in 1933 of theArtists' Union. One of its key organizers was de Kooning's close friendfrom A. S. Beck, Robert Jonas. From roughly 1931 to 1933, Jonas was amainstay of the Workers International Relief, a communist-backed orga-nization aimed at mobilizing the unemployed and lobbying for govern-ment assistance. In 1933, he and a few like-minded artists founded theUnemployed Artists' Union. Later known simply as the Artists' Union, itbecame by the mid-thirties a central focus of artistic life in New York.The headquarters was on Sixth Avenue between Ninth and Tenth Streets,close to Union Square and many downtown studios. Almost every artistbelonged to the union, though not all were politically active. Communistsdominated the union. According to the sculptor Herzl Emanuel, whoknew de Kooning casually in those years, "The Artists' Union was theresult of the organizing effort of the communists. And many of us werecommunists, including me. Why? Because the communists were tremen-dous fighters and very gifted organizers."
In addition, the Artists' Union provided downtown artists with aplace to gather. "A lot of us wanted a base, a haven where we could gettogether and fight for our rights," said the artist Joseph Solman. For awhile, Stuart Davis became so involved in the Artists' Union, editing itsArt Front journal and serving as national chairman, that he had no time tobe an artist. "Lots of work was done," Davis said wryly, "but little paint-
ing." One time, de Kooning helped Gorky build a memorable float for aparade organized by the union. "It was Gorky's idea," said Robert Jonas ofthe float, which was an abstract tower, made of painted cardboard, with awooden skeleton and wires,- it was so big that six people had to carry it.Compared to most artists, however, de Kooning gave little time to poli-tics. Not only did he instinctively resist an ideology that told him what todo, but he shared the artisan's love for arcane know-hows, beautiful tools,and luscious materials, an attitude a socialist would dismiss as old-fashioned or even petit-bourgeois. John Graham was actually a moredetermined participant than de Kooning was, perhaps because he couldnot resist the pomp and pageantry of any parade, even a communist one.De Kooning loved to tell of one May Day parade when he saw the impec-cably turned out, essentially royalist Graham marching among the ranksof the proletariat. Raising a beautifully gloved fist, his bearing militarilyerect, Graham cried, "We want bread!"
In March 1934, while Nini was out of town on a vaudeville tour, deKooning decided to give a party at his loft. This was not unusual.Despite a reputation for being quiet and unassuming, the young Dutch-man often opened his loft to parties. In contrast to more serious paintersduring the early to middle years of the Depression, de Kooning was notthen suffering any economic hardship. His steady work at A. S. Beck haddried up, probably because of Depression cutbacks and his own desire formore free time, but he continued to freelance regularly for the companyand he made more than enough money to support himself and Nini. Hiscelebrated music machine made his loft the best place for artists to danceoutside of a dance hall. The parties themselves were informal. A fewfriends would drop by, bringing their own liquor if they wanted to drink,and often, friends of friends showed up. Among the strangers who showedup at this party was a group of five or six young women who lived onThompson Street. Part of the downtown world of artists, dancers, andmodels, they roomed together in a railroad flat—a long, narrow apartmentwith several windowless inner rooms. "The place was a madhouse," saidone friend, describing their life in the old, walk-up tenement. Most of thewomen were aspiring dancers who had studied, or were studying, withMartha Graham. But they also supported themselves by modeling forartists. "This was a hard-drinking crowd," said one participant. "Theywere always in search of a new party. It was a way of life that was verypermissive."
Among them was a young woman from the Bronx named Juliet
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        Juliet Browner, after her move to California,photographed by Man Ray
Browner. The oldest of sevenchildren, she had had a difficultchildhood. Her mother, whosehealth had been underminedby a long string of pregnan-cies and miscarriages, was notstrong enough to care for herchildren. Instead, she dependedupon her eldest daughter todo much of the work raisingher five younger brothers andone younger sister. Her father,"Doc" Browner, a pharmacistwith whom Juliet was espe-cially close, struggled to supporthis children and ailing wife,working long hours at Kostica'sPharmacy on Ninth Avenue inManhattan. His salary barelycovered the rent of the family'smodest, two-bedroom apart-ment. Juliet helped out uncomplainingly. But when she was sixteen, shedecided she had had enough, and set off on her own. (She would continueto return home, however, whenever her mother became ill and neededher.) She dropped out of Julia Richman High School in the Bronx andmoved in with several old friends in Greenwich Village. There she beganmodeling for artists, among them both Graham and Gorky, and studyingwith a protegee of Martha Graham's named Lillian Ray.
Juliet's story was hardly remarkable. In the late 1920s and early '30s,the Village was filled with aspiring models and dancers looking for a breakor a husband. However, Juliet Browner—sometimes known as Julie—wasparticularly beautiful. Like Nini, Juliet was petite and thin, almost bird-boned. But she was far prettier than Nini—prettier, indeed, than anyone inher circle. She had a cameo face, very white with delicate features, cappedby thick, curly brown hair. Her figure was boyish but well developed.Even among the other models, all of whom were young and attractive, onefriend remembered her as "outstanding." She also had a talent for dressingwell, transforming clothing that she bought for fifty cents from the Salva-tion Army into festive party gowns. A photograph of Browner takenduring those years shows her finely cut features and sharply planed cheek-bones. "She was so pretty you can't imagine," said a friend. It was her
expression in this photograph, however, that was most memorable. Sheappeared at once innocent and otherworldly. One friend said that Julietwas even asked to pose for a sculpture of the boy Jesus, so beatific were herlooks. "Juliet was so guileless and so vulnerable," said Bea Reiner, whowas also a model at the time.
There was also another, more sensuous side to Juliet's beauty. She wasnot a great dancer, yet she knew how to handle her body and shape herselfto music. As a child in the Bronx, she would wriggle and vamp to streetchants. She also played the violin, and had a good sense of rhythm. Aftermoving to the Village, Juliet, influenced by the flowing innovative style ofGraham choreography, would often get up at downtown parties and beginimprovising with other young dancers, always to a highly enthusiasticreception. The night of the party at de Kooning's was no different, exceptthat the music was even better than usual because no one had to interruptit in order to crank up an old-fashioned machine.
De Kooning loaded the Capehart turntable with records from his jazzcollection. Then, as the evening wore on and the whiskey that some weredrinking took effect, de Kooning put on Stravinsky's Rite of Spring.Twenty years after its riotous premiere in Paris, Rite of Spring, with itssavage harmonies and sexual undertones, was still shocking, as it remainstoday for the unjaded. Juliet had never before heard it, and she was over-whelmed by its power. "I was so moved by the music I got up and danceduntil dawn," she said. One can imagine the effect upon de Kooning: astrikingly lovely girl, with a lithe and boyish body, giving herself to hisfavorite piece of music with abandon. Late that night, after the last of theguests staggered homeward, Juliet and Bill completed the seduction begunby the music. As Juliet put it, "After that I just stayed."
If de Kooning was enchanted by Browner's physical beauty and grace,she had many of the same feelings about him. Like Juliet, de Kooning waswell proportioned, if not big, and in those years he was surprisingly fair."Bill was rather delicate then," said one acquaintance of the time. "Andvery beautiful when he was young." In a photograph taken in the late1930s, in which he stares directly at the camera, his features appear strongand even and his body trimly compact. His hair is thick. His gaze is atonce stark and penetrating: perhaps he knew the effect upon others of along-held look, when the eyes were light enough to seem bottomless. Inrecollections of de Kooning from the period, the word "angelic" recursagain and again. His manner reinforced the effect. "When you saw Bill, hewas so beautiful and innocent-looking you always felt that if you had aten-dollar bill handy you'd give it to him," said Joseph Solman. "Helooked like that type in a French movie, a lovely helpless bohemian.
Everyone liked him because there was a quality about him that was naive,sweet, open, almost I would even say saintlike." Compared to the swag-gering of many of the male artists, which had already begun in earnest inthe thirties, de Kooning's gentleness appeared both unusual and seductive.Besides, there is something that appeals to many women about men whoare not in hot pursuit; and by all accounts, de Kooning almost neveraggressively chased women unless he was drinking, which began onlymuch later in his life. He let women come to him.
Beneath de Kooning's sweet exterior, however, some acquaintancessensed a cool reserve. According to Bea Reiner, who knew both JulietBrowner and Nini Diaz, de Kooning struck her as a man who "wantedwhat he wanted when he wanted it." An even shrewder observer mighthave detected a measure of cruelty, a capacity to become quickly andfrighteningly indifferent after the passion of the moment. Like manyartists, de Kooning, finally, was less committed to any actual person thanto a kind of beautiful dream or sensation of life that he nurtured withinhimself. Sometimes the outside world seemed to meet this internal stan-dard. The glorious early days of a love affair were such a time. But the out-side world typically became too ordinary, too demanding. He would notlet it interfere with the artist's dream within. It did not take much tomake de Kooning suspicious of a woman's motives. "I do know that Billdidn't want to get married," said the photographer Rudolph (Rudy| Burck-hardt, who observed de Kooning's life firsthand after the two becameneighbors, and then close friends, in the mid-thirties. Once, when Burck-hardt was speaking affectionately about Juliet—admiring the sweet charmof her helpless, waiflike behavior—de Kooning snapped, "She uses that.She uses being charming." According to Burckhardt, whenever Julietpressed Bill about their future, he would torment her by saying, "I'm notgoing to marry you. I'd rather marry Nini."
De Kooning's affair with Juliet did not greatly surprise their friends.Nini was not an ambitious artist in her own right and did not fit assmoothly into the downtown milieu as her beautiful rival did. Both Jonasand de Kooning also remained keenly interested in playing around, a wide-spread practice downtown. "Oh, the things that went on," Tully Filmussaid. "It was all very bohemian." Nini resented any womanizing on deKooning's part and was given to jealousy. Upon returning from trips withthe circus, she would search the apartment for telltale signs of otherwomen. One time, friends said, she destroyed a painting de Kooning hadmade of a nude model, thereby enraging de Kooning, who smashed his fistthrough a Sheetrock wall.
If Nini was susceptible to jealousy, de Kooning was quick to find a
relationship suffocating. He was ruthless to Diaz at the start of his affairwith Juliet. Nini returned to New York from a two- or three-week-longtour of Canada the night of the party at which de Kooning met Juliet. Shehad been performing her wire act and had cabled de Kooning to say thatshe was on her way home. But then the fast car in which she was ridingwith her brother-in-law, Eddie, got them home several hours sooner thanscheduled. When Nini arrived very late that night at the Marble House,she found it empty, with the air still thick with smoke, as if the last guestshad just left. Diaz discovered that her douche bag, which hung in the bath-room, was wet, indicating that a woman had had sex—quite possibly, Diazthought, with de Kooning.
Diaz, upset, hurried from the apartment to the tiny all-night cafe thatshe and de Kooning frequented. As soon as she walked in, said Diaz, sheheard Tully Filmus warn de Kooning, "Here's Nini!" Seated with themwas Juliet Browner, who turned around to look at Diaz and then said to deKooning, "She's beautiful." By then, de Kooning was already so takenwith Juliet that he could hardly see Diaz. That night, said Nini, she and deKooning went home and talked and talked. "It was just like the movies,"she said. De Kooning was smitten, and completely hard-hearted. He wasdetermined to have Browner, who, said Diaz, was also more sexuallyaccomplished and adventurous than she was. (One of Browner's talents,Diaz told friends, was for oral sex, which de Kooning had never beforeexperienced.) Talking with male friends later, de Kooning would say,"Nini was nice. But oh, Juliet!"
Diaz had no choice but to move out of the Marble House to make wayfor Browner. On one level, she said, she did not mind the separation; deKooning's moodiness and tension were affecting her health and may havegiven her an ulcer. De Kooning was working all the time, but was stilldestroying much of what he made. The hurt, said Diaz, was more "in theway it was done." De Kooning, however, was not completely uncaring. Hehelped her find a small apartment far downtown, moved her in, and gaveher a few pieces of furniture to get her started. But she found her new lifealone hard. She missed "all the beautiful music and looking out over FifthAvenue."
That summer of 1934, as the heat of the city became uncomfortable,de Kooning once again left for Woodstock, this time with Juliet Browner.They took along enough clothes and art supplies for the whole summer.Before their departure, there was a touching scene at the train station."Doc" Browner arrived with his daughter to meet de Kooning. PumpingBill's hand, Browner said, "Take good care of my daughter." It was clearthat Juliet thought the relationship was serious. De Kooning, who had no
such commitment in mind, was rattled. From what Doc Browner said, heconfided to friends, it sounded as if they were getting married instead ofsimply vacationing together in Woodstock. Perhaps Juliet's desire for acommitment—only months after moving in with him—disturbed deKooning and made him wish to send a signal that he was not, finally,available. Or perhaps he genuinely felt sorry for Nini, stuck in the hot cityin her tiny apartment. In any case, he and Juliet were no sooner in Wood-stock than de Kooning wrote to Diaz and invited her to join them. Eager tobe part of de Kooning's life, even if not as his primary girlfriend, Diaz read-ily agreed and joined de Kooning and Juliet in an apartment in the heart ofWoodstock. There, despite their complicated history, she and Brownersoon became close friends. "I was very much taken with the little Juliet,"said Diaz. The two would go swimming together—"Juliet swam like afish," said Diaz—and Diaz would spend hours combing Juliet's hair.
Not surprisingly, de Kooning's menage a trois did not go unnoticed.Most of his circle was astonished, particularly when Marie Marchowskyand a friend hitchhiked up to Woodstock at de Kooning's request and alsomoved in for a while. Shrugging their shoulders, however, de Kooning'sfriends merely said of the odd arrangement, "That's Bill. If anyone canmake it work, he will." Once in Woodstock, Diaz and Browner stayed wellinto the winter. In August, de Kooning returned to the city. He had to giveup his top-floor space in the Marble House, probably because the renova-tions were now complete and the landlord wanted a high rent. He movedinto temporary quarters at 40 Union Square, near Gorky, in the apartmentof a German architect named Mac Vogel, another member of the down-town crowd and a friend of Robert Jonas's. What Juliet did that autumn inthe deserted summer colony is unclear. In her fearless fashion, however,Nini proceeded to pose for a local artist and become his lover, even thoughhe was married. ("I gave him all the talent I had seen in Bill," she said.]The result, said Diaz, was a lovely portrait of her that the artist painted.When Juliet and Nini finally returned to Manhattan near the end of theyear, Nini found that she had lost the sublet on her little apartment andhad to relocate yet again, this time to Minetta Lane in the Village. Shecontinued to find life without de Kooning hard. When Bea Reiner, whoremembered her from the earlier Woodstock summer, moved into anapartment nearby, she thought Nini was still suffering terribly from thebreakup. Reiner said that Diaz became rail thin and that her doctor puther on a regimen of beer to help her gain weight.
De Kooning, meanwhile, chose to move with Browner to a new part oftown, West Twenty-first Street, in the center of Chelsea. It was there, fiveyears earlier, that he had first glimpsed Raoul Hague's vast loft. Very dif-
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        ferent from the gracious area of lower Fifth Avenue where de Kooning hadpreviously lived, Chelsea was an odd amalgam of elegance and ugliness. Inits heyday, from the 1870s to the '90s, it had been the most fashionablepart of town; Sixth Avenue had been known as the "Ladies' Mile," andwas lined with opulent department stores. The first Grand Opera Housewas located on Eighth Avenue and Twenty-third Street, and fancy restau-rants and ornate vaudeville palaces filled the area. By the mid-thirties,however, the stores and entertainment palaces had long since closed,becoming empty-eyed witnesses to an earlier prosperity. When de Koo-ning moved in, the side streets were lined with graceless loft buildingsthat contained small factories and manufacturing spaces. Each was four orfive stories high—sometimes as tall as eight—and without much enliven-ing decoration, careful proportion, or, indeed, any redeeming architecturalquality. The treeless streets, city canyons devoid of much light and space,were narrow. After dark, the area was deserted and grim. Few buildingswere legitimate residences. Most were cold-water lofts, home to artists,dancers, and others too poor to rent apartments in residential neighbor-hoods. De Kooning's original apartment—a small loft space at 145 WestTwenty-first Street in a five-story building that was indistinguishablefrom scores of similar buildings in the area—did not work out. He couldnot stand the smell of fresh bread constantly wafting upward from a bak-ery just beneath him. In a few weeks, he moved to a loft next door, at 143West Twenty-first Street. Finding someplace new to live during theDepression was not difficult. A photograph of the street taken in the1930s by Rudy Burckhardt showed "Loft to Let" signs on almost everybuilding, and the street teemed with delivery trucks. Traces of an earlierera, before the lofts, could be seen in the rows of ornate, wrought-ironstoops that were never torn down.
Even after de Kooning's move to Chelsea with Juliet, Nini continuedto be a significant part of his life. Sometimes, when Browner returned tothe Bronx to take care of her ailing mother, de Kooning would visit Diazand sleep with her. That spring of 1935, he had another powerful reason toremain close to Diaz. Nine years after leaving Holland, de Kooning hadfinally saved enough money to bring his mother to America. Corneliabelieved—on the strength of what de Kooning had written to her—thatDiaz and her son were married; she would even brag to friends that Wimwas married to a world-famous dancer. Loath to tell her the truth, deKooning devised an elaborate ruse. First, he found Diaz a new and biggerapartment, in which the paint from the renovation was barely dry, andthen he moved back in with her for the duration of his mother's visit. "Billwas trying to make it look like everything was nice together," said Diaz.
The two presented themselves as asuccessful young couple living aconventional life as they took Cor-nelia around town. A photographshows the three posing in theirstiff Sunday best near the Atlasstatue in the newly completedFifth Avenue portion of Rocke-feller Center. Diaz spent her daysentertaining Cornelia, who wouldtalk in rapid-fire Dutch with noregard for whether or not her lis-teners understood her. And Diazspent her nights with de Kooningin the bedroom, while Corneliaslept on the couch in the livingroom.
Despite de Kooning's best ef-forts, however, Cornelia learnedthe truth about Juliet and Niniduring her stay in New York.There followed the sort of histri-onic scene that de Kooning hadworked so hard to avoid. Corneliawept and wept. When she subse-quently learned about Nini's abor-tions, she became even moreupset. Diaz tried to appease her bytelling her that that was the waythings happened in modern America. Cornelia, however, would havenone of it. Doubtless she would have been even more upset to learn thatde Kooning, during her visit, impregnated Nini once again. This time, theabortion would be performed not by Nini's regular doctor, but by a substi-tute, and with terrible results. For the next year, Diaz continued to bleed,becoming seriously anemic; later, she was unable to conceive a child.
That de Kooning was willing to create such an elaborate ruse abouthis private life indicated to what lengths he would contrive to go to avoida confrontation with his mother. He knew that the tyrannical and morallyconventional Cornelia would never approve of his life in New York, andhe did not wish to quarrel with her about it. He also wanted her to believethat he was living a typically prosperous life in America. He was still, at
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        De Kooning with his mother, Cornelia,and girlfriend Virginia Diaz at the newlybuilt Rockefeller Center in 1935, on thefirst of Cornelia's two visits to the UnitedStates
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thirty years old, hiding from her. (This is also readily apparent from thecards he sent home over the years, filled with loving testimonials ''to thebest mother in the world" even as he complained bitterly about her.)Rather than let his mother into his actual life, and have to justify that lifeto her, he wore a disguise.
His juggled relationship with Nini and Juliet was also characteristic.At the apartment in Woodstock, de Kooning's friends witnessed a patternof behavior that would often emerge in his personal life. Robert Jonas, acareful observer of others, noticed that de Kooning typically dealt withdifficult relationships or choices by not dealing with them,- he forced oth-ers to take action while he himself stood apart. "He doesn't commit him-self," Jonas said. De Kooning often created around himself a kind offraught irresolution, not surprising for a painter who would one daybecome known as a master of ambiguity. Almost never, for example,would de Kooning end an affair decisively. "Bill's life was very compli-cated because he never had one woman and then another woman," saidRudy Burckhardt, a wry observer of bohemian life in Chelsea. "It was allmixed up." According to Jonas, de Kooning's failure to act could itself beregarded as Machiavellian: he usually ended up with what he wanted and,Jonas said, would invariably make the selfish choice if he was actuallyforced to confront a situation.
In the mid-thirties, de Kooning seemed to others no more or less com-mitted to art than he was to a particular lover. But here, too, he finallyfound a way to let others force his hand—and again in such a way that heachieved exactly what he wanted. On May 6, 1935, President Franklin D.Roosevelt announced the formation of the vast Works Progress Adminis-tration (WPA) public relief program, by far the biggest effort of his admin-istration to get the unemployed back to work. As part of this gargantuannew project, there would be a Federal Arts Project, employing artists,dancers, actors, and writers. On August 2, the word flew through down-town New York that the Federal Arts Project was starting up that veryday. All you had to do was to show up at the project headquarters with art-work in hand and sign on. "They were shouting with the excitement ofchildren at a zoo," wrote May Rosenberg, the wife of Harold Rosenberg,who would become one of the most influential art critics of the New Yorkschool. "Hurry. Grab some paintings. Hurry! Grab anything you've gotframed and come along."
For de Kooning, there was a catch. In order to join the WPA—as theartists always referred to the Federal Arts Project—you had to be impover-
ished. But de Kooning was actually quite prosperous; that summer, he wasstill working fairly regularly for A. S. Beck. Inspired by Gorky, however, deKooning was edging closer and closer to the day when he would finally"declare" himself as a full-time artist. "The decision to take was: Was itworth it to put all my eggs in one basket, that kind of basket of art," hetold the critic David Sylvester many years later. "I didn't know if I reallywas competent enough, if I felt it enough." Little by little, however, deKooning was styling himself, in his own mind at least, as a full-time artistrather than a Sunday painter. He was beginning to reverse the old terms inwhich one worked for a living and then painted on the side. "It was a grad-ual development and it was really more of a psychological attitude: that itwas better to say, 'No. I'm an artist. I have to do something on the side tomake a living.' So I styled myself an artist and it was very difficult. But itwas a much better state of mind." He was also helped by the support of hiscontemporaries—for de Kooning in the mid-thirties was beginning to gainan underground reputation. (Anyone with whom Gorky spent so muchtime naturally aroused interest.) The downtown artists also saw how hardde Kooning was working "on the side," and how ardently he struggled tofind an independent style, constantly destroying his work rather than set-tling for mediocrity.
Still, it took the WPA to persuade a poor boy from Rotterdam toassume the financial risk. The WPA provided a regular paycheck just asA. S. Beck did. For several months during the summer and fall of 1935 deKooning agonized over what to do. Then, in late 1935, he went to the dis-play manager at A. S. Beck and told him that he was quitting his currentproject. The reason he gave was that he was not making enough money.Such a complaint, he decided, offered him a simpler exit than trying toexplain that he wanted to be a serious artist. To de Kooning's astonish-ment, the manager offered to double his salary. "Then," de Kooning real-ized, "I knew that I had to quit." At the age of thirty-one, he had made hischoice: he was now a full-time painter.
10. TheWPA
I was reading Kierkegaard and I came across the phrase "To be purifiedis to will one thing." It made me sick.
In contrast to Europe, which had a strong tradition of patronage, theAmerica of the 1930s regarded the arts as frivolous and often decadent—and certainly not an essential part of national life. A presidential com-mission reported in 1933, "For the overwhelming majority of theAmerican people the fine arts of painting and sculpture, in their non-commercial, non-industrial forms, do not exist." During its five years oflife, the Federal Arts Project became a lightning rod for conservatives inCongress and the press, who considered it the ultimate boondoggle.
Given this degree of enmity, it was extraordinary that President Roo-sevelt backed the arts project—as well as its predecessors—as strongly ashe did. The government's earliest art-related project was the short-livedPublic Works of Art Project (PWAP), a predecessor to the WPA, which ben-efited Gorky, among others. The PWAP was a tiny part of the much largerCivil Works Administration, Roosevelt's first large-scale work-relief pro-gram, which began operation in December 1933. The PWAP's intent wasto create art "of the best quality available" for public buildings. In the end,the PWAP lasted only six months, but it established an important prece-dent for subsidizing the arts along with other jobs. The next arts-relatedwork-relief program was the Section of Painting and Sculpture. Launchedin October 1934 and later known as the Section of Fine Arts, it was headedby Edward Bruce, a businessman turned painter and supporter of the arts.His idea was to continue to hire the best available artists, regardless oftheir financial condition. More than a thousand murals were painted inpost offices and other government buildings through the auspices of thetwo programs.
All of the early programs were preludes, however, to what wouldprove the biggest, grandest, longest, and most far-reaching arts programever undertaken in the United States, the Federal Arts Project, whichcame into being largely through the lobbying of Harry Hopkins, the headof the WPA program and one of Roosevelt's closest advisors. Hopkins,together with many others, opposed the idea of out-and-out welfare.Instead, he believed in putting people back to work, then paying them for
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their efforts—in his words, "ending the dole, expanding the rural rehabili-tation projects, and giving other reliefers jobs on useful projects." Hopkinswanted such work efforts to extend to artists, and he refused to back downfrom this view even in the face of vehement criticism. "I think thesethings are good in life," he said about art, writing, and theater. "They areimportant." Largely as a result, when the WPA was announced in May1935, one of its many subprograms was Federal Project Number One. Asizable $300 million was appropriated for the combined arts project,which covered theater, music, the visual arts, and writing. Museum cura-tor Holger Cahill was put in charge of the visual arts program. He was anenlightened choice. Trained at the Newark Museum, he was familiar withmany styles of art. And although he personally favored representationalpainting—the artists he most liked were the Mexican muralists—he knewbetter than to impose a single vision on art.
By August 1935, the arts project was ready to go forward. In NewYork, it was headed by Audrey McMahon, who, as director of the CollegeArt Association, had already been helping many artists to find teachingjobs. By the middle of November, around eleven hundred New Yorkartists were working on the WPA. Many went overnight from poverty tothe stipulated salary of almost $24 a week. They could scarcely believetheir good fortune. For the first time in years, they could afford decentmeals, studios, and whiskey. "I can't begin to tell you how rich everybodywas," said paint maker Leonard Bocour. Before being hired by the WPA, anartist first had to apply for Home Relief. Then, after gaining this proof ofpoverty, he or she could apply for the project and be transferred to its rolls.The Artists' Union proved tremendously valuable in this bureaucraticprocess by helping the artists establish indigency. If, along the way, anartist was fired or laid off, "we fought for them," said the painter JosephSolman. But there were also sharp political tensions within the union, notleast of which was the infighting between its two main communist sects.These tensions mirrored the larger division in the American left betweenStalinists, who believed that all communists must answer to Moscow,and the Trotskyites, who were typically more literary and freethinking.
Despite their differences, the communists set the union's agenda, call-ing for art that depicted the class struggle and the fall of capitalism. Theyrevered Diego Rivera and other left-wing Mexican mural painters. Mod-ernist art that lacked a political message, such as cubism, was barely tol-erated. "The modern artists were suffered," said George McNeil ofhimself and the other early abstract painters in the union, includingGorky and de Kooning. "They weren't completely ridiculed, but theywere treated as aesthetes, as antisocial. They had to fight for everything at
that time." Fortunately for the small group of modernists, one division ofthe Federal Arts Project, that of mural painting, was not completely dom-inated by either communists or conservatives, even though both groupstook a particular interest in such work. The division was headed by Bur-goyne Diller, an abstract artist who was an elegant, dignified man with ascrupulous regard for the concerns of other artists. The first thing Dillerdid as a supervisor was to look for work for the modernists. It was anuphill struggle for abstract art, he later said: "[The authorities] felt thatthere was no place for it at the time because they felt that the projectshould be a popular program." However, Diller believed that at least asmall percentage of mural projects could safely be apportioned to abstractartists: "I mean if I had ten jobs going, I could afford to start one thatmight be aesthetically a little questionable to some people."
Diller found a sympathetic listener in the early days of the project inan architect named William Lescaze, who had been commissioned tobuild a huge public housing project in the Williamsburg section of Brook-lyn. According to Diller,
We got together at one point and I told him that I thought that we hadsome fine abstract painters and they should have walls to work on. Itstruck me at the time . . . [that] we could probably have these abstractpainters do things that would be very decorative, very colorful andprobably people moving into this housing project might need thattouch of color and decoration around, something to give a little life andgaiety to these rather bleak buildings.
Lescaze endorsed the idea and helped it win bureaucratic approval. "It cul-minated," said Diller, "in our having most of the men I had available atthe time being assigned to jobs." Diller's division rapidly became synony-mous with modernism in America. Stuart Davis designed one mural. JanMatulka, who had taught at the Art Students League with Davis, designedanother. McNeil was himself on the Williamsburg project. So were IlyaBolotowsky and Balcombe Greene, two other early abstract artists.
Although de Kooning began on the easel project of the WPA, he soonjoined his modernist colleagues in the mural division in Williamsburg.Each artist there worked in his own style designing what were called "dec-orative" murals—the code word that Diller devised in order to avoid theinflammatory word "abstract," which always aroused controversy. "Theywere rather special because these were the first abstract murals any-where," said Bolotowsky. "There might have been one that Picasso did onthe ceiling of Gertrude Stein's house, or maybe a couple more." De Koo-
ning's six months on the Williamsburg project did not result in any com-pleted murals. A preparatory study for one work, however, showed anarchitectonic space influenced by Picasso's The Studio, a painting ownedby the Museum of Modern Art; it also reflected the rounded biomorphicforms of Arp and Miro. The Williamsburg studies led to de Kooning's firstinclusion in a museum show. Stung by criticism that it celebrated Euro-pean art while turning a blind eye to innovative American work, theMuseum of Modern Art mounted a show in the fall of 1936 called "NewHorizons in American Art." The works were drawn from those executedduring the first year of the WPA and were chosen by Holger Cahill—whoknew Gorky's work, having written a short note on Gorky for the painter'sfirst show at the Mellon Galleries in Philadelphia in 1934. Cahill includedone of de Kooning's sketches for the Williamsburg project, in addition toworks by Davis, Bolotowsky, Greene, Gorky, and McNeil. "I remember deKooning's work was there, and mine too," said McNeil of the show."There's a point which is very important and that is that de Kooningalways had a peer position from the very beginning of modern art. He wasalways, as far as I know, respected as a tremendously important painter."
By the latter half of 1936, the Williamsburg project was winding downand Diller began casting about for other jobs for the modernists in hiscrew. It was then that Frederick Kiesler, a visionary architect and sculptorfrom Austria who had settled in New York in 1926 and become part of thedowntown scene, came up with a novel suggestion. Why not have someWPA artists work on a mural with the celebrated French artist FernandLeger? At the time, Leger, who was fascinated by America and consideredNew York the engine of the modern world, was making periodic tripsacross the Atlantic. Like Kiesler, he was an architect by training. His ownstyle was based upon cubism, but he was by temperament open-mindedabout art and was far from being a "pure" painter. He loved to collaborateand had also worked on stage design, in the decorative arts, and even onfilms. He had taught a number of Americans studying art in Paris, and hisstatic, monumental style of painting brought him widespread respect.
Not surprisingly, Diller endorsed the idea of a collaboration with anartist of Leger's stature. As a foreigner, Leger could not be hired onto theproject outright; but he could be invited, owing to his prominence, tosupervise the work of a group of WPA artists. "We decided that it wouldwork if we could find a place where we could do a job that would employa group of American artists that might take the same theme that he wouldtake," said Diller. "In other words, if there were enough panels or posi-tions for murals, that he could collaborate with them, and he could moreor less establish a theme and then they could do whatever variations on
that theme that they pleased." Having interested Leger in collaboratingfor no payment on a WPA mural—a great coup in and of itself—Diller andKiesler next set out to find an appropriate site. A natural location was theFrench Line pier on the Hudson River. Accordingly, they approachedMonsieur de PEnclet, the head of the French Line in America.
At the initial meeting, de PEnclet proved coolly noncommittal to theidea, but Diller pushed ahead anyway. A small group of artists wasselected to work with Leger. One was de Kooning, who was alerted to hisnew assignment by telegram. ("I didn't realize at first it was Leger I wasworking under," he said.) Among the others were Harry Bowden, a muralpainter who later became a photographer, and the modernists GeorgeMcNeil, Byron Browne, Ilya Bolotowsky, and Balcombe Greene. MercedesMatter was both an assistant and the translator for the group. The daugh-ter of the American painter Arthur Carles and an accomplished artist inher own right, Mercedes was married to Herbert Matter, a Swiss-born pho-tographer who had studied with Leger in Paris. The couple put Herbert'sstudio, located in a penthouse apartment in the elegant East Side apart-ment complex known as Tudor City, at Leger's disposal. According to deKooning, when Leger and his group of assistants first assembled in a WPAshop at Fifth Avenue and Thirty-ninth Street, "it was like meeting God."The American modernists revered Paris and its artists, above all thosewho, like Leger, had helped shape the evolution of cubism. Whatever awewas created by Leger's formidable reputation, however, was soon dispelledby the Frenchman's down-to-earth manner and appearance. "He lookedlike a longshoreman, a big man," said de Kooning. "His collar was frayedbut clean. He wasn't like a great artist; there was nothing artistic abouthim." Leger's lack of pretense, together with his effort to treat assistantsas equals, quickly endeared him to the Americans. "Leger became ahuman being for us the very first day," said de Kooning. "He wouldn't per-mit you to hold him in awe. We were supposed to submit our sketches forhis criticism. I remember the first time we passed them all around thegroup. Leger just took a long look and without saying a word began towhistle. We all burst into laughter."
Leger's approach to the project was as methodical and workman-likeas his appearance. First the group visited the pier together. Leger decidedthat he would decorate the exterior, while his assistants would each havea panel in the inner rooms. Next, he dispatched his helpers to theMuseum of Natural History in order, de Kooning said, "to get ideas aboutthe sea." Each was supposed to make a list of ordinary objects associatedwith the sea, which would then—according to Leger's practice at thattime—be enlarged to dramatic proportions. With Leger, who did not
believe in too much intellectual art talk, everything seemed concrete andspecific. For some, his working method was almost too practical. GeorgeMcNeil was startled to discover that Leger worked like a commercialartist, cutting out shapes and pinning them on a wall to see how theyworked together instead of yielding to hot bouts of inspiration. "Heworked with cut paper and he was a completely matter-of-fact man abouthis work," said McNeil. "I remember being very, very shocked at seeingwhat he did. You know, it's as though you go to Parnassus and suddenlydiscover someone with a shopping list."
But de Kooning felt deeply reassured by Leger's methods. He, too, wassuspicious of "fine art" and, as a trained commercial artist, naturallyplayed with the pieces of a composition. "He worked like a sign painterand that was terrific," de Kooning told the art historian Irving Sandler,describing Leger's methods. "There was no mystery in how he did it. Hemade a little sketch and squared it off; after all, it was a mural. He madelots of sketches and threw them around on the floor and picked one out."Sometimes, Leger also used pigment right out of the tube without anymixing of colors on a palette. "He would make a figure yellow, outline itin black," said de Kooning. "He would shade flat, just like a child." All inall, Leger's methods could hardly be more direct—"no mystery in how hedid it," as de Kooning put it. The only mystery was what made the fin-ished result strong. Somehow, de Kooning said, Leger always picked justthe right sketch from the ones strewn across the floor. He also possessed,said de Kooning, "a fantastically original way of looking at the world; hewas like a builder." Each Leger work had a bulk, and a heft, that gave itmonumentality.
For several months the assistants worked with their down-to-earthmaster. Communicating was often difficult, as everything had to be trans-lated through Mercedes Matter. But the artists quickly grasped Leger'smethods and his goal of melding the panels into a unified whole. Finally,all the preparatory sketches were ready; de Kooning's contribution was arather static composition of wavy, biomorphic forms reminiscent of thesea. Diller made an appointment for himself and Leger to show all thesketches to the head of the French Line. Each WPA project required sev-eral layers of bureaucratic approval, in this case that of the steamshipcompany, followed by the commissioner of docks and, finally, the ArtCommission. (As Diller later said, it was ridiculous to think that theartists could be at work on communist propaganda, since the layers ofscrutiny were so exhaustive.) When he and Leger were finally granted anaudience with de l'Enclet, however, after being made to wait for quitesome time, the head of the French Line took one look at Leger and
exploded in anger. According to Diller, "He said, 'I know that man/ andhe started on a tirade in French." The gist of the rapid-fire French was thatLeger was a communist—and worse. Finally, Diller picked up thesketches and said, "Well, Mr. de l'Enclet, thanks for your French cour-tesy." He and Leger walked out. The project was over. For the second timein his WPA mural career, de Kooning's work never progressed beyond theplanning stage.
Even so, working with Leger inspired de Kooning. The Frenchman setan example. He radiated happiness about being an artist, despite the wide-spread melancholy of the Depression years, and he did not set himselfabove others, as if an important artist were an unreachable god. Accordingto de Kooning, "He would look at his work in a very relaxed way, spreadhis arms, and say 'Bon.' You got the feeling that to be an artist was as goodas being anything else. This was a very healthy feeling." For the first time,moreover, a celebrated artist had praised his efforts. De Kooning, who hadreceived small encouragement as an artist—even Gorky was too self-absorbed and critical to be helpful in that respect—turned the relationshipinto something intensely personal. Leger, he said, was "like my father; Iloved him."
Because of the WPA, de Kooning's world, like that of most otherartists, began to broaden. Artists saw one another regularly at the FederalArts Project headquarters. They would gather on Friday afternoons at sev-eral bars to cash their weekly checks and attend meetings at the Artists'Union, followed by long discussions at the nearby Stewart's Cafeteria onSixth Avenue and Eighth Street, two blocks from the union's headquar-ters. "After meetings at the union we'd go in for coffee and a sandwich orwhatever and stay up to about two in the morning," said Joseph Solman."We'd talk about the different phases of art, the shows of Picasso, deChirico, Klee, the Whitney Museum. And we'd talk about the excitingshows that we saw around town." According to de Kooning, "The projectwas so good. It brought us all together in a friendly way." Many artistsroomed together, creating an elaborate web of connections. Jonas, forexample, lived in the mid 1930s with the painter Michael Loew, whowould later (through Jonas) become a good friend of de Kooning's. Also liv-ing in the same apartment on Ninth Street were Lee Krasner, the painterand future wife of Jackson Pollock, and her boyfriend, an artist named IgorPantuhoff. Before moving in with Mike Loew and Bob Jonas, Krasner andPantuhoff had also roomed with Harold Rosenberg and his wife, MayTabak Rosenberg, in the West Village. Pantuhoff was a great early admirerof de Kooning's. A strikingly handsome White Russian with a manneralmost as grand and flamboyant as John Graham's, he placed a study for
de Kooning
one of de Kooning's WPA murals on his studio wall. "You know, every-body was really aware of the value of other painters at that point," said theartist Fritz Bultman, one of Pantuhoff's friends. "There was no isolation."
This jelling of the art world in the thirties led to the formation of newgroupings of modernists that served as a kind of support network for theirmembers, all of whom were regarded with suspicion by the union and thecommunist rank and file. One such organization, established in 1935, wasknown as the "Ten." Its members included Joseph Solman, Ilya Bolo-towsky, Mark Rothko, and Adolph Gottlieb. Bolotowsky was the onlypure abstractionist in the group. The others, Solman said, were united by"a kind of mutual love of modern art and a kind of romantic expressionistfeeling for modern art." Their style tended toward the abstract, and theirfavorites were the German expressionists, early Matisse, and Picasso."We'd meet every two weeks at one studio or another and see the latestwork and talk about it," said Solman. "And we gave each other a lot ofcourage." A second, more rigorously abstract group, the AmericanAbstract Artists, began in 1936, mostly at the urging of a Mondrianacolyte named Harry Holtzman. (He later helped Mondrian emigrate tothe United States in 1940.) Most of the AAA artists looked to Mondrianand the neo-plasticists or worked, according to Bolotowsky, in a "some-what cubistic style." The AAA met weekly and quickly blossomed. Itsmeetings often carried over into the local cafeterias, where discussionswould continue and the modernists in the AAA mingled with those in theTen and with various independents. "So you can say that at some pointaround 1936, 1937, there was a very cohesive group of modern artists inNew York centered around the AAA, and also in relation to the project,"said George McNeil. "They had two common cores."
There was one other important meeting place for like-minded mod-ernists: the school of the celebrated German teacher Hans Hofmann.After emigrating to America in 1932, Hofmann eventually foundedschools in New York and Provincetown, Massachusetts. He had studied inParis in the first decades of the century, and he had a rigorous, wide-ranging eye; he seemed equally interested in Matisse and cubism, forexample, and found much to admire in Kandinsky and Klee. A large, jovialman who spoke in a heavily accented mixture of broken English and Ger-man, Hofmann, in addition to being a serious artist, was something of ashowman and proselytizer. He was never happier than when lecturing,either formally or informally, at his school at 52 West Eighth Street. Hof-mann brought two important ideas to America. The first was a respect, asthe art critic Dore Ashton has suggested, for the "grammar of painting," arigorous technical and formal understanding of visual meaning—apart
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from the overt subject matter of a picture—that was often missing fromAmerican art. The second was a faith that art really mattered. Accordingto the painter Larry Rivers, "He had his finger on the most importantthing in an artist's life, which is the conviction that art has an existenceand a glamorous one at that." His "imperturbably art-for-art's-sake urban-ity," as Ashton put it, made the rhetoric of social realism sound shrill andtinny, and gave hope to the city's modernists.
It was the WPA, however, that made an art world possible. Its impactupon de Kooning and many other artists was incalculable. For the firsttime, American artists came together in substantial numbers, able todevote their full energies to art. By 1936, more than six thousand artistshad joined the project. It was a scholarship for all. As Herzl Emanueldescribed it, "It was a period of tremendous discovery for people who hadhad no break in life up to that point." With the artists' newfound unitycame a sense of confidence, possibility, and empowerment. Until thattime, with the exception of isolated circles of friends like that of Gorky,Graham, and de Kooning, "there wasn't any art world," said McNeil."That's the point. There wasn't any cafe life. There wasn't any center togo to. There was really nothing as far as a focus of modern art activity."For de Kooning and his friends, the 1930s could seem the best—as well asthe worst—of times.
11. An Unfinished Artist
If the picture has a countenance, I keep it. If it hasn't, I throw it away.
In 1937, Congress, led by Texas conservative Martin Dies, began a crack-down on political radicals. At the regional level of the WPA, the mili-tary was placed in charge, with the result that artists were treated morelike soldiers,- they were required to work in an assigned office space orpunch a clock to ensure that there was no freeloading. De Kooning neverforgot one timekeeper: "He hated to climb all those stairs to check on meso I convinced him how unnecessary that was. I convinced him with anoccasional gift he could drink. He was Irish, you know." By 1938, theHouse Committee on Un-American Activities began to look for card-carrying communists. Artists on the WPA came in for increasing scrutiny.De Kooning, who remained fearful of deportation, decided to resignfrom the program rather than have his status questioned. His time on theWPA was short, only a year and a half; the Leger project was his last. Oncehe left, he could no longer depend upon the regular paycheck of $23.86 aweek. And yet, when he was offered a good job in 1937 doing window dis-plays in Philadelphia—easy work, with a grand salary of sixty dollars aweek—he refused it. As he had promised himself, the art must now comefirst, the other jobs second. "That was a turning point in his life," said afriend of the time who had always seen de Kooning with money in hispocket, first from A. S. Beck and then from the WPA. "Then he becamequite poor." During the harsh early years of the Depression, when manywere desperate for work, de Kooning made out fine. Now, he could barelyscrape by.
De Kooning was more isolated than many of his contemporaries,despite the newfound sense of solidarity among artists around him. Thereason was not just that, as a foreigner, he felt he could not continue on theWPA. During the thirties, Gorky and de Kooning distinguished themselvesby intentionally keeping their distance from every group, even those thatsupported modernists. They invariably insisted, that is, upon the singularself. They never became seriously involved in the Artists' Union, and onlydabbled in politics. De Kooning was not indifferent to the downtrodden."He did have sympathy for the average, ordinary, poor person," said Jonas.Herzl Emanuel recalled that when the civil war broke out in Spain, de
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Kooning marched in protest along with the others. But de Kooning came toAmerica having seen Marxism in action in Rotterdam, and he had no inter-est in joining a mass movement. Neither de Kooning nor Gorky couldpaint the party line. They could not tolerate the suffocating peer pressureof any group, however well-meaning. "We divorced politics from our art,although we were political," said de Kooning. Or, as Jonas said aboutGorky, he sympathized with the union, but would not get more involvedbecause of his deeper commitment to art. That viewpoint did little toendear Gorky and de Kooning to the great mass of believers who populatedthe union and painted in a social realist style. De Kooning never forgothow "rigid and doctrinaire" some of the artists at the union were, includ-ing men like the American social realist William Gropper.
The artist Barnett Newman, who in the thirties was also an indepen-dent—a libertarian who rejected all of the competing dogmas—laterdescribed the din of "Marxist, Leninist, Stalinist and Trotskyite" rhetoricas "so shrill it built an intellectual prison that locked one in tight. Theonly free voice one heard was one's own." Apart from the party line on art,de Kooning and Gorky also disliked the constant proselytizing of thefaithful. "They were always greeting you as 'comrade/ " de Kooning said."I didn't like that either." One time in the mid-thirties, he complainedvehemently to his friends and Chelsea neighbors Rudy Burckhardt andEdwin Denby about the way in which the communists couched everythingin political terms. "I remember him once saying, 'Veil, these people. Theylike a cup of coffee in the morning. So they say, "The people want coffee inthe morning," ' " said Burckhardt. Denby remembered de Kooning strug-gling hard to maintain his independence: "Pressed to join a cause, 'That'syour status quo,' he shouted. 'I'm not supporting anybody's status quo.' "With his outspoken opinions about the need to divorce art and politics,Gorky, in particular, attracted the anger of the more ardent proselytizers.On one occasion, when giving a talk at the Artists' Union (de Kooning wasoperating the slide projector), one of the union members got to his feet andbegan rudely denouncing Gorky and his ideas. What did all this have to dowith the real purpose of art, the heckler demanded, which was to furtherthe class struggle? Gorky drew himself up to his full six-foot-four heightand said pityingly, "Proletariat art is poor art for poor people."
Gorky and de Kooning did not join the Ten, although their worksuited its modernist outlook. Gorky also created a famous scene at theformation of the AAA, when more than thirty abstract artists assembledat Harry Holtzman's studio. Gorky began arguing that the group should bea kind of debating society about modern art, while most of the others,eager to show their work, instead wanted to form an exhibiting society.
"Gorky told us that the whole idea was silly because in art progress isalways achieved by the great personalities," said Ilya Bolotowsky. "Andall the rest serve as a kind of, what is it, floor mat for the great men." Itwas obvious from Gorky's argument that he saw himself as the greatman in question. "He didn't put it quite that bluntly," said Bolotowsky."But [he] admitted this was the idea." Not surprisingly, the rest did notconcur. When they decided to proceed as an exhibiting group, Gorkyannounced that he would leave "if we didn't promise to behave," saidBolotowsky. And then there began a comically slow retreat. As Bolo-towsky described it:
It was Werner Drewes [who later went to the Midwest to teach] whosaid, "In that case, Gorky, you'd better leave." And Gorky said, "Yes.And I am leaving too." And Werner said, "Well, goodbye Gorky." AndGorky said, "I am leaving," and he started walking very slowly to thedoor of Holtzman's loft. And Werner Drewes said, "Goodbye, Gorky."Gorky came back and said, "I am going to leave if you don't behave."And Drewes said, "Goodbye, Gorky." So Gorky left, banged the door,then stuck his nose through and said, "I am leaving." Drewes said good-bye and everybody said goodbye. And Gorky banged the door and left.
De Kooning left with Gorky. According to many artists, de Kooningoften seemed like Gorky's faithful, and silent, shadow. As Bolotowskysaid, Gorky "used to be accompanied by a very modest fellow who neversaid a word; it was de Kooning, very shy, modest and unassuming." DeKooning's clothes and small stature added to the effect. "De Kooningalways wore someone else's overcoat," said Joseph Solman. "It would bedown to the sidewalk practically. Someone had given it to him." The gen-eral impression was of "a guy you'd be sorry for." In his quiet way, how-ever, de Kooning was also making an important avowal. It would havebeen easier to stay with the catcalling crowd while Gorky grandstanded.Instead, de Kooning "voted" for Gorky's group of one. De Kooning madethe avowal despite a deep and abiding uncertainty about who he himselfwas as an artist. Solman would regularly visit de Kooning's studio in themid-thirties. "When he showed me his things he was always apologetic ina certain sense. He had a sort of innate modesty that was rather appealing.Even later the pictures looked unfinished. He'd say, I'm vorking on that.'He acted very indecisive about where he was going to go with the pic-ture." And yet de Kooning was certain of one big thing. The picture hesought would not be found in a crowd.
In 1937, when de Kooning gave up his WPA job, he was newly alone
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with his art. He had rarely worked as a solitary artist for an extendedperiod of time; he had collaborated with others at the academy, at Gid-dings, at Eastman Brothers, at A. S. Beck, and in the WPA. Now, he wasthrown entirely upon his own resources. Without the WPA, the povertyand isolation were often crushing. Gorky said of the years after the WPA,"If a human being managed to emerge from such a period, it could not beas a whole man and . . . there was no recovery from the blows and woundsof such a struggle to survive."
Turning inward, de Kooning once again tried to paint the male figure,-or, to put it more precisely, he began struggling to piece together the frag-ments of a man. It was an old obsession, one that had engaged him inWoodstock in 1930, when Tully Filmus observed his fascination withmale musculature and the play of light and shadow across creased fabric.In the largely unfinished and melancholy paintings of Depression-era menthat now appeared and disappeared on his easel—they have been likenedto T. S. Eliot's "hollow men"—de Kooning labored with compulsive deter-mination over the smallest details of shoulders, hands, and clothing.Many of his male figures were based either upon photographs of himself orsketches he made while standing in front of the mirror. He would strip tothe waist, flex his muscles, and watch the interplay among shoulders,neck, and arms. Although some of the figures bore a resemblance to deKooning, the pictures are not "self-portraits" as the genre is usuallyunderstood. De Kooning had not yet decided how to paint a picture, letalone what to paint. The constant question of the last decade—who washe as a man and as an artist?—appeared no closer to being answered.
One day, de Kooning set about constructing a mannequin:
I took my trousers, my work clothes. I made a mixture out of glue andwater, dipped the pants in and dried them in front of the heater, andthen of course I had to get out of them. I took them off—the pantslooked so pathetic. I was so moved; I saw myself standing there. I felt sosorry for myself. Then I found a pair of shoes—from an excavation—they were covered with concrete, and put them under it. It looked sotragic that I was overcome with self-pity. Then I put on a jacket, andgloves. I made a little plaster head. I made drawings from it, and had itfor years in my studio.
Every day, de Kooning would study this empty shell to see how hemight animate it and fill "the vacuum of empty days" Jonas believed wastroubling him. There appeared to be no hope of making a complete personor of creating a picture that integrated a man or artist into a whole-
seeming composition or environment. Neither the fracturing quality ofcubism nor his experience in America provided a model for such a resolu-tion. During his early days as a full-time painter, living among his incom-plete men, de Kooning seemed almost monkish, an artist strugglingceaselessly with his own shadow. Never again would this quintessentialpainter of the female form pursue the male figure with such resolute con-sistency. In 1938, de Kooning made one of his greatest drawings, Self-Portrait with an Imaginary Brother, which was more finished inappearance than most of his contemporary paintings of men. He describedthe drawing—and the period in which it was made—as having an "atmos-phere of being alone, kind of romantic." It portrayed two boys. The olderbrother held a book or drawing, the younger a ball. The older boy's freehand was close to the younger boy's, as if ready to provide a helping hand.Just as he committed himself fully to art, de Kooning chose to depict asmall wide-eyed youth who seemed to stare without seeing and stood in aslightly awkward, ungainly way—he could almost have been blind—beingguided by a more knowing, experienced big brother.
The picture, while not a literal description of de Kooning's life, wassteeped in his personal struggles. As a child, de Kooning never had aworldly older brother to look after him. He had to make his way in Amer-ica with little help. He also had to find himself as an artist. But here, hedid have help. The drawing was, among other things, an homage to Gorkyas his big brother and mentor in the New World. Gorky, like the olderbrother in the drawing, had a focused expression in his eyes and, typically,a book or drawing (rather than a childish ball) in his hand. Even the idea ofdepicting two figures, a favorite theme of de Kooning's, probably camefrom Gorky's autobiographical portrait of himself and his mother. Aboveall, de Kooning's drawing was suffused with Gorky's spirit as an artist.The figures seemed to emerge from the paper with delicate intensity. Thelines themselves were a kind of becoming. Both boys resembled de Koo-ning himself.
While de Kooning's desire for "brothers" was fairly obvious, his searchfor an older or strong figure of authority was more subtle. There were noemotionally rich friendships with fatherly men during his early years inAmerica and no portraits of older men. (Even Romein was more a brotherthan a father.) In the late 1930s, the distant Picasso, the master across theAtlantic, became the great masculine presence in de Kooning's art. Andnot just because he "influenced" de Kooning. Many others influenced deKooning in the thirties, notably Miro, who continued to offer de Kooninga measure of freedom from the strictures of cubism and from the author-ity of Picasso. De Kooning even singled out Miro for special mention. "He
cut the Gordian knot," de Kooning said. "The idea of in and out, forwardand backward. He didn't talk about it; he just did it." According to onefriend, de Kooning was simply "nuts about Miro." "Those shapes [in deKooning's early paintings] I think come from the great love that Gorkyand he had for Picasso and Miro. Gorky was copying Picasso, but Bill wasalready finding a strange adumbration of abstraction all his own." Theinfluence of Miro on de Kooning's painterly space, especially his abstractpaintings, can be seen throughout the thirties, notably in two large worksand two small ones completed in 1938.
But de Kooning's approach to composition, from the late thirties untilthe end of his life, was founded upon the cubist experiments of Picasso.Cubism paradoxically provided both a powerful implicit grid and an air ofambivalence—what de Kooning called the style's "unsure atmosphere ofreflection." De Kooning also responded to a number of Picasso's variousperiod styles. In his early pictures of men there were many direct refer-ences to the pre-cubist Picasso of around 1905, especially to his PinkPeriod. Later, de Kooning's fractured women reflected Picasso's cubist-inspired renderings of the female form. For most of his life, de Kooningwould move back and forth along a continuum between more representa-tional and more abstract styles while never quite abandoning the figure. Itwas a freedom, and commitment, that Picasso also insisted upon.
In the latter half of the thirties, as Gorky and de Kooning continued totalk about art as only working painters can, their conversation neverstrayed far from Picasso. They often stood in front of Picasso's paintingsand analyzed how the forms worked structurally,- they noted how Picassobrought together cubist and surrealist ideas, something both youngerartists also did in their own ways. They saw more of Picasso than of anyAmerican artist, for Picasso's work often made the trip across theAtlantic—and not just through the reproductions in Cahiers d'Art, whichAmerican artists studied with rabbinical interest. In the thirties, when theart world was very small, the Museum of Modern Art and the galleries inNew York consistently showed Picasso's art. In 1936, Alfred H. Barr Jr.organized "Cubism and Abstract Art" for MoMA, which included thirty-two works by Picasso dating from 1907 to 1929; at the same time, the PaulRosenberg Gallery showed Picasso's recently completed work from1934-35. Cahiers d'Art devoted a special issue to Guernica, painted in1937 after Nazi planes bombed the Basque town into rubble,- in 1937,Picasso also had three New York gallery shows. In 1938, MoMA organized"Picasso and Matisse," and the Valentine Dudensing Gallery exhibitedtwenty-one of his paintings. The New York apotheosis of Picasso occurredin 1939. Early in that year, ten works of Picasso's appeared in "Figure
Paintings," at the Marie Harriman Gallery, and the Perls Galleries showed"Picasso before 1910." Then, in May, the Valentine Dudensing Galleryexhibited Guernica and its studies. In November, Barr presented theastonishing 'Ticasso: Forty Years of His Art" at MoMA. This showincluded 362 works, among them Guernica and Les Desmoiselles d'Avi-gnon, probably Picasso's most influential work, which the museum hadacquired after two years of negotiation. It was an exhibit of shocking sizefor the era, especially one devoted to a living artist who continued tomake new work.
In the impoverished and remote art world of New York City of thattime, the impact of this succession of shows was enormous. Guernica, inparticular, staggered many artists. Eleven feet high and twenty-five feetlong and filled with indelible images of pain and suffering, it united mod-ern form with social commentary, and made the arguments in the NewYork art world between politically inspired painters and modernists seemthe petty factionalism of provincial artists. Already in 1937, John Grahamhad published his treatise System and Dialectics of Art, which, amongother things, placed Picasso at the pinnacle of modern art. And, not sur-prisingly, de Kooning singled out the retrospective at MoMA as seminal tohis development as an artist. But Picasso also provided something moresubtle to an artist like de Kooning: an inspired form of being, a kind ofmetaphysical stance that fortified the latter's own sense of the artist'sposition in the modern world. Picasso's art was founded upon a powerful,romantic sense of "self." But this was an artist-self strong enough to sus-tain paradox,- to change ceaselessly,- to stay unmoored during a century ofturmoil. He had authority, but also ambiguity. An immigrant in a foreigncity, just as de Kooning was, Picasso was always "Picasso," even as hemade and remade his art. With the exception of some of his cubist pic-tures, Picasso's "self" seemed to flow effortlessly from his hand, as natu-rally as a spring, creating an inimitable touch, space, and ecriture. DeKooning would also develop one of the most personal hands in art, a sym-bol of ineradicable individuality in an often bleak mass culture.
Picasso confronted the past with a personal strength that sustained deKooning's own deepest convictions. An artist who seemed to reject noth-ing, Picasso allowed not one but three histories to enter his art: his per-sonal history; the history of his century, whose horror he faced inGuernica and whose characteristic space he explored in his cubist and sur-realist works,- and the history of art. This last was particularly reassuringto de Kooning and Gorky. Picasso was an authority who did not rejectwhat came before. He could be a man of the present without abandoningthe past. De Kooning would always retain this perspective, as many others
around him denounced "Europe" or made a fetish of the contemporary."Everything is already in art, like a big bowl of soup," he once said. "Andyou just stick your hand in, and find something for you. But it was alreadythere, like a stew." If de Kooning wanted to make use of the Pompeiianmurals he saw at the Met, whose colors seemed mixed from blood andmilk, he felt free to do so.
Picasso gave Gorky and de Kooning a form of permission: they couldlove and use the old masters in modern art. They could carry on a neo-romantic infatuation with Ingres and the Le Nain brothers, in particular,which proved essential in the formation of both artists' styles. [Self-Portrait with an Imaginary Brother owes much to the Le Nain brothers.)In the late thirties, Gorky and de Kooning would journey uptown to seetwo important works of Ingres newly on display in New York: his TheComtesse d'Haussonville, first shown at the Frick Collection in 1935; andhis Odalisque in Grisaille, which the Metropolitan Museum bought in1938 and immediately put on view. They borrowed Ingres's technique ofmaking the canvas smooth and, importantly, the two great modern drafts-men steeped themselves in the eccentric life of Ingres's line, as it play-fully, sinuously, carved through space. In their work, Ingres's line wouldspring free from the duties of depiction.
As de Kooning well knew, Picasso came from a strong academic back-ground. The Spaniard's melancholy struggle with his inheritance duringhis Blue and Pink periods—and then his powerful eruption towardDesmoiselles and cubism—no doubt inspired the younger artist. In hisown paintings of men in the thirties, de Kooning deliberately confrontedhis past academic training, hoping, like Picasso, to develop his own style.He could not cavalierly toss aside the past as if it were finished business,-he could never throw away anything of value. Yet, there was now another,more modern, measure of man. And so, he would have to struggle to keepthe academic and the modern in the same frame. In de Kooning's paint-ings of the late thirties, the academy seemed to break into polished mod-ern pieces. Often, the pose of the figure appeared as calculated as any inclassical art, but also looked awkward, even goofy. The geometries couldnot hold; they seemed askew. De Kooning made beautiful puzzles ofshoulders, forms, and contours, much as he had under Heyberg's thumb inRotterdam, constantly revising, criticizing, rubbing out. Only now, noth-ing could be taken for granted: being modern meant that he must beginagain at the beginning, despite what he had been taught. The essential par-adox of de Kooning's work in the late thirties, said Edwin Denby, was howsophisticated his understanding was of every style and artistic idea—but"on the other hand, his working idea at the time was to master the
plainest problems of painting. I often heard him say that he was beatinghis brains out about connecting a figure and a background."
There was one other essential Picasso permission: fiery sexual tensionwas a worthy subject. In contrast to many surrealists of the time, whowere exquisitely, even daintily, dirty, Picasso's approach to sex was full ofswagger and fight. He appeared engaged in a titanic struggle with theerotic muses, and he had many different sexual moods. In the late thirties,de Kooning, by contrast, seemed very nearly impotent and paralyzed. Hebrought none of the erotic release associated with his later work into hispainting. But de Kooning was absorbing Picasso's art in ways that wouldonly emerge later. There can be no doubt that the Spanish artist embold-ened the younger artist erotically, setting an essential example of how anartist might figuratively touch a woman with the brush.
Of course, Picasso was also suffocating. Part of de Kooning's paralysisin the late thirties, part of his melancholy, certainly stemmed from thedaunting example set by this imperious master from across the sea.According to Rudy Burckhardt, Picasso was regarded as "the one to beat."But how could one beat an artist who has done everything? How couldone revolt against a father who personifies freedom? To a young artist whowas struggling to define a "self," Picasso, so various in style but alwaysinimitably himself, seemed to have his hand in every aspect of art, chok-ing off possibility. Like their creator, de Kooning's men of the late thirtiesseemed mute and uncertain about how to move. Often, de Kooning wouldfreeze up with doubt before a picture, unable to pick a way among the pos-sibilities that lay before him. He tried to keep every painting unfinishedfor as long as possible—partly because he could never find a way out of apainting that satisfied him, and partly because he was already coming tobelieve in what a later assistant called "contradictory logic," in which thetension of opposites constitutes the truth of a painting. "No doctrine ofstyle was settled at Bill's," Denby said. "He belligerently brought out themysterious paradoxes left over. In any style he kept watching the action ofthe visual paradoxes of painting—the opposition of interchangeable cen-ters, or a volume continued as a space, a value balancing a color." Denbydescribed the life of a typical painting in this way:
A new picture of his, a day or two after he had started it, had a striking,lively beauty. . . . But at that point Bill would look at his picturesharply, like a choreographer at a talented dancer, and say bitterly, "Tooeasy." A few days later the picture looked puzzled; where before therehad been a quiet place for it to get its balance, now a lot was happeningthat belonged to some other image than the first. Soon the unfinished
second picture began to be pushed into by a third. After a while a seriesof rejected pictures lay one over the other. One day the accumulatedpaint was sandpapered down, leaving hints of contradictory outline in ajewellike haze of iridescence. . . . And then on the sandpapered surfaceBill started to build up the picture over again.
De Kooning's struggles were heightened by his great ambition. If youwere going to be a painter, Gorky always implied, you had to shoot for thestars. Or, as Denby observed, "After awhile one realized what it meant tohim to be a painter. It didn't mean being one of the boys, making the sceneor leading a movement; it meant meeting full force the professional stan-dard set by the great Western painters old and new." Destroying his ownwork became a way of not settling for second best. "I destroyed almost allthose paintings," de Kooning later told Selden Rodman. "I wish I hadn't. Iwas so modest then that I was vain. Some of them were good, a part of thereal me. Just as Van Gogh's Potato Eaters [a great early painting of a fam-ily of peasants] is good, as good as anything he painted later in the 'true'Van Gogh style." The paintings that survived from the period did somostly by chance: they were bought and removed from the studio beforehe destroyed them.
In the late thirties, de Kooning suffered from frequent fits of despon-dency. He told Burckhardt he was often lonely and depressed. As early as1937, he was developing some of the nervous symptoms that later con-tributed to his alcoholism. He liked to work late into the night; but whenhis painting was not progressing well, he would become increasinglywound up and could not fall asleep. Ironically, in light of de Kooning'slater alcoholism, Burckhardt suggested that he take a drink. "No, no, no,"de Kooning would answer. "It doesn't do anything for me." Instead, whenbeset by his demons, de Kooning would pace the dark streets for most ofthe night, much as he had in Rotterdam, walking as far south as BatteryPark at the southern tip of the city and then back. Often he went on theseprowls alone, but friends occasionally accompanied him. Denby said: "Ican hear his light, tense voice saying as we walked at night, 'I'm strugglingwith my picture, I'm beating my brains out, I'm stuck.' "
The soul-searching of the period was embodied in one poignantinstance of personal invention: in 1937, perhaps inspired by the exampleof Gorky and Graham, de Kooning dropped the "de" from his name.Willem de Kooning suddenly became William Kooning in letters and inthe references of some friends (including John Graham's spelling of hisname in Systems and Dialectics). Apparently, even Bill de Kooningseemed too much "of" the Old World. A new and simpler all-American
de Kooning
artist, shorn of the "de," emerged. But the change in name did not last forlong—at most a year or two. Perhaps de Kooning came to accept, eventhen, that it was his awkward fate to live between worlds.
Two Men Standing
Like many of his pictures from the period, Two Men Standing (circa 1938]contained a pair of figures—as if de Kooning must always try, for a secondtime, to capture the uncertain figure. Even his paintings of solitary mentypically covered countless scraped-away versions. As in Self-Portraitwith an Imaginary Brother, the man on the left was the more finished ofthe two, except for his hands, which were a blackened confusion of line.The man on the right was more ghostly, inhabiting his body less fully andnaturally than his companion did. The legs of this second figure trailed offinto insubstantial lines; his way of standing was posed and awkward, likethat of a broken classical statue or a model asked to assume a difficultstance in a life class. He almost seemed to be an emanation of the morecomplete person. A wash of pink connected the figures.
This is a picture of a man trying to make a man. The draftsmanshipgoes in and out of focus. Nothing quite fits. Bodies do not settle intotheir place; parts do not come together. An arm looks ridiculous, de Koo-ning once said to Bob Jonas while standing before a painting—that shapeit makes. The artist Milton Resnick once arrived at de Kooning's studiowhen he was scraping down a painting, modeled on a work of Picasso,of a woman who was balancing bread loaves on her head. "The troublewith a painting, you know, is that you can't get the legs under it," deKooning told Resnick. "No matter what you do those legs are alwayssticking out of the plane." As a modern painter, de Kooning felt a doubleburden: the arm must not only look like an arm, but must also work"plastically" as an independent shape within the various related shapesof the painting. The laws of perspective tormented him; they presumedto fix forms in space. And he believed nothing was fixed. In particular,foreshortening drove him to despair. "He said vehemently that it madehim sick to his stomach, not in other people's pictures, but when he didit himself," Denby recalled. John Graham, when visiting de Kooning'sstudio, would refuse to sit facing the easel—he found the problems ondisplay too troubling.
The awkwardness of Two Men Standing is subtle, not inexpert. Itevokes the struggle of a painter to find a form for a man, and a young artist
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to find a place in the history of art. Its air is one of ritual mortification,meditation, and criticism. It has the color of blood and ashes. No luxurywas allowed in the picture,- at the time, de Kooning said he had "no idea"about how to paint hair. In Two Men Standing, something was strugglingto be born, but the work was still very close in spirit to the paralysis anddeath of his "burial" art earlier in the decade. The expression in the face ofeach figure differs. The artist-figure on the left glares at the viewer (and atde Kooning] in a sharp and challenging way. His vaguer emanation to theright has an equally intense expression, but, in keeping with this figure'sgeneral lack of finish, one of his eyes is larger and blacker than the other.He seems to cry out for completion, as if to demand of his Pygmalion,"Make me, find me, place me." But this Pygmalion did not yet have themeans. He literally did not have the hands. And perhaps that explains thechallenging glare: he was asking de Kooning for hands. And all de Kooningcould give him was a tangled and desperate-looking mass of scrawled andrubbed-out lines—a blackness so compressed it seems about to explode. Apainter celebrated for touch could not depict a pair of hands. Eventually,de Kooning would reveal his "hand" figuratively, intimately—through thetouch of the brush.
12. Friends and Lovers
Work as though every stroke might be your last.
In Chelsea, de Kooning's life filled with new friends. He still maintainedhis Dutch network from Hoboken, he sometimes saw his acquaintancesfrom Eastman Brothers and A. S. Beck, and Gorky continued to be a cen-tral figure in his life. But the move with Juliet Browner to Chelseachanged his social as well as his physical environment. Foremost amonghis new friends were Rudy Burckhardt and Edwin Denby, who came toplay significant roles in his life over the next few decades—not least inbeing two of his earliest champions and collectors. De Kooning first metthem by chance several months after his move to West Twenty-first Streetin early 1935. Juliet and de Kooning's black and white kitten, Marilee, hadwandered through a window onto the fire escape next to Denby andBurckhardt's loft, located in the building next door to de Kooning's. Whende Kooning came looking for the kitten, the three struck up a conversa-tion. According to Burckhardt, "We'd been hearing loud hi-fi music drift-ing over: Flamenco, Louis Armstrong, Stravinsky's Symphony of Psalms.We began visiting."
Denby and Burckhardt were artist-intellectuals of the kind thatappealed to de Kooning. Both had roots in the culture of northern Europe.Both were well educated, but showed no desire to live among the uptownswells. And their outlook was not limited to the art world; they were flu-ent in many other "languages," too. Edwin Denby had led a particularlyunusual life. He was born in China, where his grandfather was minister toChina (the equivalent of an ambassador today), and his father was a busi-nessman in Tientsin. While Denby was still small, his father became con-sul general in Vienna, and Denby was educated in German schools. Withthe outbreak of World War I, the family returned to America. Denby neverlost his fascination with European culture, however, and after three yearsat Harvard and one in Greenwich Village he returned to Europe for morethan a decade. He studied modern dance in Vienna (and talked his wayinto meeting Sigmund Freud), and, while on a dance tour to Basel, met ayoung Swiss photographer and filmmaker named Rudolph Burckhardt.Eventually, after Denby returned to America, Burckhardt joined himthere. Denby began writing a dance column for an influential magazine
144
about avant-garde music called Modern Music. Burckhardt was makingshort experimental films with music composed by Paul Bowles, the mod-ernist composer and, later, writer.
The friendship among de Kooning, Denby, and Burckhardt was basednot only on proximity, but also on a shared interest in related—but differ-ent—artistic worlds. Denby and Burckhardt were fascinated to observe,up close, the life of a serious painter. De Kooning, for his part, enjoyedtheir wide cultural purview. Denby and Burckhardt's far-flung circleencompassed what Denby later called "the three worlds—the danceworld, the music world, and the painting world." Bowles was a greatfriend of Denby's. So, in the mid-thirties, was the composer Aaron Cop-land and the music critic and composer Virgil Thomson. In a few years,Merce Cunningham, the modern dancer and choreographer, and JohnCage, the avant-garde composer, would also join the circle; Cunninghamarrived in New York in 1939, and Cage in the early forties. It was an intel-lectually vivacious world, and one with gay overtones.
De Kooning was not a perfect fit, by any means, in this refined circle.For one thing, he never really enjoyed experimental music; he once com-plained to Burckhardt, after leaving a concert of Cage's music, that it was"just bips" and that he "liked Offenbach much better." For another, hewas not always enamored of the homosexual manners of Denby's crowd,though de Kooning was not himself homophobic. But he was genuinelyinterested in such writers as James Joyce and Gertrude Stein, who weremuch discussed in Denby's loft. And he enjoyed dance. According to Mil-ton Resnick, who became a friend of de Kooning's in the late thirties, "Billwas not a very cultured guy, but he liked the ballet."
Another circle of friends in Chelsea, drawn together by a serious lovefor music, met once a week or so in the apartment of a musician namedMax Margulis, who lived at 300 West Twenty-third Street. A violinist andsinging teacher, Margulis (known affectionately as "Max the owl"because of his thick glasses) was a man of diverse gifts. He was a boxer,- hehelped produce the fabled Blue Note jazz series,- he was also, later on, anexperimental photographer. "I think maybe this fellow who did ourmachines [record players] got us together," said Margulis, describing howhe first met de Kooning. "He built a component system for us [hooking upthe turntable to speakers]." Margulis owned all the newest records. "Inthose times there were not many records," he said. "A couple of Mozarts,a couple of Schuberts." The repertory at Max's was mostly classical, but,as Margulis noted, de Kooning also loved jazz: "He went to hear LouisArmstrong and all of those guys."
In 1936, while he was working for the WPA, de Kooning moved with
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De Kooning in his loft on West Twenty-second Street, 1937
Browner one block north. Their new building, at 156 West Twenty-secondStreet, between Sixth and Seventh Avenues, was diagonally across fromtheir previous loft. The building had been constructed, according toBurckhardt, as a loft space for small factories. Although de Kooning's newquarters were substantially bigger than his old ones on Twenty-firstStreet, there was a significant drawback. Whereas the first building hadbeen designated as residential, the second was commercial, which meantthat it was illegal to live there. And there was no hot water: each tenanthad to heat his own. This loft, as spartan as its predecessor, was long andsomewhat narrow, with white walls, gray linoleum tiles, and a few piecesof furniture that de Kooning built. "It was very spare, like he had been apupil of Mies van der Rohe," said Joseph Solman. "There were a few chairsand a table, in simple biomorphic shapes." The overall feeling was one ofquiet simplicity—"You might say ultramodern or Japanese. That's theway he liked it."
A photograph taken by Burckhardt in 1937 bears out Solman's memo-ries. It is a picture of almost startling clarity. De Kooning, hands in pock-
ets and one leg canted to the side, stands near the back wall of his loft, hisexpression half welcoming, half quizzical. A door behind him leads to thefire escape that ran down the back of the building. To his right is a largewindow, its four rectangular panes of glass echoing the panes in the glassdoor. Against the back wall, between the window and the door, stands asingle rectangular table. On top of it a slender rubber plant leans to oneside. Visible in the foreground is the bottom of de Kooning's bed, neatlymade and covered with a striped blanket. Everything is shipshape, orderly,and masculine; there is no trace of a woman's presence. In the reflectedlight, the floor appears gleaming and spotless. As long as he lived onTwenty-second Street, friends said, de Kooning would knock off workearly on Saturdays in order to scrub down his loft. He loved a clean slate.His life followed a fairly predictable pattern. Days began slowly. Likemost other artists of the time, de Kooning routinely slept until ten oreleven in the morning. Several strong cups of coffee later, he began theday's work and painted late into the night, with a break for dinner. Often,a visitor would stop by. By the late 1930s, the artists' informal system ofdropping in on each other's studios, to say hello and chat about works inprogress, was an essential part of the day. Since nobody had a phone, visi-tors would announce themselves by yelling up to the open windows of thestudio above. Sometimes de Kooning would stop painting around seven oreight p.m. and join Raoul Hague, who lived nearby, or another friend fordinner. De Kooning and Hague would go together to the local Syrian andGreek restaurants that Hague fancied, but almost always alone, sinceHague, who later became a hermit, was deeply suspicious of strangers. Orde Kooning might meet Gorky and Graham for a night at Romany Marie's,-these two friends rarely ventured north and west of the Village to visit deKooning in Chelsea. On pleasant summer evenings, de Kooning and hisfriends might also join the crowds listening to the political speeches anddebates at Union Square. Or they would congregate at Washington SquarePark, a twenty-minute walk to the south. It was on one such evening thatde Kooning, restlessly roaming the streets late at night, first met MarkRothko, who rarely went to the artists' cafes:
And so, one night in the park, it was late, wasn't a soul around. I walkedaround—thought I would sit a little bit on a bench. I was sitting way onthe right side of the bench and kind of a husky man was on the left endof the bench, and I thought maybe I ought to move and sit on anotherbench. Maybe people would think we were a couple of old queers orsomething. I didn't know what I was thinking. We were just sittingthere—wasn't a soul around. . . . And we just sat there until Mark said
something like it was a nice evening. And so I said, "Yes, a niceevening," and we got to talk.
I guess he must have asked me what I did. I said, "I'm a painter."He said, "Oh, you're a painter? I'm a painter, too." And he said, "What'syour name?" I said, "I'm Bill de Kooning." I said, "Who are you?" Hesays, "I'm Rothko." I said, "Oh, for God's sake," and said it was veryfunny. Then we talked and a couple of days later he came to visit me inmy studio.
As always, de Kooning befriended eccentrics with a powerfully idio-syncratic sense of self. One such figure, who often visited de Kooning inhis loft or accompanied him to the local cafeteria, was a sculptor namedMartin Craig who lived one floor below de Kooning on Twenty-secondStreet. The two shared an avid interest in surrealism. A chemist as well asan artist, Craig transformed his loft into something resembling a mad sci-entist's retreat, full of test tubes and welded, semi-abstract sculpture. "Heand Bill were certainly more far-out than I was," said Solman. Accordingto Herzl Emanuel, a friend of both de Kooning's and of Craig's, "Martinwas very much involved in the modernist idea. But I think his main inspi-ration came from surrealist sources rather than cubist sources."
By far the most popular meeting place for local artists was the nearbyStewart's at Twenty-third Street and Seventh Avenue, which, along withthe one near the Artists' Union headquarters at Sixth Avenue and EighthStreet, had become a regular hangout. Invariably there would be a groupassembled there—most of whom had met one another through the WPA—lingering over nickel cups of coffee and discussing the state of art and theworld. There were also two additional artist meeting places in the other-wise dark and deserted neighborhood. One was the Oasis Bar, across thestreet from Stewart's. The other was a Horn & Hardart Automat.Together, said Milton Resnick, the three places constituted "the center ofthe art world at that time."
For artists who painted alone all day, the late evenings at Stewart'soffered a kind of vigorous release, a lively and ever-changing round ofdebate, jokes, and discovery. Hunched over in their chairs, cigarettes inhand, the regulars at Stewart's would pick apart the history of modern art,trying to understand what worked. Conversation kindled the hope of find-ing a new way into the history of art. Sometimes, the discussion wouldbecome very abstract, emphasizing, for example, the "process" of paintingitself as an intrinsic good. Since there were few buyers, art seemed an endin itself. The properties of paint developed a kind of mystery that de Koo-
ning would one day joyfully celebrate. Resnick said a conversation aboutpaint might go this way:
There's a dimension that we don't understand. In other words, if youhave a landscape or an interior you have a space. You can deal with it interms of images or what-not. But you can't really understand what paintis doing. Paint is doing something that you ask it to do in order to getthe nose on somebody's face. The paint also does something that isn'tthe nose on the face. What it does is fascinating. It's a new geography.
Often, after the cafeteria closed around one or two in the morning, thedebaters would return to de Kooning's loft "and talk some more and makecoffee," said Denby. "I remember," he added, "people talking intently andlistening intently and then everybody burst out laughing and started offintent on another tack." Robert Jonas said that every artist would act as ifhe were the ultimate authority on the history of art in general and oncubism, futurism, and impressionism in particular.
Like de Kooning, many artists in Chelsea no longer worked for theWPA, and had to scrap around for money. The communal poverty helpedestablish a friendly camaraderie. There was no such thing as artistic rivalry.Nothing sold, and nobody was known, and nobody expected that to change."There wasn't this terrible eagerness to make it," said the artist Ibram Las-saw. "It was beyond our imagination. In the thirties and forties artistsdidn't become artists because they thought that was a way of making a liv-ing. Without being self-conscious about it, we thought being an artist was avery noble thing, a way of life, almost like a religion. But we didn't say so inso many words, because that would be self-conscious." It was this cama-raderie that led to de Kooning's first public recognition in America and to awelcome financial boost. Owing in part to his long friendship with RobertJonas, de Kooning received a commission to design one of three murals forthe Hall of Pharmacy at the World's Fair in New York, which was scheduledto open in April 1939. Earlier in the thirties, not long after de Kooning andJonas began to work together at A. S. Beck, de Kooning happened to bumpinto Jonas and one of his best friends, Michael Loew. Like Jonas, Loew wasvery active politically,- he would soon be one of the founders, and later apresident, of the Artists' Union. At that first meeting, de Kooning was bychance carrying a red book with him that Loew, an ardent leftist, immedi-ately recognized as Marx's Das Kapital. Loew was even more impressedwhen Jonas took him to de Kooning's studio. According to Loew's widow,Mildred, the two "formed a mutual admiration society."
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        The Hall of Pharmacy mural at the World's Fair, on which he collaborated with hisfriend the artist Michael Loew, 1939
Not long afterward, Loew began dating a sculptor named BeverlyWoodner. Her brother, Ian, a graduate of Harvard's school of architecture,was so ambitious that he submitted several different designs for World'sFair projects under different names. When he won not just one but twocommissions for buildings, he turned to Loew for help in decorating them.Knowing that he could not possibly complete two big jobs in the allottedtime, Loew recommended de Kooning for one of them and brought thearchitect to de Kooning's studio. "You're right, Mike; he's good," saidWoodner, and the deal was on. From late 1937 until early 1939, de Koo-ning divided his time between painting male figures and working on themural. He answered to a Spaniard named Peixote. De Kooning later said ofPeixote: "He accepted my work. I knew how to flatter him, how to handlehim." The remark was telling, demonstrating that de Kooning could bemanipulative when necessary. It was one of the few instances in his life(his handling of the Irishman who checked off artist-workers for the WPAis another) where he revealed in his own words the shrewdness that laybeneath his seeming innocence, as well as a workingman's ability to gethis way with the boss.
In keeping with the grandiose theme of the World's Fair—howmankind would benefit from the technology of the future—the Hall of
Pharmacy was ambitious in scale and conception. Altogether, more thanthree hundred buildings would be built on the twelve-hundred-acre site inQueens at the astounding cost of $125 million to $150 million. The Hall ofPharmacy was allotted an auspicious location just off the Long IslandExpressway, which skirted the fairgrounds. (Thousands upon thousands ofmotorists would have a panoramic view of the pavilion's curved wall andits brightly colored murals.] For de Kooning, the project was a welcomechance to gain public recognition—especially since his two WPA muralsnever got past the preparatory stage. He was asked to create a sketch thatwould be executed by professional muralists; two other sections of themural were to be designed by Michael Loew and Stuyvesant van Veen. Alltogether, the mural measured ninety-two feet long and twenty-nine feethigh. The general subject was "Production," with the sun's power "stream-ing in brightly colored rays to the earth," wrote Loew in an official pressrelease. As in his sketches for the WPA murals, de Kooning employed bio-morphic forms reminiscent of Arp and Miro on his third of the mural. Atone end of the image, a standing figure beckoned to a bird flying towardhim. This bird, which may represent the scientific imagination, seemed tolead a long flowing mix of stylized imagery, evocative of both life-forms andscientific instruments, toward the figure. De Kooning enjoyed the projectbut was not a natural muralist. He was uncomfortable with the scale of thegenre, which did not reflect his instinctive sense of the human dimension.In addition to Self-Portrait with an Imaginary Brother, one otherdrawing from 1938 had a particularly personal meaning for de Kooning. Itssubject was a pensive female nude created at a time when he was utterlyabsorbed in pictures of men. She could almost be an odalisque by Ingres,her head lying on one arm and her long and lean torso curving gently downto her legs. At the same time, de Kooning's emphasis upon the geometricstructure of her body reflects his interest in cubism. Her face even seemspresented from two different perspectives, as if midway through the draw-ing the artist, having begun in a fairly academic style, changed his point ofview and adopted more openly cubist ideas. Despite the analytical detach-ment, both the drawing and the figure herself appear suffused in melan-choly reverie. The model, of course, was Juliet. The drawing was the lastof a series that de Kooning had begun when they met four years earlier.The earlier ones had been highly figurative; over time, however, the draw-ings followed de Kooning's evolution away from his academic training andtoward a somewhat more geometric way of rendering the shapes of thebody. Years later, Juliet described how he worked during this period, as hetried to puzzle out the figure: "He would take a long time to finish a draw-ing. He would think a lot. It took him more than a week to draw my eyes.
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        de Kooning
He wanted to draw them in the
style of Leonardo, showing the
outside of the eye as the inside.
The   part   above   the   eye   he
wanted  to  draw without  the
skin around it. I remember him
drawing on his knees."
Not until the forties did de
Kooning make confrontational
images of women. Instead, his
women   were    either   tightly
drawn and realistic or evoked
in an abstract flow of biomor-
phic ovals and loops. But the
Reclining Nude (Juliet Browner), circa mg. ngw drawing of Juliet seemed t0
pencil on paper, io1/." x 12 3/d" _ .. .
reflect  a  distancing  that  was
personal as well as aesthetic. By1938, de Kooning had begun to tire of Juliet. He was never entirely faithfulto her. Nini Diaz, for one, remained in the background. Once, Diaz evenmoved in with de Kooning and Juliet in their loft. On Christmas Eve of1937, after a year and a half of performing—first in America in the WPAcircus and then abroad with a vaudeville troupe that toured England, Swe-den, and Germany—Nini arrived in New York with no money andnowhere to stay. And so she turned to de Kooning for help. For a while,she recalled, she slept in the same bed as Bill and Juliet with Nini on oneside of Bill and Juliet on the other.
De Kooning's habit of vacillation in his relationships with womenwas underscored by this on-again, off-again affair with Diaz. He was stillloath to make anything in a relationship final, conclusive, or complete;his life had to remain open-ended and unconfining. De Kooning, of course,had asked Diaz to leave in 1934 when he met Browner. But he neverstraightforwardly ended his relationship with her. While she was perform-ing abroad, Diaz said, he even wrote her to propose marriage. In all likeli-hood, de Kooning did not really want to marry Diaz. His relationship withher may have been, in part, a way to protect himself from Browner's desirefor more commitment just as, years later, he would not divorce Elaine deKooning, partly because the marriage meant he did not have to marry any-one else. (Once in the late seventies, de Kooning asked his studio assis-tant, Tom Ferrara, if he had any plans to get married. Marriage, deKooning said, was something everyone had to do once.)
It was Juliet's desire to be married, in fact, that led to the cooling of
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her relationship with de Kooning. In later years, women who becameinvolved with de Kooning remarked on his intense dislike of commit-ments, often blaming his formidable mother. "He resented any hold onhim," said Joan Ward, the mother of de Kooning's daughter, Lisa. "Bill alsohad an intense distrust of women underneath." Juliet's neediness madethe situation worse: a clinging vine is more charming in the early ratherthan the late stages of a love affair. She could sometimes seem too fragile,too delicate for the world. Still, de Kooning did not break off the relation-ship outright. Finally, Juliet accepted the inevitable, just as Nini hadbefore her. Around the summer of 1938, she moved out of the loft onTwenty-second Street and into a room with Diaz, in a further twist of theunusual relationship among the three. But she was still "madly in love"with de Kooning. Elsa Walker, who had grown up with her in the Bronxand remained her best friend, suggested that she leave New York for anextended vacation. Why not go to California, suggested Elsa.
In 1940, Juliet did go to California—and never returned. It was therethat she met the surrealist photographer Man Ray. The two were instantlyattracted to each other,- they set up house together after a matter of daysand were married several years later. For Juliet, it was the necessary cure.(Earlier, her wistful letters home to friends had been filled with thoughtsof Bill and of how much she missed their intense physical relationship.)De Kooning, by contrast, was relieved to have Juliet gone. He was particu-larly pleased to have his studio to himself. It is striking, in the reminis-cences of those who knew de Kooning in the twenties and thirties, howperipheral the women in his life seemed. They were always there, but inthe background; his friends could recall what they looked like, but littlemore. As long as a woman was attractive, it seems, any of a number ofthem could have been de Kooning's companion.
Once Juliet left, de Kooning, for the first time since moving fromHoboken to Manhattan, was a man without a woman. There was nothingunusual about this in the downtown milieu of painters. It was a singularlymale environment, with the easygoing camaraderie of a group of mendevoted to their work and keen to discuss it. Elaine de Kooning once com-mented wryly that for Bill "a woman is a woman is a woman." Some-times, de Kooning would complain to Denby and Burckhardt that allwomen came with unwelcome strings attached. "These women," he toldthem. "You have to take them home at three a.m. Then you lose a day ofwork. And the next day there are these ashtrays with cigarette butts withlipstick on them." During the withdrawn period when he was painting hisseries of men, de Kooning, only half facetiously, joked that he was going toswear off women: "I tink I'm going to be queer."
13. Elaine
She had such beautiful hair.
In the late fall of 1938, a twenty-year-old art student named Elaine Friedspotted de Kooning across a bar. "I thought he had seaman's eyes thatseemed as if they were staring at very wide spaces all day/' she laterwrote. "He had an inhuman look—vacant, limpid, angelic." A few dayslater, a friend took her to his studio. "It was the cleanest place I ever sawin my life," she said. "It had painted grey floors, white walls, one table,one bed, four chairs, one easel, one fantastically good phonograph thatcost $800 when he was only making twenty-two dollars a week, and onepainting of a man on the easel." The effect upon her was "that this manwas great."
Elaine de Kooning never got in the way of a good story. She was thesort of artist who refused, on principle, to let facts disturb a higher truth.Not surprisingly, her account of her early meetings with de Kooning has aheightened sound, as if she knew history would be listening: she immedi-ately recognized his genius and they were, instantaneously, soulmates. Ofcourse. There is no doubt that the attraction between them was intense,nor that she would become the most significant woman in de Kooning'sadult life. But Elaine was also primed to admire de Kooning before she methim. On that day in the bar, what intrigued Elaine was not only de Koo-ning's appearance, but his already formidable reputation among thepainters downtown.
Two years before, Robert Jonas—Elaine's boyfriend at the time—hadtaken her to an exhibit of the work of the American Abstract Artists. Hetold her that the two best artists in America were not in the show. Theirnames, he said, were Arshile Gorky and Bill de Kooning. Jonas was notalone in this view. By the late 1930s, de Kooning was already widelyadmired in the art world of New York. "Even before Elaine met him heattracted attention, though he didn't have any money and he didn't haveany shows," said Ernestine Lassaw, the wife of the sculptor Ibram Las-saw and one of Elaine's oldest friends. His contemporaries respectedhis classical training; they respected even more his attempt to movebeyond such training and become a modern painter. By the time she met
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        de Kooning, Elaine had become MiltonResnick's girlfriend. He was no lessenthusiastic than Jonas when de Koo-ning's name came up—though Res-nick himself had yet to meet him."Bill is going to be the greatest painterin the country," he told her. This washigh praise from Resnick, a judgmentalartist who did not lightly make suchpronouncements.
Close friends from their early daystogether disagreed about how muchElaine was influenced by her heartwhen falling in love, and how much bysuch assessments. She was a woman forwhom love and ambition were inter-twined in a marvelously complex way."She once told me that she marriedBill because someone told her that hewould be the greatest painter," saidthe artist Hedda Sterne, who met thecouple in 1942. "But I didn't believeher. She wasn't that calculating." Oth-ers were not so sure. According to the
artist Janice Biala, who met the couple in 1940 and lived near them inChelsea, "Elaine was on the make, you see, but not in the way that somepeople are who want to marry rich people. She was on the make in theintellectual world. She saw that de Kooning was somebody." Elaine's sis-ter Marjorie Luyckx, who shared a room with her at the family's house inBrooklyn, took a more romantic view. She remembered her sister cominghome the night she met de Kooning. Elaine's attraction to Bill, she said,"was pretty instantaneous."
On her first visit to his studio, de Kooning showed Elaine his work.There was no question about his feelings. Suddenly, the reserved de Koo-ning, who had never pursued a woman in his life, was madly in love."There was nothing subtle about it," said Ernestine Lassaw. "He wascrazy about her. He told everybody how much he liked her." The Germanphotographer Ellen Auerbach was introduced to de Kooning not long afterhe met Elaine. "He was TERRIBLY in love," said Auerbach, who tooksome photographs in the late 1930s of the couple. It was Elaine who would
Elaine posing for de Kooning in193 8, the year they met
help inspire and provoke de Kooning to leave his exile among men—andcome home to his greatest subject, the female figure.
Elaine Marie Fried was born in Brooklyn on March 12, 1918, a date thatshe decided, early in life, made her seem too old, so she chose to havebeen born, instead, in the year 1920. She was the first of four children froma singularly odd marriage. Her father, Charles Fried, came from a Germanfamily that settled during the nineteenth century near Livingston Manor,New York, in the Catskill Mountains. He grew up in a German-speakingenclave there. Eager to see more of the world, Fried left as a young man forNew York City, where he got a job baking bread in Yorktown, then a heav-ily German area on the Upper East Side. He remained in the bakery busi-ness thereafter, becoming an accountant in the main office of the localBond bread company in Brooklyn and finally the plant manager. He lovedtending the garden behind the family's house at 2308 East FourteenthStreet in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn and was "very steadfast, verypractical/' said Luyckx. "Thank God; he was the practical angle in ourlives." By contrast, Elaine's mother, Marie Fried, was a brilliant eccentric.Born Mary Ellen O'Brien, she came from "a very Irish household," accord-ing to Luyckx, and was "a dreamer, a reader, completely impractical." Theartist Joop Sanders, who met de Kooning and Elaine in 1940 and became afamily friend of the Frieds' soon afterward, described Marie this way:
She was very eccentric, with all kinds of idiosyncrasies. Her makeup waslike she had literally stuck her head in a barrel of flour. She had a snoodnet which was used then, and it all looked as if she slept in her clothes.You couldn't take her for more than ten minutes. But there was this very,very bright intelligence, self-educated, with these snatches of brilliance.
According to the painter Jane Freilicher, who grew up in Brooklynnear Elaine, "I remember seeing [Marie] and thinking, 'This is hermother?' I always thought Elaine was admirable not to be embarrassedabout her mother because her appearance was so strange." In later years,Elaine began many stories with the wry remark, "Behind every artist is amother." Marie Fried was a histrionic romantic who always wanted tolive on a higher plane. She could not bear the thought of her extremelyordinary life married to a businessman baker in Brooklyn. She was fluentin French "and would say things like, 'Now we all have to learn the Greekalphabet,'" said Elaine's brother Conrad. "She was kooky—irresponsible
but extremely intelligent." Almost every weekend she would take herchildren to museums and libraries and even to the theater, less for theirsake than to relieve her own anxieties and nurture her aspirations. Shenever considered whether or not the activities were suitable for her chil-dren. "She took us to Broadway plays that were way beyond us," saidLuyckx. "Like Macbeth, with all the bloody descriptions and so forth. Shedidn't pull any punches." According to Ernestine Lassaw, "She studied allher life. She studied French, everything. But she didn't study her childrenvery much."
In part, Marie's neglect of her children's basic needs stemmed fromher own frustrated ambition. She had had four children in five years—firstElaine, then Conrad, Marjorie, and Peter. Having had the children, sheseems to have felt little obligation to look after them. Often, according toher children, there was no food in the icebox. "She felt that she hadmissed half her life," said Lassaw, and so she channeled her energy intoher own, often fanciful pursuits. At one point, for example, she resolved toplay the mandolin and even had a blue instrument made especially for heruse. But there was also a darker side to her neglect—one that her children,especially Elaine, tried to keep hidden later in their lives. At times, Mariewas mentally unstable. Once, while the children were still very young,their mother was actually committed to Creedmore, a psychiatric institu-tion in Queens. What triggered the institutionalization was a report to theauthorities of child neglect from several neighbors. Her children appearedunkempt and malnourished. One, Conrad, even suffered from rickets.When the police came to her house, Marie went berserk and refused toleave. As one policeman held out a hand to her, Marie backed up to thestairs that led to the second floor of the house, grasping the banister.When they continued to insist that she go with them, she began kickingout at them with all of her might. "So they grabbed her and dragged herout screaming," said Conrad. The effect of this scene upon her children—Elaine was six years old—was profound. Conrad remembered coweringbehind another woman as his mother was hauled away. Once she wasdiagnosed, Marie was committed to Creedmore for a year. A housekeeperstayed with the children. Marie would have been institutionalized for lifehad not Charles Fried felt a moral obligation to care for her. He vouchedthat he would do so for the rest of her life.
In such a household, the children naturally looked to their oldest sis-ter for direction. Elaine, even as a child, had a take-charge personality,one strengthened by her special relationship with her mother. If Marieneglected her children's basic needs, she also focused enormous, if spo-
radic, attention upon Elaine. "Her mother adored Elaine," said ErnestineLassaw. "The others were kind of. . . not as important." Marie would callElaine "my Samson," assigning to her all of her own frustrated ambitionand desire for power in the world. The selection of "Samson" as a term ofendearment for a daughter was certainly eccentric, conveying the messagethat a woman must be masculine in outlook and could be destroyed by aDelilah-like femininity. According to Lassaw, "I think the mother likedthe idea that Elaine was ambitious." As early as the age of seven or eight,Elaine was playing the part of mother-protector and ruler of her siblings.At home, she would make certain that there was something to eat andthat the children stuck together. In exchange, they hurried to please her,even getting her coffee in the mornings. Elaine would continue over theyears to be the benevolent dictator of her family, giving her siblingsmoney when she had it or taking them on trips. The legacy of their child-hood kept the four emotionally close throughout their lives, in the way ofpeople who have undergone a crisis together. "I remember once at a partywe were all in our late teens and early twenties and somebody asked thehost who the two 'couples' were," said Marjorie. "It was us, the four of us.The host said, 'They're not married. They're brothers and sisters.' And theman said, 'Well, haven't they seen each other lately?' The host later toldme about that, and I realized we did that at a number of parties."
Her mother's psychosis had a powerful effect upon Elaine. She willedherself into becoming the smart, funny, self-confident person that hermother and others expected her to be, just as the larger Fried family hadexpended enormous energy during their childhood years in attempting tomaintain the illusion that they were just another happy family. And sheflourished as a child, despite the shadow of her mother's problems. Coordi-nated and quick, both mentally and physically, Elaine rapidly extended herdominion beyond her siblings to the neighborhood. "My Samson" bestedthe local marble-shooting champion one memorable day, arriving homewith his fanciest marbles as her trophy. Dinnertime conversations werefeisty debates that Elaine was determined to win. "We didn't have conver-sation,- we had arguments," she later said. Her competitiveness extendedto art. "When I was five, I made drawings like all children," she said. "Andwhen I was eight years old, my friends began to ask for my drawings. Andso I began to have a little ego about it. There were a couple of other chil-dren whose drawings also other children would ask for. And I becamecompetitive with them." When she was ten years old, she said, she noticedthat Raphael had done a certain painting when he was thirteen. "Well,"she thought to herself, "that gives me three years." According to her sister,
"She would draw all the time. We had a lot of art books in the house. Sheliked romantic subjects—the West—and she liked to draw animals."
In 1932, Elaine entered the local Erasmus Hall High School, an insti-tution that held an exalted place among New York City's public schools.The second oldest secondary school in the country, it was founded as aprivate school in 1787 by the Dutch Reformed Church to serve thedescendants of the Dutch farm families that had settled in the area. In1896 it became a public school, and an imposing neo-gothic edificecrowned with Oxonian towers was built on Bedford Avenue, the centralstreet of Flatbush. The vast complex, built around an inner courtyard,housed a stately library with heraldic stained-glass windows and an ath-letic wing with a swimming pool. In February 1934, it also housed a stag-gering 8,263 students, the result of the lack of jobs during the Depression.With no employment in sight, far more students than usual—most ofthem the children of Irish and Jewish immigrant families in the area—simply stayed on in school as long as possible. By the time Elaine enteredhigh school, she was more physically fearless and competitive than ever.She excelled at sports. She was on the girls' champion baseball team,undefeated for her three seasons, and she was an outstanding hockeyplayer. She also loved ballet, said her sister and, of course, art. "There wasa wonderful art department and an art club. The Line, Mass and ColorClub. It was run by a Miss Ragan." Elaine's grades were always high, hersister said, "all A's, always."
With her slim, agile body, striking reddish-brown hair, and livelymanner, Elaine was already developing into the life of the party and thevivacious leader of her peers. "Elaine the fair, Elaine the lovable, Elainethe lily maid of Brooklyn," reads an admiring tribute in the Erasmus Highyearbook. In January 1936, when Elaine graduated from the school(midyear graduations were then common), she knew that she was keenlyinterested in art and that she wanted to get out of Brooklyn. Like manyartists and intellectuals born and raised across the Brooklyn Bridge, Elainelonged to make it in Manhattan, which she knew from the family trips tomuseums, libraries, and theaters. She enrolled that spring at Hunter Col-lege, the prestigious and demanding public college in Manhattan, but leftsoon after. She was unhappy, she later said, without a paintbrush in herhand. While college might be interesting, art was essential, and shebelieved she could not do both. That same spring she enrolled at theLeonardo da Vinci Art School, an old-fashioned Italian-style art schooloriginally founded in a church on Tompkins Square on Manhattan'sLower East Side. (The founders, a family called the Piccirilli brothers, had
envisioned a place where the local Italian boys could go to keep out oftrouble, "to keep them from becoming Mafias, I suppose," said PeterAgostini, who attended the school and became a casual friend of de Koo-ning's in the late thirties.) By the time Elaine entered Leonardo da Vinci, ithad moved farther uptown, to Third Avenue and Thirty-fourth Street.Thanks to the WPA, a cadre of artists was assigned to the school to serveas teachers and supervisors.
One of Elaine's teachers for a still-life course was a young artistnamed Conrad Marca-Relli. A first-generation Italian American whowould later become a good friend of de Kooning's, Marca-Relli had grownup in Boston, but from the age of seven to fourteen, he also frequently vis-ited his relatives in Italy and studied there. Like de Kooning, he was ahighly skilled draftsman. He, too, had been classically trained; he liked touse an extremely fine pencil and work over the same drawing for weeks.And he loved the old masters; it would prove to be one of many intereststhat he and de Kooning shared. But while Marca-Relli was important toElaine as a teacher, it was de Kooning's old friend Robert Jonas, his deputyand the supervisor of the class, who in the late 1930s would transformElaine's life. According to Jonas, Elaine arrived in class that fall carrying athick book on schizophrenia. She did not know very much about art, hesaid, but she was very good-looking and very hip, as carrying around thebook on mental disorders made clear,- at the time, Freud was much dis-cussed in enlightened avant-garde circles. (Jonas did not surmise thatElaine was also trying to understand her mother.) The two quicklybecame a couple, Jonas said. During this period, according to JaneFreilicher, "She seemed very dashing in a black trench coat and a beret.And she was very poised. She had very bright red hair as a young girl, in apageboy. And she had a strange accent that didn't make sense geographi-cally. I don't think it was affected, but it was definitely not Brooklyn. Iremember when I met Rudy Burckhardt, he said, 'At last a girl fromBrooklyn who has a Brooklyn accent!' "
Throughout 1936 and 1937, Elaine continued to live at home whilecommuting into the city to immerse herself in the art world. By the age ofeighteen, she later said, she had already committed herself to being a seri-ous artist, drawing all day long "and just completely being submerged inthat activity." With Jonas as her guide, she made the rounds of gallery andmuseum shows and, when Marca-Relli organized a private class in a stu-dio on Fifty-seventh Street, she began attending that as well. She alsobecame politically active, representing the da Vinci School at meetings ofthe John Reed Club, which was trying to organize art students into anauxiliary Artists' Union. It was at one such meeting that Elaine met her
first serious boyfriend, Milton Resnick, who worked at the AmericanArtists School on West Fourteenth Street and, like Elaine, represented hisschool at the meetings.
Like Elaine, Resnick was raised in Brooklyn. He had been born in Rus-sia, to a Jewish family that emigrated to America in 1923, and studieddrafting, lettering, and drawing at the Hebrew Technical Institute for sev-eral years. But he wanted to be a serious artist and began taking a nightcourse in illustration at Pratt Institute and working at the AmericanArtists School. His approach to art was passionate, romantic, and deter-mined. "There were times I thought, If I don't stop, I'm going to die/ "said Resnick. "I don't know if there's anybody else who worked like Iworked." Resnick ran the elevator at the school and painted in a storageroom that he converted into a studio. "I had been living like a bum artistsince I was seventeen years old, when I left home," said Resnick. "For twoyears I was living in a furnished room and spending all my time at theAmerican Artists School."
Prompted by Resnick, Elaine left the da Vinci School for the AmericanArtists School. "Everybody who was of interest in the art world came [tothe American Artists School] either for lectures or talks," said MiltonResnick. "It was the center of the art world in a way, much more so thanthe Art Students' League [the more formal uptown academy, which wasslow to embrace Picasso, Matisse, and modern art]." Stuart Davis taughtthere, as did the well-known social realist painters Moses and RafaelSoyer. Elaine supported herself by working as a model, sometimes in thenude. She also joined the Models' Union, the sister organization to theArtists' Union. She and Resnick moved into a loft together on FourthAvenue and Twenty-ninth Street in Manhattan. Since Elaine still offi-cially lived at home in Brooklyn and had to report to her mother about herovernight stays in the city, she invited Ernestine Lassaw, a classmate ofResnick's, to share the loft with her. Ernestine understood precisely whather role was: to provide cover for her nineteen-year-old friend. "She per-suaded me to share a loft with Milton so she could have a place to come toin the city. It was a very dark, dismal place. Everybody who walked in gotscared. It was in a business building, and it had been God knows what. Itwasn't big; in fact, it wasn't big enough for all of us." Over the next fewmonths, Elaine studied with a teacher named Milton Nibald and paintedportraits and scenes of city life in a social realist style. She continued todabble in politics and flirted with communism. At the time, the AmericanArtists School was "the center of the American Communist Party," said
Resnick. Elaine attended a Workers Camp sponsored by the Party. "Itwasn't so much communists as YCL'ers, the Young Communist League,"said Marjorie Luyckx of the school. "None of us ever became commu-nists. But we were all very young, and all the artists in those days wereleftist."
Meanwhile, Lassaw, who was still serving as Elaine's cover, left theAmerican Artists School and took a job as editor of a comics magazine.(But she continued to paint what were, for the times, quite radical nudes.]Sometime in 1938, Elaine, Milton, and Ernestine moved together to aroomier apartment on East Twenty-second Street between Broadway andFifth Avenue, several blocks across town from de Kooning's loft on WestTwenty-second Street in Chelsea. According to Ernestine Lassaw, Elaine,in contrast to many women artists of the period, approached art in anambitious, competitive manner. She set up a studio in the new apartmentand worked hard. At the same time, in the male-dominated world of thethirties, the way for most women to get ahead was through a relationshipwith a man. Resnick was a beginning artist without a reputation. DeKooning was a serious artist in his thirties and widely respected down-town—and, after all, not so much older.
No one could have predicted the effect she would have upon de Kooning."I don't think he had fallen in love with anyone before," said Lassaw."[Women] had just sort of moved in on him and he accepted them. But Idon't think he cared about them very much. He was very passive aboutit." Now, de Kooning seemed to lay siege to Elaine. He offered to give herdrawing lessons. Discerning the importance to Elaine of her family, hemade a point of meeting her brothers and sister and invited them to spendtime in his studio. "He was so sweet," said Marjorie Luyckx. "He used tokeep asking me to push her to marry him." As Elaine later made clear, shewas just as eager to win his affection. But she played hard to get. "Bill wasincredibly in love with her, but she didn't treat him very well at the begin-ning," said Rudy Burckhardt. "She was a great beauty. She would leanback on the couch and say, 'Bill. Cigarette.' And he would leap to get it."Elaine would sometimes brag to Ernestine that she was the best and mostattractive model in New York; she was even voted "Most BeautifulModel" by the Artists' Union. She certainly had the romantic allure of the"lily maid of Brooklyn" described in the yearbook. "He thought she wasadorable," said Joop Sanders. "He was crazy about her looks, and espe-cially her hair, which was thick, a lustrous shade of reddish brown andcurly."
It was Elaine's intoxicating vitality, however, that most attracted menand women alike. She always wanted to excel—to be the first, the funni-est, the fastest—even when having fun. She was challenging and physi-cally fearless. If someone dared her to leap off the top of an upright pianoin the middle of a party, she would gladly oblige. If in later years she feltlike joining a game of softball with the men, she would do so, runningbetween the bases in high heels. "She was a daredevil/7 said Hedda Sterne."She believed enormously in gestures without regret, and she delighted inher own spontaneity and exuberance." As Elaine herself put it, "I was a lotof fun. I mean a lot of fun." Soon after her visit to de Kooning's loft, Elainebegan to distance herself from Resnick and started seeing de Kooning.Resnick was understandably upset. Not surprisingly, he could no longerlive comfortably with Elaine and Ernestine, and so the two women movedto another apartment farther east on Twenty-second Street, at Avenue B."She did sleep over in the apartment we had," said Ernestine, "but shewas still living at home as far as her family was concerned." Elaine spentmore and more time in Manhattan with de Kooning. He would frequentlydrop by their apartment to give Elaine and Ernestine lessons and critiquetheir work.
Elaine soon began to study formally with de Kooning. Her studieswere partly a cover story to account for the long hours that she spent withhim. But she also regarded de Kooning as a serious teacher. "Being a stu-dent and dating were part of the same picture," said Lassaw. Aware ofElaine's interest in portraiture, de Kooning made a series of teaching draw-ings for her, showing figures in three-quarter and half profile, as well asheads portrayed at various angles. He also gave her drawing assignmentsand—just as he himself had done in Holland—asked her to practice thesame exercise again and again and again. Even after she had mastered thesubject at hand, he would rip up her latest drawing and make her repeatit. Elaine did not mind, since, despite her healthy ego as an artist, sheconsidered de Kooning the master—a natural relationship given theirfourteen-year difference in age. She also believed, unquestioningly, that hewas a genius. "She felt that Bill was the greatest artist that she had evermet," said Ernestine. "And she'd met quite a few by that time."
Despite their student-master relationship, Elaine did not standdemurely in the background. Unlike Nini Diaz or Juliet Browner, shequickly became a significant figure in the world around de Kooning. Shewould accompany him to the Stewart's on Twenty-third Street, where,arms akimbo and cigarette lit, she would join the conversation. The mendidn't seem to mind. They enjoyed her company. Elaine was bright, goodwith words, and pretty. She was also a regular in the late-night discussions
at de Kooning's loft that followed the closing of the cafeterias. Elaine'sconquest of de Kooning's friends extended to Edwin Denby and RudyBurckhardt. Eager to learn about music and dance, she soon joined Denbyat the ballet and concerts. According to Burckhardt, she looked veryglamorous on Denby's arm. De Kooning also introduced her to Gorky andGraham. (The contrast between the saturnine, eccentrically dressedGorky and the cosmopolitan, beautifully turned-out Graham amusedElaine.) On a typical afternoon of the time, Elaine accompanied de Koo-ning, Gorky, and Hague to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The four ofthem spent a lengthy time studying the Italian primitive and Renaissanceart on view, with Gorky talking and gesticulating intensely. Afterward,they walked through Central Park—where, in earlier days, de Kooning,Jonas, and Gorky would occasionally paint "plein air" works—until theycame to the lake. Although Elaine had to leave shortly to catch the sub-way to Brooklyn, they decided to rent a boat. All was tranquil until themoment, Hague said, when the infatuated de Kooning uncharacteristi-cally lost his sense of humor, bristling with anger because he thought thatGorky and Hague were trying to look up Elaine's dress.
More politically engaged than de Kooning, Elaine brought a newpolitical edge into his life. In the late-night discussions among friends athis loft, the talk would often turn toward the alarming news from abroad,especially the Spanish civil war. The events in Russia added to the airof darkness. In 1936, the infamous show trials had begun, in whichhigh-ranking Bolsheviks suspected by Stalin of disloyalty were tried andexecuted. The trials, accompanied by vast purges of the army and an esti-mated nine to ten million other Russians, continued into 1937 and early1938 and aroused grave doubts among many communists in Americaabout the direction in which Russia was heading. There were alsoominous signs of Germany's intention to dominate Europe. In Marchx939/ Germany entered Czechoslovakia, Europe began to mobilize, andthe Spanish civil war ended in a crushing defeat for the Loyalists, asFranco's forces conquered Madrid. Two months later, Elaine accompaniedde Kooning to see Guernica at the Valentine Dudensing Gallery. She latertold the art writer Lee Hall, "We were stunned—really bowled over—byGuernica. Talk about passion. It was just pouring out of that enormouspainting. Bill and I just stood before it—in awe, in wonder, and in a kind ofterror. We didn't talk for a long time." Whereas de Kooning responded toGuernica mainly as art, Elaine also admired its political impact.
In the spring of 1939, an influential new museum opened in NewYork. At first called the Museum of Non-Objective Art, it would eventu-ally become the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and was, as the art his-
torian Dore Ashton described it, ''the child of the liaison between an infi-nitely wealthy collector, Mr. Solomon Guggenheim, and an infinitelyeccentric devotee of certain expressionist brands of abstract art, theBaroness Hilla Rebay." Instead of lavishing his mistress with the custom-ary jewels and clothes, Guggenheim, a copper baron, gave her art by,among others, Kandinsky, Klee, Chagall, and Arp. At first, the baronessdisplayed her collection in several art exhibitions. However, she wanted amore permanent showcase and asked her advisor, de Kooning's friend JohnGraham, to help her find one. The museum that Graham helped planopened on June i, 1939, with about 350 abstract works from the collec-tion. It was housed in a former car showroom at 24 East Fifty-fourthStreet, and was wildly strange for the period. Gray flannel covered thefloor, the walls, and the windows. Since the baroness believed that view-ers could best capture the essence of art while listening to great music,Bach was piped in to the gallery. Lilies scattered artfully about themuseum scented the air. The baroness conducted herself like a Prussianfield marshal, barking out orders and terrorizing the staff.
The new museum played a stimulating role in the education of NewYork's artists. It featured a kind of abstract art that was not prominentlyshown at the Museum of Modern Art and had been seen relatively little inthe city. In particular, it provided a rich and detailed look at the work ofWassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), the Russian-born painter who possessedone of the great, founding eyes of modernism. (Some art historians believehe made the first purely abstract paintings.) Kandinsky's mysticism didnot appeal to de Kooning, but he was immediately attracted to thepainter's fluid handling of space and the ravishing, poetic implications ofhis abstract shapes. Gorky, however, was more deeply affected. De Koo-ning accompanied Gorky several times to see the exhibition. Both pre-ferred the earlier paintings. During one trip, de Kooning said that the laterKandinsky works became lost in too much small busy work. Gorkyresponded, "Yeah, if it wasn't for that tiny Czechoslovakian design." Asusual, de Kooning said, Gorky articulated the problem. "Gorky had thisway of always coming out with the right answer," he said. "Everybody feltit, and he would say it."
And yet, the critical event of 1939 for de Kooning was not the stimu-lating confrontation with Kandinsky and Picasso but, rather, the privatehours spent with Elaine. A new spirit began to course through his art. Hispalette seemed to stir, then awaken. In his dusky gray paintings of menthere had always been a subdued, immanent rose. Now a blushy tint—perhaps the reflection of Elaine's hair as well as body—became bolder andmore fleshy. Soon a powerful erupting pink would belong to de Kooning
de Kooning
the way a certain blue belonged to Matisse. (No other painter would everbring such turbulent sexual force to what was traditionally considered asweet, soft, and effeminate color.) De Kooning carried this new vision ofpink into his life as well as his art. During his visits to Elaine and Ernes-tine's apartment, he began painting Elaine's room various shades of pink."It was different tones of flesh," said Ernestine. "Different walls were dif-ferent tones of flesh. I don't think he painted the ceiling, just the walls andthe doors. It was very romantic. Just like his pink paintings."
In 1939, de Kooning made a pen drawing of Elaine's beautiful hair. Inthe past, he had found hair particularly difficult to depict. (Many of hismen appeared almost bald.) Now, he no longer shied away from the sub-ject. His art began to lose its air of poverty. He relished the luxury of hislover's hair—its dense dreamy fullness. How could he paint washed-outmen, exiled in the gray Depression, when intoxicated by such fullness?Even the images of men that he continued to create, such as The Glazier(c. 1940) and Standing Man (c. 1942), contained rich reds and pinks. Heasked Elaine and Marjorie to pose for him. Suddenly, he began to approachthe figure in a looser way, one different from both his realistic and his bio-morphic depictions. The most important work that he painted not longafter meeting Elaine was Seated Woman (probably 1940), a picture influ-enced by Ingres that shows a woman facing the viewer. Her neck andexposed shoulders together made the kind of lyrical line—long and end-lessly flowing—that Ingres revered. Her dress was low-cut and clinging; itevoked the tightly cinched dresses of the sixteenth century, in whicharms, breasts, and shoulders were suggestively exposed. Her face, whileblurred, was memorable for its strong and level-eyed gaze. And the hairwas thick and lustrous. Held back by an ornament, it had an old-fashionedlook, as if caught up in a snood. In contrast to the palette of his earlierpaintings of men, the picture had the lush light of a jewel in a landscape.Its deep reds, yellows, and turquoises reflected both de Kooning's passionfor Elaine and his love (shared with Gorky) for the richly colored Pompei-ian murals in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. A fresh confidence andlyricism also entered his abstract painting at the end of the decade. SeatedWoman was itself already fairly abstract, the figure flattened out against abackground that, with its ambiguous rectangles and triangles, suggestedbut did not define an environment. Both the arms and the legs weredepicted as shapes, not fully realized parts of the body.
As the thirties came to a close, de Kooning seemed on the verge of anexciting new period. He had been painting abstractions for at least adecade, leading to increasingly assured works; the World's Fair, with hismural on prominent display, opened on April 30, 1939, and some 600,000
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people attended. And he was in love with Elaine, which led him to renewhis figurative style and engage his natural subject, the female figure. Hecould be forgiven for imagining a brighter future. But success, in de Koo-ning's life, never came without surprises. He seemed to understand this;his impulsive brushstroke often kicked back upon itself. The war inEurope, only a distant rumble during the summer of 1939, would soontransform the character of his life in the provincial American art world.
14. Charmed Circles
The group instinct could be a good idea, but there is always some little dictatorwho wants to make his instinct the group instinct.
On June 14, 1940, German soldiers marched triumphantly throughthe Arc de Triomphe and down the Champs-Elysees. Suddenly, asthe art critic Harold Rosenberg wrote, World War II had "shut downthe laboratory of the 20th century." Since the 1920s, American mod-ernists had looked to Paris for the authoritative account of modern art. Asthe Germans celebrated victory after victory and America began preparingfor war, a demoralizing air of disillusion settled over the downtown com-munity. Before the war, many artists, poor as they were, had at leastbelieved in the future. Now, according to the painter George McNeil, "Allthe fantasy in life came to an end." It was, as McNeil described it, "thebest of times followed by the worst of times." Art seemed to matter littlein the face of the terrible events abroad.
For de Kooning, the German offensive posed an additional threat sincehis family stood at risk. When the Germans invaded Belgium and theNetherlands in May 1940, they met with surprisingly strong resistancefrom the Dutch. To force a quick surrender, the Germans decided to makean example of a Dutch city. On May 14, they firebombed Rotterdam,incinerating the city center. Almost nothing was left standing. Rotter-dammers said the scorched ground was still warm to the touch weekslater. Most communication with the outside world ended; de Kooning,like thousands of others, did not learn the fate of his relatives until afterthe war. This was a heavy burden. He had spent fifteen years erasing Rot-terdam from his life. Now, history itself seemed to finish the job withmonstrous cruelty. No doubt he felt painfully aware of his divided nation-ality—stranded, deracinated, safe.
Like other artists in the city, de Kooning found his own communityeroding. The war would soon send many artists into the armed services oraway from New York. There were no more magazines from Paris or storiesfrom the lucky few who could visit France. By 1940, the WPA was almostdead, the camaraderie it had fostered fading. Disappointment in the fail-ure of communism to transform the world and disgust with betrayals ofprinciple by communist leaders—the non-aggression pact Stalin signed
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with Hitler confirmed for many the doubts about the Soviet Union raisedby the show trials—further depressed spirits. The isolation of Americanartists seemed almost complete, the hopes once aroused earlier in the thir-ties only made matters worse. Years later, the artist Adolph Gottlieb saidthat "a few painters were painting with a feeling of absolute desperation.The situation was so bad that I know I felt free to try anything no matterhow absurd it seemed."
Into this unrelieved gloom suddenly came an unexpected sparkling.Starting in 1941, celebrated European artists fleeing the war—MarcelDuchamp, Marc Chagall, Jacques Lipchitz, Mondrian, and, most espe-cially, the surrealists and their autocratic leader, Andre Breton—beganarriving in America. This was a shock to local artists who were accus-tomed to traveling to Europe to search out important figures. The Euro-peans brought with them, in addition to their renown, continental ideasand prejudices. Cliquish, snobbish, and confident of their artisticsupremacy, by turns inspiring and demoralizing, the surrealists at firstpushed the Americans deeper into their gloom. Vanguard artists in NewYork were already familiar, of course, with the movement, and often sawsurrealist art. The French-born art dealer Julien Levy had exhibited suchwork as early as 1932, and followed this original group show with exhibitsdevoted to Man Ray, Max Ernst, Salvador Dali, Yves Tanguy, and ReneMagritte. In 1936, Levy also published a seminal book, Surrealism, whichfor the first time set forth in English the essential principles of the move-ment. The same year, the Museum of Modern Art mounted a huge showcalled "Fantastic Art, Dada and Surrealism."
In the early war years, however, surrealism developed a new, lessfamiliar quality: an air of fashion. It was not the art itself that created thisatmosphere, but rather the stylish arrival in New York in 1941, via thePan American Clipper, of Peggy Guggenheim, the spoiled, eccentricpatron from the celebrated mining family, and a girlfriend of the surreal-ists. (Solomon Guggenheim was her uncle,- her father had gone down withthe Titanic.) She had emigrated to Europe as a young woman and made aplace for herself toward the end of the twenties in the brilliant expatriateworld of Paris. There she developed a salon, entertaining Hemingway,Pound, and Gide, among many artists and literary figures, at her studio inthe bohemian quarter of Montparnasse. Guggenheim was particularlyattracted to the flamboyant behavior and desire to shock of the surrealists.
From Paris, Guggenheim went to London, where she opened a galleryin 1938 to exhibit the abstract art that Marcel Duchamp helped her col-lect. Her plans to open a museum, however, were scrapped as the interna-tional situation deteriorated. Rather than return directly to America,
which she found boring and bourgeois, Guggenheim instead went toVichy France, where a group of surrealists, including Breton and Peggy'slover, Max Ernst, assembled in a villa near Marseilles. But the group wasonly biding time. One year after the fall of Paris, in July 1941, Guggen-heim flew to New York with her entourage. At first, she seemed deter-mined to replicate her Paris life in Manhattan. Her first step was to moveinto a huge town house on East Fifty-first Street overlooking the EastRiver. The Beekman Place neighborhood, a cul-de-sac, was then the partof New York most like Paris and already filled with artists and musicians.Max Ernst, her soon-to-be (if briefly) husband, and the other surrealistsgathered there, grumbling about their exile and playing the elaborate par-lor games that the movement favored.
When not at this "headquarters of surrealism," as her house becameknown in the newspapers, the resident surrealists frequented local bistrossuch as Larre in the West Fifties. In the summer, they favored East Hamp-ton, then a quiet village near the eastern tip of Long Island where many oldline, WASPish families summered. What the surrealists did not do veryoften was mix with the natives. "Why bother?" seemed to be their attitude.Taking their direction from the imperious Breton, nicknamed "le pape" byhis disciples, the surrealists regarded American culture as unsophisticated.As the critic Clement Greenberg later put it, the surrealist clique was madeup of "terrible snobs." Unfortunately for those local artists not admittedinto the charmed circle—and few were—the surrealists also wielded greatpower. To most Americans, any artists from Paris, even ones as eccentricand aloof as the surrealists, were more interesting than the local variety.Urged on by Guggenheim, the surrealists behaved with a panache and flairfor publicity rarely seen in wartime New York. The two most talked-aboutevents in the art world during the early forties were staged in rapid succes-sion by the surrealist crowd. The first, an auction called the "First Papers ofSurrealism," was held on October 14, 1942, at a graceful old house onMadison Avenue called the Whitelaw Reid mansion. Marcel Duchamp, themaster of ceremonies and a devotee of chess, spun a web of string two mileslong from column to column and painting to painting throughout the man-sion's columned interior. His airy loops and fanciful connections—at oncea nursery game for adults and a satirical depiction of art history—wasaccompanied by the sound of actual games being played in the formal ball-room: Duchamp paid a number of children to lend their playful chorus tothe gamesmanship of making and selling of art.
The surrealists created a still more memorable spectacle six days laterwith the opening of Peggy Guggenheim's visionary gallery, Art of ThisCentury. Located on the top floor of 30 West Fifty-seventh Street near the
other uptown galleries of Manhattan, the gallery, designed by FrederickKiesler, was like nothing New York had ever seen. A leading proponent ofavant-garde design, Kiesler created a completely nonlinear gallery. Madeof canvas curtains attached to the floor and ceiling with strings, the wallsbillowed and curved, causing the viewer to lose any fixed feeling for space.There was not one conventional exhibition room, nor one conventionallydisplayed picture, to be found at Art of This Century. The paintings, nonein frames, hung from floor-to-ceiling rope pulleys or were mounted onwooden arms that could be tilted and turned to any angle. The openingnight was a triumph for Guggenheim. As Levy, whose own shows hadbeen too early to gain widespread attention, later wrote, "[She] got here ata time when everything was ready to burst.7'
Not many observers except the local artists noted how few Americanswere represented at either event. The opening show at Art of This Cen-tury, which Breton had helped select, was praised for its breadth of vision;it ranged in style from the abstract artists Mondrian and Malevich toPicasso and, predictably, the surrealists. But it included only one Ameri-can, the painter John Ferren, who had spent much of the thirties in Franceand was continental enough to be an honorary member of the surrealistcircle. Duchamp's "First Papers of Surrealism" had also tilted stronglytoward Europe, for he invited only a handful of Americans to exhibit. Onewas William Baziotes, one of the earliest Americans to meet the surreal-ists and practice automatist techniques. The other Americans includedyoung acolytes of Breton's—Robert Motherwell and the surrealist sculp-tor David Hare, who would be named the first editor of VVV, the surreal-ist publication that Breton launched in America.
The exclusiveness of the fashionable surrealist circle brought a freshanxiety into the art world. Who was "in" and who was "out," who was atthe center and who was on the margins, began to matter more than it hadbefore. Not only were Graham, Gorky, and de Kooning initially ignored bythe elegant interlopers, but they had to watch as a select few Americanswere adopted by the Europeans. John Ferren had at least known many ofthe surrealists in Paris. The same could not be said for either David Hareor Robert Motherwell. A young intellectual who received his undergradu-ate degree at Stanford and then studied philosophy at Harvard and Colum-bia, Motherwell was a newcomer to the New York art world. He had beenteaching at the University of Oregon. In 1940, however, he came east andbecame a pupil of the celebrated art historian Meyer Schapiro at Colum-bia. Motherwell, who had studied French literature and written on AndreGide, began to engage the surrealists in conversation and debate, some-thing few other American artists attempted. At best tolerated and at worst
mocked by the surrealists—Breton dubbed him "le petit philosophe"—Motherwell nonetheless flourished on the strength of his close associa-tion with the Europeans, becoming their useful young man.
Of course, the emigres, not all of them surrealists, did occasionallycross paths with de Kooning and the other American artists who lived out-side their circle. Many rented apartments in the Village, and Leger andMondrian were sometimes seen walking the streets. (De Kooning oncenoticed Breton standing on Fifty-third Street making what looked like sur-real hand movements,- a butterfly had landed on his head in the middle ofManhattan.) Still, there was a big social distance between the two groups.The Europeans remained focused upon Fifty-seventh Street, where theygathered at Peggy Guggenheim's gallery, and Fifty-first Street, where shelived. Even being at the occasional party together did little to close the gapbetween the surrealists and other artists. At one party, de Kooning saidwryly, "I tried to tell Miro of my admiration for his work in English. Soyou see, the contact was not such a thing." There was one essential excep-tion, however—one surrealist who had an early and pronounced effect onAmericans: Roberto Matta Echaurren (universally known as Matta). Hehad arrived in New York in 1939, before the great wave of emigres. Anambitious Chilean who had joined the surrealists in Paris several yearsearlier, Matta had been a protege of Breton's, and, like Breton, came froma background that respected elegance, intellectual airs, and a certain hau-teur. But he had never been fully accepted by the French surrealists. InNew York, he was more open to the Americans than the Europeans were.It helped that he was young—in his early thirties—and spoke excellentEnglish. Julien Levy wrote of Matta's arrival:
Matta burst on the New York scene as if he considered this country asort of dark continent, his Africa, where he could trade dubious wares,charm the natives and entertain scintillating disillusions. He waschock full of premature optimism and impatient disappointment;believing ardently in almost everything and in absolutely nothing, ashe believed ardently and painfully in himself, which was the samething, everything and nothing.
Among de Kooning's friends, Gorky was most influenced by thearrival of the surrealists—and, in particular, by Matta. Both by back-ground and temperament, Gorky was naturally attracted to surrealistwhimsy and lyrical reverie. "Gorky had surrealism innate in him becauseof his Armenian background, independently of the Surrealists," saidRobert Jonas. "They didn't implant it in him. Fantasies and dream images
have been present through the ages. And his Armenia abounded in them."It was only natural, then, that Gorky was eager to mix with the surrealiststhemselves. When Matta arrived in 1939, Gorky quickly gravitated tohim. By 1941, the two had become very close friends, even though Gorkybegrudged Matta his swift success in America. Gorky's lyrical landscapesof the early forties reflect Matta's influence. Matta urged him to be freer—to dilute his paint in order to achieve an airier, more extemporaneouseffect and to use any accidental drips to spark improvisations.
De Kooning's relation to the surrealists was more ambivalent. In avariety of ways, the vogue for the style left him feeling more sharply iso-lated than ever. Any idea of a "club" or "circle" or "style" invariablymade him feel deeply uncomfortable and alone. He particularly hated theEuropean snobbery of the surrealists. Here was a group of wealthy, well-educated, and privileged Europeans bringing to the American art worldthe entitlements of class that de Kooning thought he had left behind inEurope—and then succeeding on a scale unimaginable to the artists in theVillage and Chelsea. He and most other local artists remained outsiderslooking through the window of the art world, outsiders in their owncountry, able only to dream of serious attention by the Museum of Mod-ern Art or the prestigious galleries on Fifty-seventh Street. The surrealistswere a pointed reminder to de Kooning that he remained caught betweencultures.
The surrealists further isolated de Kooning in one other importantrespect. Whereas many Americans found a spiritual home in the surrealistrealm of myth, symbol, and the "primitive," migrating in great numbersto this alluring place, de Kooning could not join them there. He alwaystook an instinctively skeptical view of elevated talk about "myth" andthe unconscious. He loved the physical world too much for this kind ofskywriting; he was too passionately grounded to give himself fully to sur-realist metaphysics. But all around him many others, such as MarkRothko and a young Westerner named Jackson Pollock, who had previ-ously been a regionalist follower of Thomas Hart Benton's, found them-selves nourished by the tribal and unschooled art admired by thesurrealists. Soon, Adolph Gottlieb and Barnett Newman would also beginto probe the mythical and primitive. Symbols of birth and the cosmosbegan to appear in paintings, the result of crossing surrealism's psycholog-ical emphasis with Carl Jung's theories of primordial creation. For many,the Jungian notion of archetypal images, in which mankind could tap intopreconscious myth and magic, provided an escape from various increas-ingly stale styles.
Even if he could not join them fully, however, the surrealist example
still helped de Kooning immeasurably in the early forties. Despite his poorbeginnings and reserved nature, de Kooning was a European with an eyefor spectacle and glorious extravagance, characteristics rarely found out-side of Hollywood in puritanical America, especially the penny-pinchedAmerica of the Depression. The hothouse surrealists were unembarrassedby spectacle, razzle-dazzle, and histrionic gestures. Despite Breton's dog-matic nature, moreover, the surrealists brought—through their physicalpresence, not just their imported precepts—an air of lush possibility intothe depressed studios of New York. "Their being here was overpowering,"said Ethel Baziotes, the wife of William Baziotes. "Its importance can't beoverstated. These were fascinating men with highly perfected artisticways. They had form, and the Americans were searching for form." Theyarrived just as de Kooning was struggling to free himself from many con-straining inheritances. The academic training, the armature of cubism,the example of Picasso, the necessity for squinty-eyed control—thesethings did not lose their claim upon de Kooning, but their authority loos-ened, becoming less onerous and forbidding under the playful ministra-tions of surrealism. During the early forties, de Kooning reshuffled hisdeck and became a more eccentric artist, with a less relentless and morewandering eye, continuing to make both figurative and abstract works,including some odd pictures that closely resembled those of other artists,particularly Picasso and Gorky.
If the surrealist example encouraged de Kooning to open up, it alsoinspired him to focus ever more intently upon himself. What else did hehave to depend upon? He could not hang onto a country, a social class, asettled tradition, a myth, a theory or even onto surrealism itself. He pos-sessed only the quixotic authority of this elusive internal "self." And, par-adoxically, the same surrealism that socially isolated him helped providethe tools he needed to create a vital personal style. Instead of emphasizingthe history of art or the discipline of tradition, surrealism celebrated theidiosyncratic mark of the solitary individual. In the early forties, de Koo-ning increasingly released his brushstroke from the traditional responsi-bility to describe something else, such as a figure or a shape. Thedistinctive "handwriting" of his stroke carried more and more of themeaning in his work. The most assured pictures from the period wereabstract paintings such as The Wave and Matchbook, in which de Koo-ning did not have to depict the outside world and could move fluidly withthe brush.
But his "men" were, in their way, more telling. At the time thathe painted The Glazier, in about 1940, de Kooning seemed interestedin an otherworldly stillness beyond the usual Depression-era melancholy.
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        In The Glazier, the seated malefigure sat facing the viewer,but his head was turned to theleft, and his eyes stared off,remotely, into the middle dis-tance. The figure emerged onlypartially from the plane of thewall behind him, adding to thedreamlike, hieratic quality ofthe painting. This visual echofrom the ancient murals onview at the Met was strength-ened by the patches of Pompei-ian red on the torso of theseated man and by a classicalamphora placed beside him on arichly veined slab reminiscentof ancient marble. And yet,despite its classical repose, thefigure was also cut apart (as ifby a diamond on glass) into var-ious abstract forms. The torsoand arms resembled geometric
shapes more than parts of the body. One arm was missing completely; theother was handless; the face was simply an oval. In Acrobat (1942), as inThe Glazier, the figure appeared to be breaking apart. Although the bodyand face remained highly descriptive, the figure inhabited an ambiguousspace that de Kooning would one day call a "no-environment." Althoughthe picture recalled Picasso's acrobats, de Kooning also seemed to bedreaming of a figure who could leap free, acrobatically, from the conven-tional lines of the body.
As de Kooning struggled with his art, Elaine served as his constant,lively admirer. The surrealists might have more fame, but, Elaine toldhim, he possessed more genius. This was a last, unexpected service thatthe Europeans performed for the Americans: the Europeans who appearedunreachable when viewed across the distant spaces of reputation andgeography were not, up close, such titans after all. As George McNeil putit, "We saw that these men who had been mythical were ordinary humanbeings. And very practical human beings. The strange thing is they werequite young at that time, in their middle fifties." Not only that, but manyof the surrealists were clumsy painters, however brilliant the ideas they
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tossed quixotically into the air. Painters as gifted as de Kooning and Gorkyimmediately noted their pedestrian handling of paint and their rehash ofvarious modern conventions. On one occasion, de Kooning later told thecritic Lionel Abel, he was in a studio with Leger and the French painterJean Helion. "I looked at what I was doing and I said it's just as interestingas what they're doing. And it was, too." In short, the Europeans did notown the field. There was an opening for the eye—and the "I"—of anAmerican painter.
De Kooning's internal drama did not pay the rent. Whatever the successof the uptown surrealists, life downtown grew increasingly onerous.Ten months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, on December 7,1941, and America's entry into World War II, meat, coffee, butter, andleather for shoes were scarce. By December 1942, gas rationing had begun,soon to be followed by the rationing of shoes and of staples such as cannedgoods, coffee, and sugar. "With rationing and food stamps, sugar bowlsfrom the Automat began to appear in artists' studios," Elaine told JohnGruen. "Sugar for coffee and tea was a crucial staple—a major source ofenergy in diets that were skimpy elsewhere." De Kooning himself, animmigrant reluctant to confront the authorities, never talked aboutwhether or not he tried to enlist during the period when many of his con-temporaries joined the military. Elaine, however, said de Kooning wasdeferred as an alien until, at the age of thirty-eight, he was no longer eligi-ble for military service. According to another account, de Kooning wasturned away because of a bum knee, which he injured one night at a par-ticularly lively party on Twenty-second Street while doing the kazatsky, aRussian dance in which the men squat down and kick out with their legs."We were jumping up and down and Bill chipped his knee," said ConradFried. "He of course was older." Unable to walk, de Kooning was told thathe would have to have surgery. Frightened of the bespectacled doctor whowas on duty that night at the emergency room—de Kooning told friendsthat the doctor sounded like a German interrogator in a movie aboutWorld War I—he fled the hospital and left the knee to heal on its own,with uneven results. In any case, he hardly yearned to become a soldier. Ifhe made an attempt to enlist it was halfhearted.
The high-spirited Elaine, still in her mid-twenties, was willing to bepoor, but not willing to give up the pleasures that money could bring. DeKooning, enamored, could not deny her anything. With no money comingin from the WPA or the World's Fair project, he was often nearly destitute.But he did attract a few collectors apart from Denby and Burckhardt.
Among the many refugees who came to New York during the Europeanexodus of 1939 and 1940 was Janice Biala. Like many ambitious Americanwriters and artists of her generation, Biala, who grew up in the Russianemigre world of Manhattan's Lower East Side, left for Paris in the thirties,where she became the last lover of English novelist Ford Madox Ford.Once back in New York, her younger brother, the painter Jack Tworkov,told her of his admiration for a little-known artist named Willem de Koo-ning. Tworkov had met de Kooning while working for the WPA around1935. De Kooning didn't seem to be painting much then, according toTworkov, "but toward the end of the thirties, [he] began to work a greatdeal and I began noticing it. At that time some of us began to think that hewas a great artist, and we became friendly."
So glowing was the description of de Kooning that Biala immediatelytook an interest in the Dutchman's art. Soon, she met and married anartist named Alain (Daniel) Brustlein, whose cartoons regularly appearedin The New Yorker. "So when Alain and I were married, Alain said, 'Well,if [de Kooning's] as good as you say he is, and if I like his work, I'll buy oneof his pictures,' " said Biala. "Because Alain was the millionaire of thegroup since he worked for The New Yorker. So sure enough we went overthere to de Kooning's loft and he saw a picture [an abstract painting of1938] that he liked and he bought it. This was probably in 1942." Howimportant early patrons can be in an artist's life is often forgotten. In lateryears, Elaine made a distinction between early and later collectors of deKooning. "The people who bought paintings then were not really collec-tors," she told the writer John Gruen. "They were closer to being patronsin that their primary aim was to keep the artists going rather than toacquire a work of art. Sometimes they didn't have very much more moneythan the artists whose work they supported." That was certainly true ofBiala and her husband. Over the next seven years—before the Brustleinsreturned to Paris and their connection with de Kooning loosened—theypurchased several more paintings. According to Biala, "We bought a num-ber of pictures from de Kooning because he needed the money." De Koo-ning, she said, was "almost penniless." They did not behave as mostcollectors did, trying to get the best possible price. "We're not collectors.We paid him the regular price. We were the only people who did that, Billtold Alain. We bought Woman [a turquoise and pink painting of 1943 or1944] and paid $700 for it, which at that time was a pretty good price."Similarly, Ellen and Walter Auerbach bought four small abstractions forten dollars each. "We had very little," said Auerbach, "but he had evenless." Denby and Burckhardt also helped support de Kooning; in the firsthalf of the decade, they bought about ten paintings. Max Margulies, the
friend with the music machine, also bought at least one of de Kooning'searly works, as did Milton Robinson, the husband of the dancer MarieMarchowsky. "Friends would bail him out by buying a painting," saidFried. "Bill would sell at any price. Whatever they had in their pocket."
Often, such "sales" were actually paintings that de Kooning "gave" tohis friends when they loaned him money, so that he would not feel com-pletely beholden to them. "Edwin and I would help him out with twentydollars now and then, and he'd give us a small painting or a drawing, orwe'd buy a bigger one for maybe $200," said Burckhardt, who lived on afamily trust fund in those years. "But Bill worried about us, too: 'What arethese two college kids going to do when their money runs out?' " Often,aware that de Kooning did not like to accept charity, Denby and Burck-hardt made covert donations. One time, when money was especiallytight—de Kooning was often three or four months behind in rent—Elainefound an envelope with $100 stuffed under the door. It came, she guessed,from Denby and Burckhardt. De Kooning so hated the idea of acceptingcharity that he could be cruel to his benefactors. A man named HarryCoopersmith, who had worked with de Kooning at A. S. Beck, bought anearly painting but did not hang it. De Kooning believed that Coopersmithbought the picture as a favor without really liking it. The perceived slightrankled. Years later, after de Kooning became famous, he demanded to buyback the painting. "If you never liked it enough to hang it before," deKooning told Coopersmith, "then you shouldn't have it now." Cooper-smith was crushed.
De Kooning also let it be known that he was willing to paint por-traits—a genre he disliked—which enabled some of his close friends tohelp without appearing to give him handouts. Several, including RudyBurckhardt and Max Margulis, commissioned portraits. In Burckhardt'sportrait, painted in 1939, he sat directly facing the viewer, with his armresting on the edge of a table and his eyes staring slightly to the right. As inde Kooning's paintings of men, Burckhardt's clothing was realized in somedetail while the face remained sketchy, giving the portrait an unfinishedquality. De Kooning asked him to pose two or three times "and I wore aFrench blue suit which I brought back from Switzerland," according toBurckhardt. As for the unfinished face, Burckhardt said de Kooning hadindeed painted it in originally, but in his usual way had grown dissatisfied,erasing it. He never finished it "just like Picasso with Gertrude Stein."
De Kooning regularly painted over his work in the early forties. "Inthose early years, Bill kept destroying everything he'd paint," Elaine toldJohn Gruen. "You see, he'd get furious—and he'd be depressed and angry
with his work. There were always people around who thought Bill wasabsolutely fantastic and great. But Bill used to be extremely irritated atcertain of these admirers—especially when they came around to his stu-dio and watched him paint." Ellen Auerbach, who lived near de Kooningon West Twenty-first Street, said that throughout the early forties deKooning would paint and repaint portraits of women to the point of obses-sion. "I remember once going in and Bill was painting over a canvas. I said,'Bill, leave it. It's so beautiful/ And he said, 'I know. But when I was eigh-teen, I could paint just as good as now. Now I have to spend the rest of mylife to know what I was doing.' " De Kooning's ongoing doubts wereunderscored by Biala's efforts to find him a gallery, which she thoughtwould help him earn a living. Her own dealer was a handsome, prosper-ous-looking man named Georges Keller, whose Bignou Gallery showedmostly European artists. With work from Europe scarce during the waryears, Keller invited a few American artists to join his gallery. He hadnever heard of de Kooning. "It took me years to get Keller to come down tosee his painting," said Biala. "Then he did, and he was very impressed. Hetook two paintings and three drawings."
De Kooning, of course, professed delight with the turn of events.Keller even promised de Kooning a one-man show, which was a remark-able endorsement at the time. But then nothing happened: de Kooningnever sent in enough work to sell or make up a show. "He was just con-tent to be in the gallery," said Biala. "That's all." In the transitional yearsof the early forties, de Kooning, despite his poverty and lack of recogni-tion, refused to be hurried in any way. The best Keller could do wasinclude de Kooning in a quiet group exhibit of 1943 that, when comparedwith the splashy surrealist events of the previous year, amounted to little.Eventually, Biala reported that Keller got fed up: "He threw out the wholebusiness and, partly because he liked me, he gave me the three drawings."De Kooning was singularly unconcerned by Keller's rebuff. He justshrugged and went on painting at his own pace.
De Kooning and Elaine got by in other ways. He continued to makefurniture for other artists, as well as doing occasional freelance jobs forA. S. Beck. Elaine modeled and worked in a defense plant, Liquidometer,in Brooklyn, where she painted dials on instrument panels. But most of deKooning's earnings during the late thirties and early forties came fromcommercial art. Many New York artists sought such work, although fewadmitted it in later years, preferring to imply that they would rather havestarved. "Commercial success was something that Bill and Elaine bothwanted and didn't want," said Joop Sanders. "They usually downplayed
the commercial work he was doing [in later years] because he was ofcourse totally dedicated to being a serious artist." Still, de Kooning hadfewer problems than many others in reconciling himself to commercialart. He was justly proud of the craft techniques, among them stenciling,marbleizing, gilding, and sign painting, that he learned in Holland. Hecontinued to admire skilled artisans immensely, and he regarded thevisual arts as a continuum, often finding the overlap between "high" and"low" enriching. In 1939, Conrad Marca-Relli remembered, de Kooningwas working on a number of commercial projects. "Offers of commercialart were beginning to happen for certain artists without necessarily paint-ing a commercial painting but using the image [to spin off into commer-cial work or attract interest]. I remember that de Kooning made a drawingof a woman with hair very much like an Ingres drawing. Very poeticallybeautiful. Then he started slowly getting little jobs to do." Marca-Relliwas referring to de Kooning's drawings of Elaine, and to his first magazineassignment, four round cameo busts of young girls that appeared in theMarch 1940 issue of Harper's Bazaar. Each girl had a distinctive hairstyle,ranging from romantic curls to a shoulder-length Alice in Wonderlandpageboy. Not surprisingly, the model was Elaine. She found it amusingthat de Kooning, who had heretofore painted mostly balding heads, mas-tered the art of depicting good-looking hair when necessary.
The Harper's Bazaar drawings emerged from the last drawing that deKooning would ever do in an academic, old-master style, a portrait ofElaine from 1940-41 in which she sat, wide-eyed, gazing at the viewer.She wore an old shirt of de Kooning's,- the creases fell softly across herbody. The features were finely modeled, her hair a mass of curls abovethe delicate, heart-shaped face. For once, the hands that so bedeviled deKooning were perfectly realized and lay gracefully at her sides. A testa-ment to de Kooning's tender feelings for Elaine in the first years of theirrelationship, the portrait was consummately drafted, progressing overthree sittings of six hours each. As usual, de Kooning worked slowly anddeliberately. Every stroke, once made, was reconsidered and in all likeli-hood changed. The process was so tortuous that de Kooning announcedthat he would not do any more such Ingresque "academic" drawings."He said that if he kept this up he'd go crazy," said Burckhardt. Whilemany contemporaries admired the drawing tremendously—"Peoplealways said, 'Look how he can draw,' " according to a friend—de Kooninghimself grew to dislike the drawing. For one thing, he had always hadtrouble with likenesses. For another, Gorky, whose portraits were usu-ally full-face, was disparaging, saying, "Too much profile." (Largely onthe basis of this drawing, Gorky would later criticize de Kooning for
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        De Kooning's Ingresque portrait of Elaine,c. 1940-41, pencil on paper, 12 '/ " x 11 7/8"
being more of a draftsmanthan a true artist.) Aboveall, de Kooning dislikedattending to the world ofsurface appearances.
Tapping the lucrativemagazine market fasci-nated Elaine, who had aflair for both journalismand promotion. She urgedde Kooning, who was tooshy to put himself forward,to work for magazines.Like several of de Koo-ning's money-making proj-ects, the Harper's Bazaardrawings were commis-sioned through the aus-pices of Rudy Burckhardt,probably at Elaine's sugges-tion. Burckhardt regularly
sold photographs to Alexey Brodovitch, the art director of the magazine.Why not, thought Elaine and de Kooning, prepare a portfolio of fashionsketches that Burckhardt could show Brodovitch in order to get de Koo-ning some work as an illustrator? (De Kooning had intended to make sim-ilar use of the portfolio of drawings he did while in Belgium.) In the end,Brodovitch was not impressed by de Kooning's fashion portfolio, but didcommission him to do the hairstyle sketches for a handsome fee of $75per drawing. Elaine also decided to try fashion modeling, in addition to herpoorly paid posing for art classes. The plan was for Burckhardt to photo-graph her and bring the pictures to the attention of Harper's Bazaar.Accordingly, she went to S. Klein, the clothing store on Union Square, and"purchased" a number of glamorous dresses, which she returned immedi-ately after the shoot. (Burckhardt took pains to ensure that none of thetags showed on the clothes.) Despite his best efforts, however, Burckhardtcould not interest the magazine in using Elaine as a model.
De Kooning was a poor businessman. He found it difficult to promotehis work or break into the insular world of fashion. In particular, his heav-ily accented English made him ill at ease when talking to prospectiveclients. In the early forties, however, he met a man named Pierre Latishe,who proposed an unusual partnership. All his life de Kooning had a weak-
ness—which he relished—for hustlers who lived on the fringes ofrespectability. Latishe was French and ''kind of a con man/' according toConrad Fried. Unable to make it as a commercial artist, Latishe, whoknew how to smooth his way around the advertising agencies of NewYork, asked de Kooning to serve as his "hands." Latishe would find com-missions; de Kooning would ghost the work; they would split the pro-ceeds. Their clandestine collaboration lasted several years. Its strangestmoment came when Latishe was commissioned to paint the portrait of aNew York judge who was retiring from the bench. "That judge wouldcome to Bill's studio, put on his robes and sit on this chair, and Pierrewould be behind the easel," said Fried. "He would make believe that hewas painting. He had told the judge that he could not see the portrait untilit was finished. Meanwhile Bill would be hanging around"—de Kooningpretended to be Latishe's assistant—"and then, after he left, Bill wouldpaint him from memory, through what he had observed."
At the time, Fried was often in the Twenty-second Street loft with deKooning. He and his sister Marjorie both knew of Elaine's relationshipwith de Kooning; Marjorie occasionally modeled for de Kooning, and Con-rad began to help around the studio and study informally with him. Twoyears younger than Elaine, Conrad had quit high school early and wasworking for a commercial arts studio named Traeger-Phillips on Forty-fourth Street. "Afterwards I would go to Bill's studio on Twenty-secondStreet for hours," said Conrad. "I was an apprentice there." Fried wouldlay out colors for de Kooning and do odd jobs. In return, de Kooning wouldcritique Fried's drawings, encouraging him to abandon foreshortening andinstead try to get everything on the surface. But he never imposed his ownsensibility on the younger man.
What Bill said was, "Conrad, you've got to find a Conradism." In otherwords, don't do it his way. Find your own way. And he would say, forinstance, "Edges are what we see. It's between the edges that it's diffi-cult. That's what Vermeer is good at." He'd say, "What we're going todo is go look at a Vermeer. See how he painted between the lines." Sowe'd go up to the Met. The Met was almost empty in those days. It wasfree and open and it was great to go with the artists because they wouldpick only one or two pictures to look at. Bill said, "If you go from pic-ture to picture to picture you get all mixed up. So you say to yourself,'What am I interested in?' and go look at that painting."
In addition to the magazine drawings, there were a number of adver-tising projects. "He tried to make a Ford logo and he failed," said Fried.
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        Conrad Fried, Elaine's brother, working in de Kooning's loft, early 1940s
"Then there was an advertising campaign in which Ford asked for a dozenviews of America through the windshield. So Bill carefully laid out awindshield. Then he painted this winding road ahead and cows off to theside. Different scenes like that. He didn't win that one either." De Koo-ning was more successful doing a spot drawing for an advertisement forModel Tobacco: it appeared in the March 1, 1942 issue of Life. (Hedepicted a sailor holding a pipe, a jaunty man of the sea about to embarkon another exciting adventure.) As a rule, de Kooning did not treat hiscommercial work cavalierly, but worked on such projects as hard as he didon his serious art. The actual process of preparing a commercial drawingwas arduous. According to Fried, "If he did an illustration, this was histechnique. He would take a piece of paper and make a careful pencil draw-ing of all the outlines. Then he would put shellac over it to cover it. Thatwas transparent; you could see the drawing through it. Then he put sepiaprinter's ink over that. It's a technique; printer's ink never dries. Thenthey photographed it." The Model Tobacco ad proved particularly trouble-some. Each time Latishe brought in a version, the art director found fault
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        with it. He finally put his criti-cism into words: the sailorlooked too foreign. De Koo-ning, who had lived in theUnited States for more thanfifteen years, could not adaptto the romantic, sugar-cleanlook of American commercialillustration. This time whenLatishe returned with thedrawing de Kooning lost histemper. The two had a fight.At one point, de Kooningpushed Latishe, who lost hisbalance and almost fell outone of the two big front win-dows in de Kooning's loft.When Edwin Denby droppedby later, de Kooning told himthe story. "They're only inter-ested in pretty-girl and pretty-boy pictures," complained deKooning.
It was de Kooning's re-luctance to draw "pretty-girl,pretty-boy pictures," said Fried,that hampered his career. Nonetheless, de Kooning continued to entercompetitions. One drawing that Fried particularly recalled emerged fromthe nation's wartime mobilization in early 1942. "Outfits that made tanksor things like that would run ads in magazines. Bill made a drawing [forone such ad] which was really beautiful and which he worked on veryhard. He made a landscape that went off into the distance. Over that land-scape came an enormous soldier, high as the clouds. He had a clawlikehand digging into the foreground and a big, machine-gun-like thing in hisother hand. It was monstrous, and done with a high degree of realism. ButBill never sold that. They didn't like it." Despite these commercial fail-ures, de Kooning did have one success. A significant patron of the arts, theContainer Corporation of America, established a corporate collection in1937, the same year that IBM began its much-publicized sponsorship ofartists. Among Container's earliest commissions were works by Leger,
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An example of de Kooning's work incommercial illustration, an ad for ModelTobacco, Life, March 1942
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Henry Moore, and the American realist Ben Shahn. In 1944, Containerannounced an open competition from which it would select works byAmerican artists for its corporate collection. De Kooning entered, and inJanuary 1945 his The Netherlands was one of the prizewinners in the com-petition. More closely related to his commercial illustrations than to hisserious paintings of the time, The Netherlands was a painting of a Dutchtown and the surrounding countryside. On the left, de Kooning placed arow of stately old houses along a canal. In the foreground, traders bustledabout. In the bucolic scene beyond, boats sailed along canals and cowsgrazed in the fields. "I remember that when he worked on the competi-tion, he was looking at Dutch postcards and doing a layout," said Sanders.While not a serious painting—it was probably intended to showcase histalent as an illustrator—The Netherlands had some visual interest. DeKooning employed a quirky bird's-eye perspective to render the town, as ifthe countryside were seen from a plane flying at rooftop level. The build-ings thrust out at odd angles with hard, modern edges that offered a con-trast to the work's generally old-fashioned air.
As a craftsman, de Kooning was fascinated by technical gadgets andknow-how. He was one of the first painters to experiment with an opaquelens projector, used to project a drawing onto a larger canvas in order tosee in magnified form how well it works at that scale. With the help ofFried, who was a scientist as well as an artist, he also began to explore thescientific visual properties of paint. (Some years later, Fried would inventa prototype reader for the bar code, the computer-generated labeling thatappears on everything from fresh produce to high-fashion clothing.) "Iremember talking about how warm colors seem to advance on the pictureplane and cool colors recede," said Fried. "Bill was interested in this, so Imade a device to show it. It was a tube some five inches in diameter andthree or four feet long. There were two slots like tracks where you couldmount color cards. By looking through the tube, there would be no refer-ence except one color against another. You could measure the apparentdistance from the eye."
De Kooning especially loved the tools of the trade. "He knew all theplaces on First Avenue," said Fried. "They are much cheaper than art storetools. He knew about rounds and flats and brights and dagger brushes."They were later employed by de Kooning in his painting, especially, saidElaine, the liner brush, whose original purpose was to do detail work onsigns. (De Kooning would use one when he wanted the effect of drawingrather than painting a sharply defined stroke on the canvas.) He also likedthe viscous, slow-drying ink of early-forties commercial drawings, which
allowed for many changes and had a tactile presence, both qualities thatwould become immensely important to his art.
Among his friends, de Kooning was probably the most knowledgeableabout commercial art and the most inventive in using its methods toenrich painting. According to Sanders:
He spoke about commercial art techniques and how he used them. Ofcourse originally they were fine arts techniques, but they were muchmore used in commercial arts. Like using tracing paper and transferringwith tracing paper [a technique that de Kooning would use heavilythroughout the fifties and sixties]. And he used to do these things thatthey do in commercial art layouts—they cut out and do a sort of col-lage, a final pasteout. I remember him doing one thing when I was in hisstudio—drawing lipsticks. Kind of drawing them literally in art decostyle. He would make an arrangement by cutting them out and movingthem around. That's something he also did a great deal of in his earlypaintings.
De Kooning never lost his respect for the craft that went into suchwork. In the final decade of his working life, the 1980s, he still recalled hisadmiration as a twenty-two-year-old in Hoboken for the sign painters whoworked with such quick precision. He also respected artists whom othersdismissed as "illustrators." (One of the last artists with whom heexchanged a work was Norman Rockwell.) But de Kooning also made asharp distinction between his serious painting and his commercial work.He did not want anyone to confuse the two. In the late forties, when hefirst achieved some small recognition as a painter, de Kooning asked Friedto destroy his commercial illustrations because "they always come backto haunt you."
15. Home
Even abstract shapes must have a likeness.
In the early 1940s, de Kooning began intently examining photographs ofthe great ballet dancer Vaslav Nijinsky with his neighbor, the dancecritic Edwin Denby. What fascinated de Kooning was the uncanny per-fection of Nijinsky's poses, especially in the photographs by Baron deMeyer. The dancer could create with his body a classical "line" as flow-ing, rhythmic, and composed as any found in Raphael or Ingres. Nijinskyalso understood the expressive potential of the area between two bodies orforms, what painters sometimes call "negative" space. "The spacebetween the figures becomes a firm body of air, a lucid statement of rela-tionship," said Denby, "in the way intervening space does in the modernacademy of Cezanne, Seurat, and Picasso."
De Kooning actually tried to assume Nijinsky's poses himself. He alsoasked Elaine, Denby, Rudy Burckhardt, and whoever else dropped by thestudio, to copy them. The result was a period of slapstick hilarity andhigh-spirited mirth that lasted several days. Almost everyone could get a"piece" of the pose (the flair of a wrist, for example, or the curve of atorso), but no one could even begin to put together a full body before col-lapsing into laughter. So intrigued did Denby become by de Kooning'spainterly references and interest in the problem that he wrote an essay in1943, "Notes on Nijinsky Photographs," in which he observed:
It is interesting to try oneself to assume the poses on the pictures,beginning with arms, shoulders, neck, and head. The flowing line theyhave is deceptive. It is an unbelievable strain to hold them. The plasticrelationships turn out to be extremely complex. As the painter deKooning, who knows the photographs well and many of whose ideas Iam using in these notes, remarked: Nijinsky does just the opposite ofwhat the body would naturally do. The plastic sense is similar to that ofMichelangelo and Raphael.
De Kooning often dreamed of seamlessness, of an art at once classicaland personal that flowed perfectly from the hand. He would have wishedfor a brush as fluent as Rubens's or an eye as clear as Raphael's. He would
187
have liked to be a Nijinsky of his art. Hewould never lose his admiration forsuch work. But de Kooning lived in animperfect world of fragments. He hadbroken awkwardly and incompletelywith his parents, especially his mother,-he had uprooted himself from Hollandand had become a self-taught Ameri-can; he had moved back and forthbetween commercial and fine art; hehad felt the different pulls of presentand past; he had given himself to bothcubism and surrealism, abstraction andthe figure. Despite his classical fluency,he could not help but regard the canvasas fraught with difficulty. That hepainted melancholy, thwarted men washardly surprising.
As he matured, however, de Koo-ning began to grow into his paradoxi-cal sensibility. Why couldn't an artistknow and revere Nijinsky—and crackup, American-style, at the same time?(He would soon develop the courage tobring a note of manic hilarity into art.)During the first half of the forties, deKooning began to find a metaphysicalhome—a place of pieces—in his adopted country. In this home of paradox,ambiguity, and yearning, he considered it less necessary to stand outsideof himself, staring and wondering at the incomplete man on the easel. Themale figure began to recede from his art. Instead, ardently in love with hisAmerican girlfriend, de Kooning moved passionately into his great sub-ject—the female figure. The women beginning to appear in his art wereoften piecemeal and disturbing in appearance. Some were goggle-eyed (aswere many of John Graham's portrayals of women) or chopped into awk-ward poses. In contrast to the men, however, the women were becomingincreasingly tangible, in a tactile rather than representational way. View-ers could almost feel their forms in their own fingers. The women pulsednot only with pinks but also with earthy reds, greens, and ochers. Queenof Hearts (c. 1943-46) was ripe, almost tumescent in feeling: the linescould barely contain the swell of color. At the same time, the "abstract"
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        Queen of Hearts, c. 1943-46, oiland charcoal on fiberboard,46 %" x 27 Vo"
and "figurative" directions of de Kooning's art began coming together. Asthe female figures became increasingly abstract they also grew, paradoxi-cally, more personal. Freed of literal representation, de Kooning, more andmore, seemed to move "inside" the subject, the brushstroke becoming ahand moving with the flesh.
As de Kooning's art came together, Elaine left the bedroom on AvenueB that de Kooning had painted for her in a romantic spectrum of pinks."She moved in with Bill, more or less," said Ernestine Lassaw. "But shestill stayed in Brooklyn most of the time." According to Rudy Burckhardt,"On Twenty-second Street they were so much together that it was almosttoo much." Elaine quickly helped center de Kooning in the social world ofdowntown New York. She was not just a girlfriend, but an indefatigablepromoter of his work. His name was always on her lips; she believedabsolutely in his genius. "I just thought he was great," she later said.Because she was such good company—a woman who did not hang backbut entered fully into the milieu of her lover—she added brilliance to areputation that, downtown, continued to grow stronger and stronger. "Billand Elaine were very sharp, very sophisticated," said Joop Sanders.
During the war years, de Kooning became an essential figure in NewYork's art world, no longer an outsider or dabbler but a kind of foundingfather for many other artists. In this world, de Kooning and Gorky wereparticularly admired for their seriousness of purpose. They did not takethe distinction between art and life seriously—art manifestly was theirlife. "It was well-known that [de Kooning] and Gorky chose poverty ratherthan to compromise in their work," wrote Dore Ashton. "De Kooning'sreputation for working slowly, scraping out, starting all over again, andnever really finishing a painting, was legendary already in 1943/' DeKooning and Gorky were also admired for their catholic taste, whichmade them a bridge between the different worlds of the downtown artists.Neither de Kooning nor Gorky had endorsed the pure abstraction of theAmerican Abstract Artists, yet both had painted a series of geometricabstractions in the 1930s; and de Kooning still revered his fellow Dutch-man Mondrian. Both admired classical draftsmanship, and de Kooningremained as fascinated with the human figure as any of the Italian artistsin the Village. "In painting, Bill was one of the few who had inherited atradition from the Old World," said Conrad Marca-Relli. "Bill and I usedto talk until four a.m. We would talk about Titian, Piero della Francesca."
De Kooning was more accessible than the formidable Gorky toyounger artists. "Gorky would come with his dogs," said the sculptorPhilip Pavia, "but they wouldn't allow him in the cafeteria with the dogs,so we would go outside and talk with him." Younger artists gravitated to
de Kooning because of his knowledge, easy manner, and dedication. Theyparticularly relished his brilliantly offhand way of talking about painting.He did not approach art as a critic, philosopher or art historian would.There was nothing dry or portentous in his language. He put an originalspin on ideas, so they could be felt, not just thought. "He was the mostmarvelous speaker on art I've ever heard," said Joop Sanders.
It's not only what Bill said about art, but how he said it [that made animpression]. He was not a great theoretician so much as that he madeart very much a part of life. It was the way he would interweave artwith general small talk. He would talk about technique, subject, thepossibility of doing the figure, what abstraction meant, how abstract isabstraction, and isn't it always the figure? He was very humorous, andto the point.
Many other artists also marveled at de Kooning's ability to enlivenart. One notable example was Fairfield Porter, who met de Kooning aftermoving permanently to New York from Chicago in 1939. Celebrated inlater years for his landscapes and figurative paintings, Porter was a res-olutely representational artist and never became part of de Kooning'smodernist group. Nonetheless, he was captivated by de Kooning's talent,openness to history, and commitment to the poetry of form. In contrast tothe teachers he had encountered in his academic training, said Porter, deKooning was completely grounded in the specifics of painting. He wouldfirst talk about the savor of an individual picture and only then widen thediscussion:
I mean, if I told you the remarks that he made about a particular paint-ing, and [the painting] isn't in the process of being made, it would soundbanal. [But] it's only banal when it's separated from what you'redoing. ... He might say, for instance, that that tree up there, that appletree, or the middle apple tree, he would say, "That's not the shadow forthat grass." If you just hear that remark, you might think it's not theright shape, or you might think ail kinds of things. He would meansomething about it's not in where it's supposed to be. The reason it'snot in where it's supposed to be is because you haven't yet found theright color and thickness of paint and all kinds of things like that. It'slike somebody criticizing a college theme and saying, "You haven'tfound the right noun in this sentence or the right verb. You're usingadjectives because you haven't found yet the right words."
De Kooning's popularity also stemmed from how generous andencouraging he was to other artists, no matter how different their styleswere from his own, and how interested he always appeared in their work.Although he was sixteen years older than Joop Sanders, for example, andmuch better trained—"I had no art training at all except for, all in all, sixmonths with George Grosz [at the Art Students League]," said Sanders—de Kooning never patronized him. "With Bill there was not the feeling of ageneration gap," said Sanders, "which was one of the extraordinary thingsabout him. All of the younger artists thought that. He never condescendedto you." "He had this absolute genius," said the artist Hedda Sterne. "Hewould go to anybody's studio and never, never discourage anyone." Cou-pled with this interest in others' work was an intensity of focus that manypeople found irresistible. While de Kooning was visiting someone in thestudio, no one else in the world seemed to matter, even though someamong de Kooning's acquaintances always suspected that he would forgetabout them the moment he said good-bye. "Bill was the kind of personwho, if you met him in the street, he would walk with you and the firstthing you know he would come home with you," said Ernestine Lassaw."He was very intense when he was with you. I think that was his greatcharm. He made you feel as though you were really something." Manyartists wanted de Kooning to see what they were doing. "Bill was a mag-net," said Lassaw. "Everybody sought him out."
Several years into the war, the small group of downtown artists whowere left in New York—most had been drafted or had gone off to do war-related work—began once more to coalesce into a cohesive group. Thecloseness was more private and inward-looking than during the WPA era.The shrinking of the art world during the war years tended to bringtogether the remaining few, whatever their differences might be. It nolonger seemed as important if a Village crowd was mostly figurative or aChelsea group resolutely modernist. Social realism was fading, and surre-alist ideas fostered idiosyncratic and experimental approaches to the mak-ing of art. Even the most conservative artists began to move in newdirections. Still, there remained an important distinction between"uptown"—the emigre surrealists and their followers and patrons—and"downtown." The artists downtown, notably de Kooning, began to take acertain defensive pride in their exclusion from the more fashionableprecincts of art. They were the "rejected Americans," as Pavia called thegroup.
American artists began to congregate at the Waldorf Cafeteria in theVillage, on Sixth Avenue and Eighth Street. As long as an artist was
"downtown," he was welcome at the Waldorf. By 1943 and 1944, de Koo-ning was spending many evenings there, much as he had once gone toStewart's Cafeteria in Chelsea. The routine was always the same. Usuallythe artists would settle in around eleven p.m. or midnight with a five-centcup of coffee and stay until closing time. "You could drop in any timebetween noon and three in the morning and always find some artists deepin conversation," Elaine told John Gruen. Meeting at the Waldorf hadoriginally been the idea of two well-known Village artists and characters,both regarded as "elders" by younger artists. One was Landes Lewitin, anEgyptian who had lived in Paris for eleven years in the 1930s and '40s. Asa result, he considered himself an expert on the School of Paris. He wastalkative and opinionated and "always making pronouncements," accord-ing to Elaine. Lewitin's counterpart was a Greek immigrant named Aris-todimos Kaldis, a sly and rather feline man who was an amusinglypoisonous gossip. De Kooning knew many of the artists at the Waldorffrom the thirties, but there were also some new faces, including a sizablenumber from Little Italy, a part of the Village settled by Italian immi-grants that for years had its own flourishing artistic community. "We'd allsit around a big table—eight or nine of us—and we'd have big discussionsand big fights," Pavia told John Gruen, describing the early years of theWaldorf. "We'd fight about the Surrealists and French culture. Bill deKooning talked about his Picasso, and Gorky talked about his Picasso."Lewitin treated Picasso as a god; Kaldis thought the greatest twentieth-century master was Matisse. "And Bill would always say that Michelan-gelo was the greatest living artist," said Pavia.
Parties were frequent. "Anything was an excuse for a party," said Mar-jorie Luyckx. "But everybody brought stuff to the parties. They were at allthe artists' studios. And everybody was at those parties." Some of the jol-liest, Luyckx said, took place at de Kooning's studio. Dancing was popu-lar. The men would squat down and try to dance the kazatsky, a legacyfrom the thirties' obsession with Russia and communism. Elaine oncebent over backward to pick up a handkerchief with her teeth. Such partiescontinued until the early hours of the morning, and then, said Luyckx,after everyone quieted down, de Kooning and Bart van der Schelling sangsongs. "Bart had a deep baritone and sang professionally," said Luyckx."And Bill had a beautiful singing voice. Bart would sing, and Bill wouldharmonize with this wonderful tenor." Often, led by Bart, who had foughtin the Spanish civil war, they sang songs from the days of the LincolnBrigade. But they also sang old Dutch songs. "It was enthralling," saidLuyckx.
On other nights, there might be a performance of avant-garde music
or dance in someone's loft. As with art, there was a separate downtownworld of music and dance, somewhat apart from the Classical world of theNew York Philharmonic and the Metropolitan Opera. It was downtownthat new music and dance (and poetry) had their first hearing. Accordingto Elaine, artists served as the "built-in audience" for modern dancers,composers, and poets, which prompted a cross-fertilization among thearts. The performances were done on a shoestring and attended mostly byfriends and supporters. Despite not liking avant-garde music, de Kooningregularly attended because, as he told friends, he believed that all mod-ernists should rally behind one another. (It was at such a gathering in 1940that Joop Sanders met his fellow immigrant de Kooning. The performancewas one of music by Virgil Thomson, Aaron Copland, and William Schu-man. When Sanders introduced himself to the striking woman seated nextto him, she said, hearing his name, "Oh, is that Dutch? You have to meetmy fiance, who is also Dutch.") Merce Cunningham remembered deKooning coming with Elaine to his early collaborations with John Cage;the first was in 1944. "I remember him saying once, something like, 'I likeyour dance/ With this kind of cutoff sense—the way he spoke," said Cun-ningham. "And of course Elaine was extraordinarily able to speak aboutdance. She was a great friend of Edwin's, and they went together to a greatmany performances." At one such performance, Denby encouraged Elaineto write her first dance review, which led in time to her well-receivedwriting about art.
In the spring of 1943, de Kooning very nearly stopped painting. It was notbecause he found his art discouraging, but because he had embarkedupon the grandest carpentry project of his life. The loft immediately abovehis at 15 6 West Twenty-second Street had become vacant, and de Kooningdecided to move in and overhaul it from top to bottom. The next sixmonths, said Denby, would be "the only time during many years before orlater that [Bill] put off painting for longer than a couple of days." Althoughde Kooning always cared about the space around him, only somethingmomentous could take him away from his painting for so long.
De Kooning was building a home for Elaine and himself. They haddecided to get mairied, and he wanted to give her the most comfortableand well-set-up living space he could provide as a wedding present. "Hesaid, Til build her the most beautiful house in the world,' " said MarjorieLuyckx. " 'It won't be the most expensive, but it'll be the most beauti-ful.' " Before, recalled Conrad Fried, "Bill had a birdbath and dishpan. Helived an impermanent life." In 1943, Bill and Elaine had been together for
four years. Although it had taken them that long to get to the point ofmarriage, "we really knew we always would/' Elaine later told JohnGruen. She had decided to get married to Bill "from the moment I firstmet him." De Kooning proposed, after a fashion, during an outing atBrooklyn's Sheepshead Bay, where Conrad belonged to a canoe club andkept a twenty-two-foot-long racing canoe. "Bill was terrified of the water,but I finagled him into the boat," Fried said. The two were maneuveringthe craft into the water when Elaine arrived and changed into a skimpybathing suit. "She was kind of a knockout," said her brother. "Bill lookedat her and announced, 'We have to get married.' "
"Why bother to get married?" Conrad later asked him.
"When you meet someone you think you can't live without,"answered de Kooning, "then you get married." In any case, de Kooningwas already a de facto member of the Fried family; their marriage simplystrengthened the familial connection. (Neither de Kooning nor Elaineconsidered children a reason for marriage.) In their early years together, hehad regularly taken Elaine back to her home in Brooklyn late at night,complaining of the long and dreary round-trip ride on the subway. Heknew both Marjorie and Conrad well, of course—Marjorie from frequentvisits and occasional modeling at Twenty-second Street and Conrad frombeing his informal studio assistant. Gradually, de Kooning began to jointhe family on Sundays. At first, he dreaded meeting Elaine's father, Char-lie Fried, and with good reason. Fried, a steady man with the conservativeinstincts of a good accountant, had his doubts about whether or not thisDutch artist who never seemed to make or have any money was the rightmatch for his daughter. Whatever his reservations, however, he foreverendeared himself to de Kooning at their first meeting. They first shookhands. There was a pause. The silence began to lengthen. Then CharlieFried reached over and put an arm companionably around de Kooning'sshoulders—something de Kooning's own father had never done.
De Kooning liked and admired Charlie Fried, and Charlie Fried recip-rocated. It helped that Conrad vouched for de Kooning artistically. On hisfirst visit to de Kooning's studio, the elder Fried had gestured to the paint-ings and asked Conrad, "Is he all right?" "He's all right, Dad," Conradassured him. An old family photo showed Fried with his two sons, Conradand Peter, and, standing next to Charlie, de Kooning, accorded the samestatus as a son. When the elder Fried had chores to do, he called upon deKooning as well as upon Conrad or Peter, and they worked side by side inamiable silence. The two had much in common. Both were adept at mak-ing things with their hands, and their temperaments were similar. Eachhad a wry, offbeat sense of humor; each was handsome in a northern Euro-
pean way. In the fifties, when de Kooning heard that Charlie had died, hewas devastated. According to Luyckx, "Bill said that he loved my fathermore than his own. He said when he died, the grief was greater." De Koo-ning's relationship with Elaine's mother was more ambiguous. Familymembers said Marie liked de Kooning. Once, while Elaine was away mod-eling at Bennington College in 1942 to make some money, Marie treatedde Kooning and her younger son, Peter, to a day on the town in New York.Their first stop was at the pool of the Park Central Hotel (though de Koo-ning did not swim), followed by dinner and a movie. De Kooning dulywrote all the details to Elaine. "He said what a wonderful time he hadhad," said Luyckx. Others outside the family, however, remembered thatMarie was not happy with Elaine's choice of a boyfriend and then hus-band. That was probably inevitable, given her boundless ambitions forElaine. She expressed her reservations openly. "She didn't think so muchof Bill," said Ernestine Lassaw. "When I married Ibram, she said, 'Ernes-tine, you have found your Prince Charming.' She didn't think Bill wassuch a great catch. He was so old [fourteen years older than Elaine]. Andhe had bad teeth. He got better-looking as time went on." According toJoop Sanders, "She absolutely loathed him. And it was reciprocal."
Whatever Marie's feelings, the relationship went forward. De Kooningand Elaine celebrated their engagement at a party at their loft on Twenty-second Street in 1942. And then de Kooning set to work in earnest reno-vating the loft upstairs. The top-floor space was big enough to serve asboth the living and the working quarters for two artists. According to theprevious tenant, Alexia Johnson, "The loft was just too large; it wasn'tgood for an apartment." There was heat until five or six p.m. each day pro-vided by large radiators in the front and back, an amenity that many roughlofts of the time lacked. And there was a hot-water boiler in the kitchen.But there was no stove and no tub, and the overall condition of the loftwas poor. "We moved out because there was too much work to be done,"said Johnson. "There was no flooring, for example, only subflooring. Itwas a wooden floor, but it was unfinished and gray."
Each morning, after several cups of coffee and a few cigarettes, deKooning climbed the stairs and took up where he had left off the nightbefore. According to Denby, "He patched the walls, straightened thepipes, installed kitchen and bath, made painting racks, closets and tables,-the floor he covered with heavy linoleum [used linoleum, which hebought from a defunct factory], painting it grey and the walls and ceilingwhite." The effect was spare but cheerful. On the north side, facingTwenty-second Street, there was a wall of big plate-glass windows. On thesouth side, at the back of the building, smaller windows let the sun stream
in. At the center of the loft, to crown his efforts, de Kooning built a free-standing bedroom that reminded Joop Sanders of a Dutch sleeping alcove.De Kooning may have intended the echo: the best moments of his child-hood may well have been with his sister Marie in the private world of thealcove. The walls of this little room went up almost to the ceiling. It wasopen at the top and had two small, built-in windows, one facing the frontof the studio and the other the kitchen. According to Denby, "The bed andbureau fitted into it." On the outside walls of the bedroom, de Kooningbuilt handsome cabinets and closets. He essentially created a pocket ofspace for his private life, a room-within-a-room, that served as an intimateretreat from the main business of life, which was the making of art. Just ashe had painted Elaine's bedroom a romantic pink for her earlier apartmenton Avenue B, so de Kooning painted this alcove the same seashell color,very like the pinks he was then using in his paintings. To Denby, theeffect was magical: a bedroom white on the outside and pink on theinside, which "seemed to float or be moored in the loft" like a ship inthe sea of space.
Behind the sleeping alcove at the back of the studio was the kitchen,which had a folding table that de Kooning built so that it could be pushedflat against the wall; its retractable pipe legs would drop down when theywanted to eat. Despite the already grand scale of his loft, this "was to givethem more space," said Luyckx. De Kooning wanted to interfere as littleas possible with the openness of his studio. To one side, he placed alibrary-sitting area. "There was a leather armchair and a leather couch, asI remember," said Luyckx. "And in the wall [of the sleeping room] he putspeakers, and he had the works of the phonograph [the great Capehart] inthe arm of the couch so you could lift it up." Surrounding the couch andarmchair were walls about three and a half feet high with built-in book-shelves. Elaine's work space was at the back, de Kooning's in the front,with the northern light. The whole, as Luyckx said, seemed immaculate."You never saw a bit of dust. He also built the furniture into the floor. Hesaid, 'I know she's not going to dust under it.' "
In contrast to the preparations, the wedding itself was routine. It tookplace on December 9th, 1943, "two days and two years after Pearl Har-bor," as Elaine told John Gruen. The couple was married before a justice ofthe peace in the inelegant environs of city hall, only a short distance fromthe South Street port in lower Manhattan where de Kooning had firstlanded seventeen years before. The wedding party consisted of just threefamily members: Marjorie, Peter, and Charlie Fried. Bart van der Schellingserved as best man. Also there were Alain Brustlein and his wife, Janice
Biala. Most other old friends were inuniform and far away from NewYork. Conrad Fried said, "I didn'tgo because I didn't think it wasimportant. They were already livingtogether." Noticeably absent wasElaine's mother. Her official explana-tion for the slight was that she con-sidered Elaine too young to getmarried, although Elaine at twenty-five was hardly too young by the stan-dards of the day. "Actually, thewedding was kind of bleak," Elainetold Gruen. "Afterwards, we went toa bar in the downtown district and weall had a drink. Oh, I guess it wasn'tthat bleak. It was kind of amusing.But it was not festive. I mean, nobodyrolled out the red carpet for us." Jan-ice Biala also recalled the day assomewhat melancholy, saying that itwas she and her husband who woundup throwing a spontaneous, informaland extremely simple wedding lunchfor the little party at a cafeteria. Afterlunch, the Brustleins said good-bye to
the couple, who returned to the studio and, according to Elaine, "contin-ued to work."
If Elaine found it strange to return directly to work on her weddingday, she never said so. That was the way of life on Twenty-second Street:every woman in de Kooning's life from Nini onward could attest that hewas already married to his work. During the time when Elaine was com-muting back and forth to Brooklyn, de Kooning's days were devoted to art,and they continued to be so after she moved in permanently. Typically,the couple rose late in the morning. Breakfast consisted mostly of verystrong coffee, cut with the milk that they kept in winter on a windowledge,- they did not have a refrigerator, an appliance that in the early fortieswas still a luxury. (So was a private phone, which de Kooning would nothave until the early sixties.) Then the day's routine began with de Kooningmoving to his end of the studio and Elaine to hers. Work was punctuated
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        With Elaine shortly after their weddingon December 9, 1943
by more cups of strong coffee, which de Kooning made by boiling the cof-fee as he had learned to do in Holland, and by many cigarettes. The twostayed at their easels until fairly late, taking a break only to go out forsomething to eat or to walk up to Times Square to see a movie. Often,however, de Kooning, who hated to stop working, began again after supperand pushed far into the night, leaving Elaine to go to a party or concert. "Iremember very often walking by and seeing the lights on and going up,"said Marjorie Luyckx. "In those studios, the heat used to go off after fiveo'clock because they were commercial buildings. Bill would be paintingwith his hat and coat on. Painting away, and whistling."
Pink Angels
Many pictures from the late thirties and early forties contained fiercelyworked-over passages, such as the darkly smudged, almost wounded areaaround the hands of Two Men or the blurring of the neck in Queen ofHearts. These seemingly unfinished areas appeared full of sweat and frus-tration, as if de Kooning could not find a clear resolution of color andform. But such passages also had a turbulent beauty,- and de Kooningretained them in the final image. Over time, he began to recognize thatexactly there, at such points of eruption, tension, and ambivalence—where convention might see something unfinished—was the vitality hesought.
Until the mid-forties, de Kooning had struggled to contain movementand explosiveness and instead, like a Nijinsky pose, bring a sense of clas-sical or academic stillness to his work. This often gave his art an air ofsuppression and tense paralysis. Focusing furiously upon what Elainecalled the "figure related to rectangular form" finally left something over-worked, bloodless, and sickly in his pictures of the men, while the effortto intensify his representation of women somehow led to surrealisticoverreaching. In Woman of circa 1944, for example, the skin was a garishyellow-orange and the dress a smear of red. The breasts protruded sugges-tively, the eyes bulged out comically. Most noticeable of all, the fingers ofthe left hand were capped by feral red nails. And yet, for all the sexualinnuendo and eye-popping palette, the woman remained strangely still.
In Pink Lady of the same year, however, the figure began to deli-quesce. The viewer could make out a seated woman in an unmistakablepose: legs splayed apart, one side of her dress slit up to her crotch, her headthrown back. But she was also dissolving into a series of powerful and flu-
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idly suggestive shapes. Curves that could be her arms, or those of a lover,swept around her body,- her profile was seen, and seen again and again, induplicate and wavy outlines. Heavy charcoal lines bit into her shouldersand thighs and veered off into the space around her. The effect was one ofrestless sexual energy, as if the parts of the body were thrown into perpet-ual motion. There was no central focus,- the eye moved from one slippingfascination to the next. The boundaries in de Kooning's sensibility werebeginning to break up. His art was developing a distinctive velocity.
This process culminated in Pink Angels (circa 1945), the work inwhich de Kooning comes into his own as a mature artist. (That de Koo-ning also saw Pink Angels in this light is suggested by photographs takenof his studio in 1946; to the right of his easel sits the painting, readily athand for him to refer to.) In contrast to his earlier figurative pictures, thefemale body in Pink Angels seemed entirely present, visceral, and certain,but not in a literal way. The central image in the painting, a sensuousswath of pink, evoked a woman's hips and thighs. Swelling, curvilinearforms jerked and flowed across the canvas, spliced with vertical and hori-zontal lines reminiscent of the cubist grid. Ghostly images from rubbed-out versions could be seen, lending the inflection of memory to thesensation of erotic abandon. The picture moved with convulsive speed:the whiplash line erupted, and the color surged here and suddenly there.Between figure and ground there was no significant separation. De Koo-ning was no longer an artist who made a "positive" and a "negative"space, placing a figure into an environment. The environment was the fig-ure, and the figure was the environment.
Although Pink Angels was painted in the present tense, it did notexclude the past. The high tradition of Western painting was no longer anauthoritarian ideal, however, that constrained the urgings of the clam-orous heart. Instead, the past lived in the present, surfacing as a kind ofglimpse or a flicker in the scrubbed-out refinements, the Ingresque turn ofline, or the care taken that the larger composition could still hold the eye.In fact, nothing seemed excluded or closed off. In the body of a woman, thelarger world could also be discerned—city, country, water, land. Duringthe late thirties and forties, de Kooning spoke admiringly of how Cezanneresponded to Mallarme's use of the multiple meanings of words,- a table-cloth could also become a mountain. In Pink Angels, de Kooning suddenlyseemed inside the paint. He gave up much that he revered to arrive at thissensation, including stillness and certainty,- but, in doing so, he found hisown way. Everything was now in flux.
In the mid-forties, as de Kooning set to work each day, he was nolonger the sad, muted man depicted in the paintings of a few years before.
de Kooning
He was married to a beautiful American who considered him a genius. Hehad designed a radiant loft where he and his wife could both work andlive. He had earned the support and respect of many other artists. Mostimportant of all, he had found a place in art that suited him—a nomadicsort of home. Just as de Kooning came into focus as an artist and an Amer-ican, however, he was shaken by a series of deep professional and personaldisappointments. He did not change outwardly, and remained a charmingregular at the cafeteria. But his eye darkened. He was forced back upon hisearliest and most difficult intuitions about human nature, above all, thathe was fundamentally alone, whatever relationships or beguilements thenew world might offer. In the end, he could depend only upon himself.
Recognitions

        
        [image: Picture #29]
        

        De Kooning in his studio on Fourth Avenue, 1946
16. Missed Connections
I'm not poor. I'm broke.
De Kooning's difficulties began, paradoxically, before he was aware ofthem. While he was readying the loft for Elaine, Peggy Guggen-heim, the doyenne of the fashionable art world, was once againchanging what it meant to be a successful artist in New York. By thespring of 1943, she had begun to fall out with her circle of European surre-alists. In March, her husband, Max Ernst, left her for a young Americansurrealist painter named Dorothea Tanning. Guggenheim also quarreledwith Andre Breton. He had promised her free advertising in his journal,VVV, for a show at her gallery devoted to that journal's covers. When hereneged, Guggenheim angrily canceled the show. As her relationship withthe Europeans worsened, she began to look elsewhere for inspiration—anddiscovered America.
During Guggenheim's infatuation with the surrealists, her intimatesincluded only one American, Howard Putzel, a former art dealer from Cal-ifornia. Now, Guggenheim increasingly turned for advice to Putzel, whobecame her new secretary, and to the artist Matta—who had himself beenexcluded from Ernst and Breton's inner circle and who was friendly withAmerican artists. At the same time, James Johnson Sweeney, soon to benamed the chairman of the department of painting and sculpture at theMuseum of Modern Art, became a close if unofficial advisor. All threemen pushed Guggenheim in the direction of young Americans. Of them,it was probably Putzel who most strongly championed their art. Althoughnever as important to Guggenheim as Ernst or Breton, Putzel had beenpart of her circle since her days in Paris. In 1938, he had closed his galleryin Los Angeles, his taste for surrealism having proved too outlandish forHollywood, and moved to Paris, where he became part of Guggenheim'sentourage. After Guggenheim's quarrel with the surrealists, Putzel's cam-paign for American art began to prosper.
In the April 1943 issue of Art Digest, Guggenheim's Art of This Cen-tury advertised a juried "Spring Salon for Young Artists" show to be heldthe following month. Any American artist under the age of thirty-fivecould submit examples of his or her work. Finalists were to be chosen bya jury composed primarily of Americans, but including two celebrated
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Europeans, Mondrian and Duchamp. After being excluded from Guggen-heim's world, Americans were now being invited in, or at least given achance to exhibit: a huge number came to Guggenheim's gallery bearingcanvases. De Kooning, however, was not among them. The reason was notsimply that he was too old for the competition; an exception would prob-ably have been made for an artist with his underground reputation. Norcould his differences with the surrealist aesthetic fully explain his reti-cence: he could doubtless have found a painting that would have looked athome in Guggenheim's gallery. De Kooning's difficulty was largely social.Guggenheim awakened in him the class irritations of his youth in Rotter-dam. He disliked seeing the fashionably rich gain power over art andartists. Who were these dilettantes to presume to judge the success or fail-ure of painters who, working in cold-water flats, bet their lives on art?
Putzel actually did everything he could for de Kooning. Even beforethe juried show, he approached the painter directly about exhibiting hiswork at Art of This Century. But de Kooning resisted, politely tellingPutzel that he was not comfortable with the surrealist style. Putzel evenpersuaded Guggenheim herself to visit de Kooning's studio in order to buya painting for the gallery; in this way, he hoped to spark her interest in deKooning's work. She arrived—yawning, inattentive, and snappish—infashionable riding pants and announced: "I'm so hung over from lastnight's party." Then, after walking about the studio and riffling through deKooning's paintings, she decided that one should be brought over to Art ofThis Century. De Kooning, who had remained silent during this perfor-mance, said brusquely, "It's not finished." Guggenheim hardly seemed tohear him, saying, "You can finish it and bring it over in two weeks."According to Rudy Burckhardt, "Bill made sure the painting was even lessfinished two weeks later."
Guggenheim's show of American art, which opened in May 1943, fas-cinated the art world of New York. It seemed to narrow the gap betweenthe figurative surrealism of the Europeans—the approach preferred by Bre-ton and his circle—and the more abstract styles practiced at home. Manyartists, not just official surrealists, appeared to be using surrealism's inter-est in the unconscious as a starting point. "That show was the first bigmelting pot of Surrealism and of abstraction," Philip Pavia later told JohnGruen. "It was a big transitional show. I think this was really the birth ofNew York as an art center, even with all those foreigners around." Theshow was important for another reason. It marked the emergence of Jack-son Pollock, whom Howard Putzel had met the year before and immedi-ately deemed a "genius." Born in Cody, Wyoming, and raised in, amongother places, Chico, California, and Phoenix, Arizona, Pollock was an out-
sider even in the outsiders' world of downtown New York. Since movingto Manhattan in 1930, he had been a protege of the regionalist painterThomas Hart Benton and been drawn to the visual intensity of the mili-tant Mexican muralist David Siqueiros, who had organized a politicallycharged workshop in New York. Such affiliations placed him outside deKooning's modernist circle, which was oriented toward Europe. Shy andinarticulate, Pollock had kept to himself, living with his brothers andshunning the conversation that went on night after night during the 1930sin the downtown cafeterias.
Pollock was also much younger than the more established downtownartists. De Kooning was eight years his senior, while John Graham wasmore than a generation older. Nevertheless, it was John Graham who gavePollock his first break. Graham considered Pollock "a kind of bumpkin,but with a profound talent," according to one friend of Graham's, theartist Ron Gorchov. He included Pollock in a show that he organized forthe McMillen Gallery in January 1942 (which also included de Kooning).It was on the occasion of this show, which did not get much public atten-tion, that de Kooning and many other downtown artists first met orbecame aware of Pollock. "Graham was very important, and he discov-ered Pollock," de Kooning later told the interviewer James Valliere. "Theother critics came later—much later. Graham was a painter as well as acritic. It was hard for other artists to see what Pollock was doing—theirwork was so different from his. It's hard to see something that's differentfrom your work. But Graham could see it."
Graham helped introduce Pollock to African art and to the work ofPicasso, and he strengthened Pollock's faith in the unconscious. Pollockbegan to study the art of the surrealists. He became interested in WilliamBaziotes and met Herbert and Mercedes Matter, the couple involved withde Kooning on the Leger project. The Matters were among the few peopleconsidered cosmopolitan enough in the New York art world to interest thesurrealists. By late 1942, Pollock had begun to perform his own surrealist-inspired experiments. When Matta and Robert Motherwell tried to createtheir own distinctive brand of American surrealism, Pollock was includedamong the artists who met at Matta's to experiment and to play surrealist-inspired parlor games.
Pollock's second break had come in the summer of 1942, when he hadbeen introduced to Putzel by the Los Angeles artist Reuben Kadish. Putzelsoon began promoting Pollock's work to Guggenheim. Even so, she ini-tially had little reaction either to the paintings that Putzel showed her orto Matta's concurring endorsement of his talent. Pollock almost did notmake the cut for the "Spring Salon for Young Artists" show, even though
Putzel obligingly went to fetch Pollock's paintings rather than ask him tostand in line with the rest of the artists. On the day of the judging,Guggenheim told Mondrian that she loathed Pollock's Stenographic Fig-ure. Instead of rejecting the painting, however, Mondrian paused, lookedat it carefully, and then declared that it was among the more interestingworks that he had seen in America. Guggenheim instantly recanted.
Mondrian's pronouncement was prescient. Among the artists on dis-play in the "Spring Salon," Jackson Pollock was singled out for high praiseby the critic of The New Yorker, Robert Coates, who announced, "Wehave a real discovery." Coates, like Pavia, thought American abstractionand European surrealism were enriching each other. Pollock's Steno-graphic Figure embodied, in his view, the coming together of the twomajor directions of art. For Pollock, the enthusiasm of Coates and theendorsement of Mondrian marked a turning point. As he later wrote to hisbrother Charles, "Things really broke with the showing of that painting."Putzel then pushed for a one-man show for Pollock and succeeded in get-ting Guggenheim to visit his studio. When Pollock arrived late for theirrendezvous, he and Lee Krasner—then his girlfriend and later his wife—found Guggenheim enraged on the street outside the building. Sheharangued him for making her wait, as well as for making her needlesslyclimb five flights of stairs,- she tended to treat all but the most celebratedartists as servants who should be grateful for her attention. It was all Pol-lock and Krasner could do to persuade Guggenheim to climb back up thesteps and look at Pollock's work. Still, she dilly-dallied about exhibitinghis art, worrying that doing so would symbolize an irrevocable turn awayfrom European surrealism. She was uncertain whether to make such abold statement. Although she had given the American artist Joseph Cor-nell a one-man show, Cornell, unlike Pollock, was regarded as an Ameri-can surrealist in the European tradition. Guggenheim sent MarcelDuchamp to see Pollock's work. Like Mondrian, the laconic Duchamp didnot rave; but neither did he condemn. That, along with the support ofJames Johnson Sweeney, finally convinced Guggenheim that Putzel wasright.
Pollock's first one-man show opened on November 8, 1943. It was alandmark in the emergence of modern art in America. In the announce-ment of the show that appeared in Art Digest, Guggenheim praised Pol-lock as "one of the strongest and most interesting American painters." Inthe brief introduction to the exhibition catalog, Sweeney wrote that"what we need is more young men who paint from inner impulsion with-out an ear to what the critic or spectator may feel"; and, while he faultedPollock for lacking self-discipline, he called his talent "volcanic." Most
subsequent reviewers injected cautionary notes, just as Sweeney had done(much to Pollock's anger). The European surrealists publicly endorsed Pol-lock while privately treating his work with condescension. But thequalms hardly seemed to matter. Since he was shown at Guggenheim'sgallery, almost all reviewers covered Pollock's show, including those atthe New York Times, the New York Sun, Partisan Review, The NewYorker, and The Nation. Robert Coates reaffirmed his judgment that Pol-lock was "an authentic discovery."
Suddenly, there was fashionable buzz around an American artist. TheChicago Arts Club asked for the Pollock show. The San FranciscoMuseum of Art wanted a show of Pollock drawings. Sidney Janis, a formershirt manufacturer who had become a collector but not yet a dealer,included a Pollock in a traveling exhibition of "Abstract and SurrealistArt in the United States," which he organized in 1943. Alfred Barr, thedirector of the Museum of Modern Art, bought She-Wolf, one of thestrongest paintings in the Art of This Century show—a sign that Pollockhad serious support in the uptown art world of New York. Not least,Peggy Guggenheim became his official patron. She agreed to support himwith a monthly stipend of $150, to be deducted at year's end along with anadditional gallery commission from the sales of his paintings. Collectorssoon began to flock to Pollock. One of the first was Jeanne Reynal, whobought Pollock's The Magic Mirror in 1944. A personal student and long-time supporter of Gorky's, Reynal was a prodigious collector of art and awell-known figure downtown. A talented mosaicist who "did Gorky inmosaics," according to Joop Sanders, she was fabulously wealthy bydowntown standards. She entertained lavishly at her brownstone on WestEleventh Street in the Village, where a lovely aviary helped to keep theguests amused. "She was one of a group of women who were surrealistinspired," said Sanders. "They all wore Alexander Calder jewelry andIsadora Duncan sandals. And she was loaded from top to toe with silverjewelry from Santa Fe."
On the strength of his first show, Pollock began to circulate amongwealthy patrons and collectors, who were eager to meet Guggenheim'sAmerican discovery. His success was confirmed by his second one-manshow at Art of This Century in March 1945, from which Pollock emergedwith a new supporter, the art critic Clement Greenberg, who wouldbecome one of the most powerful voices in American art. "Jackson Pol-lock's one-man show establishes him, in my opinion, as the strongestpainter of his generation and perhaps the greatest one to appear sinceMiro," wrote the supremely confident Greenberg in The Nation. Headded, "I cannot find strong enough words of praise." It was an extraordi-
nary triumph for someone who, just three years before, had been anunknown. No other young American had received anything remotely likePollock's critical and commercial acclaim. That success was even moreastonishing given how ill-suited he seemed to the polished world of PeggyGuggenheim and the art establishment. Pollock often became drunk orbehaved outrageously. He threw up at one luncheon that Guggenheimarranged at the Chelsea Hotel to introduce him to collectors and, onanother occasion, urinated into Guggenheim's fireplace during a party.
But it was already understood among some sophisticated collectorswho were aware of surrealism and tribal art that "the artist" would nowsometimes perform the part of modern savage. Especially one fromWyoming. The war years, moreover, were jingoistic,- America was readyfor a made-at-home genius. The ArtNews reviewer wrote of Pollock's firstshow, "[His] abstractions are free of Paris, and contain a disciplined Amer-ican fury." It was a nationalistic note that would be sounded repeatedlyabout Pollock, one that initially excluded many of the other artists whowould eventually be acclaimed as the upholders of American art but whocame from immigrant families. Milton Resnick put it this way: "They hadbeen waiting for the American glamour boy in art. . . . Who were theygoing to go to—a Dutchman, an Italian, a Jew, a Greek? Where's the Amer-ican? He filled the bill."
In contrast to Pollock, de Kooning had nothing to show for a decade ofserious work other than his inclusion in several group shows: John Gra-ham's 1942 show at the McMillen Gallery, the group show at the BignouGallery in 1943, and two pioneering surveys of 1944. Of the latter, "APainting Prophecy" was organized for a Washington, D.C., gallery byDavid Porter, a Chicago painter then serving in the War Department.Porter, ahead of his time in spotting talent, included works by de Kooning,Pollock, Rothko, Marca-Relli, and Gottlieb. The other was the "Abstractand Surrealist Art in the United States" exhibition organized by SidneyJanis that included a painting by Pollock. (It opened at the MortimerBrandt Gallery in New York in November 1944 after traveling acrossAmerica.) Janis selected many of the same artists that David Porter did,with the addition of a few more directly influenced by surrealism. DeKooning was also included in an autumn salon at Guggenheim's Art ofThis Century Gallery in October 1945. Compared to Pollock's succesd'estime, however, de Kooning's inclusion in these group shows wasinsignificant. By mid-decade, already forty years old, de Kooning had soldonly one painting to a collector outside his downtown circle of friends andadmirers. And that sale made him no happier than the ill-fated visit ofPeggy Guggenheim. In 1943, Helena Rubenstein visited the group show at
the Bignou Gallery. The art dealer Georges Keller had included two deKoonings: Pink Landscape, circa 1938, and Elegy, from the following year.Rubenstein bought Elegy for $450, a significant sum for de Kooning. Butshe purchased it only as an afterthought. According to Joop Sanders, "Billsaid that Rubenstein was buying the store, so to speak. She had boughtone Renoir for $35,000. Bill's painting was, I think, $600. She said, 'Whatis that?' They said, 'It's a promising American painter named de Kooning.'So she said, '$600. Throw it in for $450.' Bill said to me, 'Christ, I've neverseen that much for a painting. But the bitch. Renoir doesn't need it.' "
De Kooning did not begrudge Pollock his success. He saw in Pollockan original who deserved respect; Pollock's example would help inspirethe creation of de Kooning's own great works of the late forties. "Pollockwas the leader," de Kooning later said. "He was the painting cowboy, thefirst to get recognition. Peggy Guggenheim was crazy about him. Shebought things from him during the war." De Kooning graciously added,"He had then come much further than 1.1 was still seeking my way." In deKooning's eyes, Pollock, whatever his success uptown, remained an out-sider who had paid his dues; he was a comrade, an artist. It was not Pol-lock but the world adopting Pollock that sent the hard message that deKooning remembered too well from Rotterdam, that he was not part of theclass that dominated art. Still, de Kooning could not be deeply wounded inthis way. Like many proud people from poor families, he had long agoreversed the terms of rejection. If Guggenheim condescended to him,well, he would look down his nose at her. What troubled him more thanany conventional exclusion from the world of privilege, what cut him tothe quick, was a less expected and more intimate rejection by one of hisown.
In the mid-forties, the artist in the world who was closest to him,Arshile Gorky, not only took up with the world of wealth and connectionbut dropped de Kooning. From the beginning, of course, Gorky took agreater interest than de Kooning did in surrealism. Gorky was alreadytalking to the art dealer Julien Levy about surrealist ideas. He jumped atthe chance to befriend Matta in the early forties and enjoyed discussingart with him, much as he once had with de Kooning. But Gorky, in theeyes of some New York artists, was not just artistically interested in thesurrealists. He craved acceptance by the snobbish Europeans. IsamuNoguchi recalled that he introduced Gorky to Breton in about 1944, andthat Gorky was ecstatic when le pape gave him his blessing. Noguchi said,"That was for him arriving." Despite his good fortune, Gorky did not offerde Kooning a helping hand. "He didn't share the pie," said Sanders."Gorky was picked up by the surrealists, by Breton and all the elegant peo-
pie that Noguchi knew and did nothing to introduce them to anyone....There was an awful lot of resentment there, although de Kooningrespected Gorky greatly as a painter. Pollock was Guggenheim's baby, butshe did buy Gorky, and he did move in the circles of Breton and all of thosepeople/' The group taken up by Howard Putzel became a clique. De Koo-ning could not help but contrast Gorky's new behavior with his fierceindependence from cliques in the thirties. "He was going up the ladder,"said Conrad Fried.
The new situation exposed some old tensions between the twopainters. Gorky had always taken the dominant part in their relationship;de Kooning understood that Gorky could not do otherwise and stillremain Gorky. What was acceptable when they were struggling together,however, became offensive when Gorky decided that he was too impor-tant to waste his time on de Kooning. Traditionally, Gorky would tease deKooning in slyly hurtful ways. He knew just where to stick the hot needle.During the many years when de Kooning, like Gorky, was working to findhimself as an artist, Gorky would generously compliment him for being a"great illustrator," the implication being that de Kooning's wealth of tal-ent and academic training, which Gorky sometimes envied, could notalone make him an artist. Gorky would also make barbed commentsabout de Kooning's social background. In one brilliantly two-edged com-pliment, for example, he nicknamed de Kooning "Master Bill." (He evenpainted a portrait of de Kooning in 1937 with that title.] The name "Mas-ter Bill" acknowledged, once again, de Kooning's talent and Europeantraining, while simultaneously likening him to an apprentice learning atrade. The artist with the common name "Bill" would have immediatelyunderstood that Gorky was pointedly denying him the full formal majestyof the word "master," as it was reverentially applied by Gorky to the greatartists of the European tradition. Instead, he was using the word conde-scendingly to mean a "boy of some standing," emphasizing his friend'simmaturity as an artist.
Another serious wedge in the friendship between Gorky and de Koo-ning came with Gorky's marriage in 1941 to a woman from the uptownworld. Agnes Magruder, the daughter of a naval commodore, had grownup in Boston and was as poised and self-assured as Gorky was broodingand suspicious. Ironically, she met Gorky early in 1941 through de Koo-ning. Agnes had been introduced to de Kooning by the woman who rentedher a room on East Twenty-third Street. Not long after, de Kooning andElaine invited Agnes to a party where Gorky would be, having first toldher all about the Armenian artist. Gorky and Magruder fell deeply in love.
They were married in Virginia City, Nevada, that September after drivingcross-country to San Francisco with Isamu Noguchi in search of prospec-tive patrons. It was not Agnes Magruder herself, whom Gorky affection-ately called "Mougouch," who separated Gorky from his old friends.Gorky himself did that. But his marriage transformed his circumstances.Agnes did not subscribe to the custom of Gorky's friends dropping ininformally for dinner. "I can remember Agnes curling her mouth up andsaying, 'De Kooning for supper again?' " said the artist V. V. Rankine, whomarried Agnes's brother, John Magruder, and lived for a short time withAgnes and Gorky. It also became socially awkward for the newly well-offGorky to see his impoverished friends. His wife's family owned a farm inthe horse country of Virginia, where Gorky and Mougouch spent increas-ing amounts of time, including the summer of 1943. The next year, theyextended their stay in Virginia for nine months. Then, after only twomonths back in New York, they were off again for nine months, this timeto the house in Connecticut of David Hare. Gorky's "going up the ladder"seemed to pay off in 1945, with Breton's blessing of his first one-man showat the Julien Levy Gallery in an important essay titled, "The Eye-Spring:Arshile Gorky."
De Kooning's circumstances could hardly have been more different. Inthe latter years of the war, while Gorky lived in fine country houses andworked toward his one-man show, de Kooning was desperately poor andstill without serious prospects as an artist. In contrast to Gorky, he hadmarried a woman without money or social position, and he inhabited aworld far removed from fashion and power. In the mid- to late forties,Elaine made almost no money. She had begun to paint self-portraits thatshe sometimes sold to friends; her sister bought a 1946 self-portrait fortwenty dollars, which Elaine called "good money." With the encourage-ment of Edwin Denby, she also wrote short ballet reviews for the NewYork Herald Tribune, the newspaper to which Denby contributed. Butthat was more for the excitement than for the pittance earned. "In themid-forties," Edwin Denby said, "de Kooning was poorer than ever.""That devastating poverty seemed the most important thing in our livestogether," Elaine later recalled. As dedicated as the small downtown groupcould be, there was also an element of squalor about their lives. They sleptin dingy, comfortless lofts, their days made ragged by the search formoney. De Kooning couldn't afford to pay for electricity,- instead, he laterrecalled, he was "stealing the landlord's light by using a long wire fromthe hall." "There were tragic things, if you think about it," said ConradFried. "A certain amount of suffering." Franz Kline, a downtown artist
who would become one of de Kooning's closest friends and a celebratedpainter, once had so little to eat that his dog ate a bar of soap. According toLudwig Sander, "We were really just like Bowery bums in a way."
De Kooning put a brave face on his circumstances. He loved toannounce grandly, "I'm not poor. I'm broke," banishing any suggestionthat he was mired in proletarian hopelessness. He had, he always madeclear, chosen his condition. But he was often desperately anxious, walkingaway the nights in the streets of New York and continuing to suffer, some-times, from heart palpitations; in the late forties, for the first time, heasked a doctor about his heart. At dark moments, he even dreamed of join-ing the crowd and becoming a middle-class American with a decent pay-check. According to Conrad Fried:
Around 1946 or 1947, after Elaine was married to Bill, they used tocome out and my father would bake a cake. One time it was income taxtime. So Bill said, "Gee, I don't make out taxes and I'd like to." Myfather gave him a couple of 1040 forms and he set to work. There wasthis litany of tragically small sales and how he went to the doctor forheart palpitations and had wound up borrowing $100, which he regardsas income! Typically he'd have sold a painting for $200. Finally myfather said, "You don't owe enough to pay taxes." Then Bill started topad up the amount to get to the point of paying tax. Then he would feellike a real citizen.
In the tough years of the Depression, Gorky's noble and extravagantpersona, and his richness of soul, helped inspire de Kooning to endure thepenury of an artist's life. The two friends even collaborated on projects,notably a mural for the Riviera Restaurant in New Jersey that they exe-cuted together in the late thirties. De Kooning always publicly acknowl-edged his debt to Gorky,- Gorky never did the same for de Kooning, thoughde Kooning gave Gorky more than a few technical tips learned at theacademy (including how to blow up drawings to mural size for the RivieraRestaurant]. De Kooning's knowledgeable support helped maintainGorky's spirit, confidence, and insight. They were together great drafts-men studying other great draftsmen; inevitably, each learned from theother's "line." Their mature art seemed to stem from a common root,then flower independently as each developed a personal hand and brush-stroke: Gorky's was one of erotic whimsy and melancholy, de Kooning'swas full of spit and American pizzazz. The Garden in Sochi series thatGorky completed in the mid-forties and de Kooning's new abstractionswere kindred creations.
To see Gorky sail away into the world of privilege represented for deKooning nothing less than the loss of his American brother. "There was agreat friendship at one time/7 Sanders said, "but it was bitter enemiesfrom then on." But bitter, it must be remembered, in the family way. DeKooning never stopped loving Gorky; and, after Gorky's death in 1948, hespoke of him only with respect and longing. Decades later, when de Koo-ning was celebrated, Gorky often stole into his thoughts. No artist cameup more often in his conversation. None seemed so close at hand.
In 1945, de Kooning had lost a brother, and began to lose a wife as well.Despite the couple's early happiness, the first year of their marriageopened small but important seams in their relationship. Marriagedemanded difficult adjustments on both their parts. After years of work-ing alone, de Kooning found it exasperating to share his loft full time withanother person. Elaine preferred to paint in silence; but her husband keptup a steady stream of whistling. "I hate to say this," Elaine told JohnGruen, "but Bill whistled while he worked. You know, Mozart andStravinsky. Bill could whistle these fantastic melodies. But I found it justa little, tiny bit irritating." Also, she said, their personal rhythms were dif-ferent. De Kooning's was slow and deliberate, hers fast and furious. "Billsaid my pace was like Gorky's—hacking away at the canvas." There wereimportant temperamental differences. Elaine was vivacious,- she loved aparty and craved attention. De Kooning enjoyed giving or attending anoccasional party, but was essentially a loner who relished the solitude ofthe studio. Even before marrying Elaine, de Kooning seems to have wor-ried about those differences. He could not help entertaining some suspi-cions about her motives, or, probably, those of any woman wishing toclaim him. Not long before the wedding, he shocked Janice Biala by con-fiding, "You know, I loved Elaine and if she had married me last year Iwould have been so happy. But now, I tink I've been had."
They were more together, in short, when they were sometimes apart.Being married certainly did nothing to change de Kooning's relentlessfocus upon work. Nor did it relieve his moodiness or assuage his anxiety.Gorky's "betrayal" only worsened his mood, as did the relentless povertyof the war years, when he had to seek commercial work even as Pollockand Gorky began to prosper. By the fall of 1945, his young and high-spirited wife was growing restive. The summer the war finally ended,Elaine longed for some escape from the grinding routine of her husband'sdays. A friend of Edwin Denby's, a handsome, charming young IrishAmerican named Bill Hardy, who was a physicist with the Sperry Chemi-
cal Company in New York and circulated in the downtown world ofartists, dancers, and musicians, proposed that Elaine sail to Provincetownwith him that fall to crew his boat and celebrate the end of the war. Hardywas an avid sailor. Elaine gladly accepted. A bohemian lover of goodtimes, she did not stop to think how her husband might feel about thisadventure. Or, if she did, she decided that what she wanted took prece-dence. She stayed away well into early winter, with de Kooning paying afew visits to Provincetown. Although Elaine always insisted that her rela-tionship with Hardy was platonic, de Kooning was nonetheless "pissedoff," according to Ibram Lassaw, less about the sexual issue, perhaps, thanabout her prolonged absence.
No sooner did Elaine return that December than she and de Kooningwere evicted from their loft on Twenty-second Street, losing what littlethey had in the way of a settled life. For de Kooning, the loft he so care-fully crafted symbolized his love for Elaine and his hopes for their mar-riage. Now, suddenly, it would have to be abandoned. Several times in thepast, when they were behind on the rent, they had barely escaped eviction.There were periods, said Elaine, when they were so poor that they had hadto choose between cigarettes and supper. But this time the problem wasnot the rent. This time, fate itself seemed to conspire against them. Thebuilding was being sold; de Kooning's loft would be turned into storagespace. Whatever tenant's lease they had was probably worthless. "Wecould have fought it, but we didn't," said Elaine. They had to get out.
Forced to move quickly, de Kooning asked Elaine's former boyfriend,Milton Resnick, for help. Whatever his initial feelings about losing Elaine,Resnick had become one of de Kooning's close friends in the late thirtiesand, before joining the military, lived near de Kooning in Chelsea. Havingrecently returned from four and a half dangerous years in the army, wherehe served as head of a reconnaissance unit, Resnick had rented a cold-water flat in a tenement building on Carmine Street in Greenwich Village,just off Sixth Avenue. The building was south of Eighth Street, abouttwenty blocks from where the de Koonings lived in Chelsea. It was in themiddle of Little Italy, a district then populated mainly by immigrants.According to Resnick, de Kooning said, "We have to get out, and Elaineneeds a place to stay. Why don't you let me have this place and we'll lookfor another for you?" Ever the good friend, Resnick agreed, even loaning deKooning several hundred dollars from his army savings, which, Resnicksaid, de Kooning failed to repay.
The new apartment was a financial godsend. The rent was $18 amonth rather than the $35 for Twenty-second Street. In every otherrespect, however, it represented a miserable comedown from their loft.
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The space was tiny, just one and a half rooms. The kitchen and livingroom were combined and connected to a tiny bedroom, which had roomonly for a bed. There was no heat. The bathtub was in the kitchen next tothe sink. The building itself was a roach-infested tenement that had notbeen fixed up in years. According to Conrad Fried, "The floor there wasawful." A good floor was always important to de Kooning. Now, he andFried took up the linoleum he had installed on Twenty-second Street,rolled it, and carried it on their shoulders down Sixth Avenue to CarmineStreet. "Then we cut it up and fit it in the Carmine Street apartment/'said Fried. Since de Kooning had no money and so much of his furniturewas built in, the move was accomplished "without a truck or car," saidFried. "By carrying things. All his books. He put them in suitcases." Thecouple's sole purchase for their new home was practical: a used refrigera-tor, which de Kooning and Fried manhandled up the four flights of stepsto the apartment. De Kooning was in the rear as they climbed the stairs."We were juggling it up these narrow tenement stairs," said Fried, "and Iheard him say, 'My life is in your hands.' " The Capehart phonograph,the magnificent splurge from de Kooning's early life, did not make themove. It had been destroyed when another tenant on Twenty-secondStreet was doing electrical work and failed to tell de Kooning that he wasconverting the power from alternating to direct current. "He switchedthe current and Bill's phonograph was on and it blew up," said MarjorieLuyckx.
The debacle with the Capehart, too, seemed a symbol of the largerstate of de Kooning's affairs. His dreams of the good life had come crashingto an end. In just two years, he had gone from a beautifully crafted, bright,and cheerful loft, which he could fill with music with just a flip of aswitch, to a dingy dungeon with barely enough room for one person, muchless two. Carmine Street might well have reminded de Kooning of the pre-carious existence and constant moving that he had endured as a young boyin Rotterdam Noord. In any case, he had several times fixed up a livingspace for himself, only to be forced to move shortly thereafter. Now, hevowed never again to put such effort into any place he did not own. Theloss of the loft, according to both Fried and Marjorie Luyckx, left him"heartbroken."
As difficult as it was to live in, their new mouse hole was almostunworkable as a shared studio. Elaine set up her easel in one corner, andde Kooning took the other. They had already been getting on each other'snerves painting at opposite ends of the big loft on Twenty-second Street.Now, on top of each other night and day, tension flared between them. Ifde Kooning was snappish and irritable before the move—if he often
regarded Elaine as a distraction—now he found the close quarters unbear-able. He could not live without working. But even the solace afforded bysolitary work, never mind success, was being denied him. According toSanders, "There was a lot of conflict about who could work there and whocouldn't." Nonetheless, de Kooning resolutely maintained his focus. Atone point, he debated whether or not to solicit commissions for portraits;he had continued to draw occasional portraits during the forties as a wayof supplementing his meager sales and supporting his purchases of paint.But he decided to break with this practice: no more portraits. One of thelast to solicit one was an Austrian couple, the Kurzes, who had come toNew York as refugees in 1940. Kurz wanted a portrait of his wife, and thetwo went to see the work of a number of downtown artists. They settledupon de Kooning, and, because he had no phone, went to Carmine Streetto see him. Elaine met them at the door with the news that de Kooningwas no longer doing portraits, but that she, Elaine, could draw one. TheKurzes declined.
During this period, de Kooning was well served by his dark, absurdisthumor. He began to relish the unexpected eruptions that occurred in lifeand art. Conrad Fried was once walking through the Village with de Koo-ning when two cars collided. Much to Fried's surprise, de Kooning sud-denly burst out laughing, enjoying the plight of the two drivers. "Look atthat," he told Fried. "Those guys are not like us. They have everythinggoing for them. But all of a sudden they're in the same shape as us."Another time, when de Kooning and his friends were partying, the lightssuddenly winked out. People scurried about looking for candles andchecking fuses. When the lights returned, someone asked de Kooningwhat he did in the darkness. Well, he said, he made faces. Of course hemade faces. He grinned, he scowled, he glared. He twisted his featuresaround.
Uptown, there was a luminous world of money, fashion, and success.Downtown, there was a lively world of friends with whom to pass awaythe nights. But, at any moment, the lights might go out. Then you wereleft to yourself—free to make faces in the dark.
17. A Quickening
Of all movements I like cubism most. It had that wonderful unsure atmosphere
of reflection, a poetic frame where something could be possible,
where an artist could practice his intuition.
In contrast to Europe, where even the victors lay exhausted and desti-tute, the United States emerged from World War II with a renewed senseof confidence. At the same time, the inescapable truths of the war—especially the details emerging about the death camps—darkened theimaginations of thoughtful people. Had the world reached an end or abeginning? Extreme pessimism and extreme optimism suddenly appearedequally justified. Not surprisingly, the scale of art in New York began tochange and expand; anything, artists began to feel, was possible. The sur-realists returned to Paris, and the American servicemen came home, eagerto make up for three or four years of lost time.
Typically, the returning artists settled in the Village. In fact, the onlyappealing aspect of de Kooning and Elaine's drab new apartment was itslocation. With the return of the GIs, the scene at the Waldorf Cafeteria,which was only a few blocks from their flat on Carmine Street, intensi-fied. If the artists had once numbered seven or eight on any given evening,now the tables were overflowing. Each night seemed more crowded thanthe last. According to the sculptor Philip Pavia:
It's hard to describe the evenings. But there was a real hunger. We allsought each other's company and it was practically daily; six out ofseven nights of the week we all sat around and talked. . . . Droves ofartists started coming into the cafeteria. Jack Tworkov, MiltonResnick—I can't name them all. Pretty soon we couldn't fit around thetable. So we had about four tables. Sidney Janis [who would soonbecome a dealer] would come in, and [the architect Frederick] Kiesler.And John Graham would come in with complete contempt for all of us.He hated the cigarette smoke and he would hold his nose while hetalked to us. Now this was the beginning of everything.
One of the returning soldier-artists was Ludwig Sander, a painter whohad lived on Third Street and been part of the downtown scene since the
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early thirties. His rush to the Waldorf was typical: "My second nighthome, [Reuben] Nakian took me right to the cafeteria where everybodywas, and I saw guys I knew from before." Sander remembered seeing deKooning that night and "other faces that looked familiar from before thewar." The list of new arrivals from the old days included Burgoyne Diller,de Kooning's original supervisor on the WPA. Another old friend from theWPA, Ibram Lassaw, instantly became a Waldorf regular. James Brooks,George McNeil, John Little, John Ferren—artists who had been aroundsince the WPA days—began showing up. Even Jackson Pollock would dropby occasionally, or "make entrances," as the sculptor Peter Grippe said."He'd tell us what a bunch of idiots we all were, and then he'd leave," saidPavia.
During the day, "most artists stayed in their studios," said Grippe.But when taking a break, an artist would typically head to WashingtonSquare Park, which was filled with contemporaries out for a stroll and achat. And at night, all of Eighth Street became "the playground of thedowntown group," Pavia said. "We would leave the cafeteria and walk thelength of Eighth Street back and forth." The result, said George McNeil,was "a tremendous ferment." With the Europeans mostly gone, moreover,there was no longer any necessity, as Pavia put it, for "fighting the uptowngroup mentally." Peggy Guggenheim returned to Europe in 1947; Art ofThis Century closed the same year. Freed from the shadow of Europe andbuoyed by newcomers to the Waldorf, the Americans began to paint withfresh energy. The laboratory fervor resembled, according to McNeil, thatfound in the fauves and the cubists at the outset of the century. It was acoming together in new beginnings.
Despite their excitement, the Americans still kept an eye on Paris.Among several influential postwar shows was a Jean Dubuffet exhibit in1947 at the Pierre Matisse Gallery. A cranky iconoclast, Dubuffet hadonly begun painting seriously in 1942, at the age of forty-one, after a careeras a wine merchant. He departed radically from the traditions of theSchool of Paris. Called one of the first "anti-artists"—which, of course, isjust another kind of artist—he would incorporate pebbles, shards of glass,and the detritus of modern life into paintings. Many evenings at the Wal-dorf were devoted to discussions of Dubuffet's skewed perspectives andbizarre, Dadaesque use of materials. "He was shaking the whole scene,"said Pavia. "That distortion he had was crazier than Picasso's if you try tounderstand it." One of Dubuffet's chief supporters was de Kooning, whowas also an admirer of the grand old man of Dada himself, MarcelDuchamp, whose iconoclastic work was on display in a major exhibitionthat year. Duchamp and Dubuffet were appealing not only because they
attempted to redefine art—which the New Yorkers also hoped to do—butbecause they mercilessly mocked conventional taste. De Kooning him-self, always powerfully drawn to the impurities of life, relished this air offreedom. He called Duchamp "that one-man movement—for me a trulymodern movement because it implies that each artist can do what hethinks he ought to."
Cezanne and Picasso were the subject of large postwar shows and bothinspired much talk downtown. "Cezanne was very important, and muchdiscussed, but not as much as Picasso, who was a monumental figure atthat point," said Joop Sanders. "And those women, the sort of grids [thatPicasso used], I think Bill's women might have been influenced by them.And also the use of the flat color." By 1946 and 1947, however, Americanartists were also beginning to question Picasso and the cubists. The revi-sionist view, buttressed by the wartime presence of the surrealists, wasthat cubism was a dry "modern academy," said John Ferren, that couldimprison an artist's sensibility. "Cubism has its basis in drawing, and inplanning," said George McNeil. "It foisted form upon painters. So I thinkin those years it was considered a kind of detriment or obstacle to goingahead with free painting." Casting about for something to replace the"awful shadow of the School of Paris," as Ferren described it, paintersturned increasingly toward the subjective and personal, which again oweda debt to surrealism's emphasis on the subconscious. Sometimes, thepainter's internal struggle to create the painting seemed almost as impor-tant as the end result. In the famous words of Harold Rosenberg, writingseveral years later, "What was to go on the canvas was not a picture but anevent." Confidence grew that there was a new American art. JackTworkov put it this way:
This emphasis and reliance on yourself, on not looking over the shoul-ders of others, or painting as if others were looking over your shoulder,became the main theme. And because there was this break with tradi-tion, there was a real kind of effort to break with Europe, to break withPicasso, to break with Cubism, to break with Surrealism, or whatever.
As the downtown artists began to find one another, and themselves,they were in turn beginning to be discovered. It seemed almost miracu-lous, but a few homegrown critics and art dealers began to take a seriousinterest in work by Americans. Until the end of the war, the three leading"professional" journals of the day, the Magazine of Art, ArtNews, and ArtDigest, had either ignored the New York painters or been critical of them.The New Republic also ignored art while extensively covering poetry,
film, and literature. But two small influential magazines, both with rootsin the downtown Marxist world of the thirties, had begun to write aboutthe emerging art scene during the war. The Nation had hired ClementGreenberg, then at Partisan Review, to be its critic, and Partisan Review,which had evolved into the most influential journal of politics, arts, andsociety among New York intellectuals, had also begun to review Ameri-can painting. The Partisan Review group included many of the most dis-tinguished writers and editors of the day, among them Philip Rahv,William Barrett, Mary McCarthy, Dwight Macdonald, and DelmoreSchwartz. Its early pieces on art were written by fames Johnson Sweeney,Peggy Guggenheim's advisor and the chairman of the painting and sculp-ture department at the Museum of Modern Art, and by Robert Mother-well, then an ambitious writer as well as artist.
In later years, much would be made of the role of the early critics in"discovering" the New York school. The expected procedure, as LionelAbel wrote in Intellectual Follies, his memoir of the era, was that theavant-garde was first found by the little magazines. Mainstream journal-ists who read the little magazines would then sell the avant-garde to themass public. The more important role of the early critics, however, wasless mechanical than this suggests. To begin with, simply being noticedwas enough to nourish the spirit of isolated artists unaccustomed to seri-ous regard from anyone but friends. Just as important, the manner inwhich certain critics wrote gave what often seemed a useless existencemaking unwanted pictures an air of grand import.
The two main critics emerging from the left-wing milieu downtownwere Clement Greenberg and Harold Rosenberg. Although they differedgreatly in sensibility—they would eventually become fierce rivals—theyshared a common grounding in the passionate politics of the thirties.They took up art criticism in the forties during a period of shatteredideals, when disappointment with the failure of the Soviet Union to sus-tain the dreams of Western Marxists was widespread. Not surprisingly,they brought into their views of art ideals and attitudes that politics couldno longer sustain. They believed without question in a vanguard of revo-lutionary artists who must meet the demands of history, even if thoseartists were not themselves fully aware of what they were doing. Theyreveled in clashes, arguments, and hard-nosed judgments. Unsentimentalabout old Europe, they were prepared to believe that Europe's time waspast and that the evolution of important art would cycle into a more mod-ern society like the United States. They wrote as if History herself stoodat their shoulder, promising artists her highest regard. Which hit the spotwhen you lived in a cold-water flat.
Greenberg had seemed destined to be a literary critic. The son ofLithuanian Jews, he was born in the Bronx and raised mainly in Brooklyn,with a brief period in Norfolk, Virginia. He was determined to leave bothBrooklyn and the Old World Jewish community behind. After getting hisA.B. degree at Syracuse University, he moved to Greenwich Village. Pre-maturely balding, with an egg-shaped head and a habit of lecturing ratherthan talking to others, Greenberg was first a writer and then an editor atPartisan Review for several years. (Philip Rahv, who, along with WilliamPhillips, edited the magazine, later speculated that Greenberg saw toomany literary critics around, and therefore turned to the understaffedworld of art criticism.) Greenberg helped prepare himself for writing aboutart by attending a summer session at the Art Students League. He alsowent to lectures at Hans Hofmann's school and accompanied Lee Krasner,one of Hofmann's best pupils, as she made the rounds of the galleries. In1944, he was named art critic of The Nation.
Even painters whom Greenberg supported often found him difficult,for he usually treated them with condescension. "All artists," he liked tosay, "are bores." His views about what modernism demanded of an artistoften seemed dogmatic, which is what de Kooning, in particular, dislikedabout him. And Greenberg never hesitated to pass judgment on an artist'swork to his or her face. "That one's a mistake!" he would pronounce,pointing to an offending painting during a studio visit. His confidenceseemed unshakable, his faith in his own pronouncements complete, hisambition for himself and his chosen artists fierce. A natural "agent provo-cateur," as Dore Ashton called him, he loved to make confrontationalstatements. "The future of American painting," he declared in the mid-forties, "depends on what [Motherwell], Baziotes, Pollock, and only acomparatively few others do from now on." Still, as most artists recog-nized, Greenberg was forcefully promoting American art. And his severityhad a kind of beauty, for it honored seriousness of purpose and celebratedan elect who would enter the Pantheon of history.
The second important critic to emerge, and one who would later chal-lenge Greenberg's position as the leading critic of the so-called New Yorkschool, was Harold Rosenberg, who knew most of the downtown artists,including de Kooning, from the WPA era. The New York Times criticHilton Kramer later characterized him as "resourceful in polemic andsometimes dazzling in his style, with a sardonic humor that lived on easyterms with elaborate conceptual conceits, and justly celebrated as aphrasemaker." Rosenberg could intoxicate himself with his own words.He could not live without ideas and an audience to hear them. He wasaround six foot three, with one bad leg that added a distinctive cant to his
walk. (His friend Saul Steinberg, a short man, refused to talk to Rosenbergunless he sat down.) He had piercing eyes, a jutting nose, and flaring nos-trils that he used to dramatic advantage in his endless debates. His friendMary McCarthy described him like this:
I compared him once—in a book review—to a pirate or buccaneer, I for-get which. And there was certainly that in his appearance and voice—something of the Jolly Roger on the Spanish main. The bristlingmustache and eyebrows, the great height, the game leg, the outthrustlip and surveying eye, as if commanding the scene from the focs'le. Hegave an impression of total fearlessness and genial contempt for anycraft that would seek to board him. This was by no means a falseimpression. Yet he was not a bellicose man—or even fierce, except inhis independence. He was, in part, a humorist, and the ferocity of hislook and voice had a hint of playfulness, as though he were castinghimself jovially as King Herod in a pantomime ordering a massacre ofinnocents.
Unlike Greenberg, Rosenberg genuinely liked most artists, and waswidely liked in turn. He was "one of the boys" in a way that Greenbergrefused to be. In common with many downtown painters, he took a longtime to find his way. He attended City College of New York and thenearned a law degree from St. Lawrence University in 1927. After that, heabandoned the law and spent most of his time talking, reading, and writ-ing poetry. He and his wife, May Tabak Rosenberg, lived in a ramblingapartment in the West Village, where they rented out three rooms.Around 1936, Rosenberg also began to write about art, although not asseriously as he would in the 1950s. He contributed occasional reviews toArt Front, the publication of the Artists' Union, and was for a short timeits editor. All of his articles took a fiery Trotskyite line. According toIbram Lassaw, "He was looked up to by all the Trotskyites." During theWPA era, Rosenberg was briefly on the artists' project prior to joining thewriters' program. (According to one story, he qualified by submitting sev-eral half-baked paintings on the theme of Pilgrims and Indians, supposingthat this would impress the government officials.) It was during thisperiod that de Kooning met Rosenberg, probably introduced by Ibram Las-saw. At the time, Lassaw shared a loft at 38 East Eighth Street with anartist named Max Spivak, who had been assigned to paint a large mural forthe WPA and had been given two assistants. One of them was Rosenberg,who quickly established his intellectual credentials with the group byspending his time reading instead of painting. "Harold would be sitting in
an old Morris easy chair next to the great big pot-bellied stove," said Las-saw. "In those days, that's how we had to heat the space. He'd be reading.We didn't care. We knew he was a writer and respected his opinions. Everyonce in awhile he'd expostulate: 'Did you ever hear anything more stupidthan this?' He'd be reading a book by Stalin. He was so anti-Stalinist." In1938, Rosenberg landed a prestigious post in Washington as the nationalarts editor of the WPA's American Guide series. Four years later, TranceAbove the Streets, a book of his poems, was published. However, it wasnot until the later forties and fifties, when he began to visit de Kooning'sstudio three or four times a week, that Rosenberg became a serious stu-dent of painting. Even then, few artists took his eye seriously, for Rosen-berg saw ideas rather than pictures. But no one minded much, since hisideas were stimulating.
In the forties, the flicker of interest from art dealers was, if anything,more unexpected than the interest of critics. Before the mid-forties, theprestigious galleries on Fifty-seventh Street—notably Pierre Matisse andthe Valentine Gallery (shortened from Valentine Dudensing)—handledonly European masters, while a third important gallery, Marion Willard,mostly specialized in American painters of an earlier generation, such asEdward Hopper and Thomas Hart Benton. That left Julien Levy and PeggyGuggenheim's Art of This Century to support the surrealists and a sprin-kling of Americans, and no one to focus upon the downtown artists. Then,in 1945 and 1946, three art dealers opened new galleries. One, Sam Kootz,was an affable, loquacious Southerner who had published a book in 1943about modern art entitled New Frontiers in American Painting. He thenassembled a huge exhibition of contemporary art for Macy's departmentstore in New York. The exhibit included, among others, two paintings byMark Rothko (offered for less than $200 apiece) and works by Bolotowskyand Carl Holty. Kootz also quietly began making plans for a gallery. Wellbefore Peggy Guggenheim closed her gallery, Kootz was wooing some ofher painters.
The second dealer to promote emerging American painters was BettyParsons. Like Peggy Guggenheim, she came from a wealthy background.She was the daughter of a Wall Street broker and a Southern belle andmade her debut in the society of Newport and Palm Beach. Not long after-ward, she married a suitably wealthy husband, and her life seemed des-tined to revolve around parties and charities. But then, Parsons rebelledagainst expectations. Shedding both her spouse and her social life, she setsail for Paris to study art. It was obviously an auspicious time to do so. Atthe center of the American expatriate circle in Paris was Gertrude Stein,who knew such artists as Alexander Calder,  Man Ray,  and Isamu
Noguchi. Parsons, who was slim and fine-boned, with a flutey voice and avague resemblance to Greta Garbo, fit in well. After returning to theUnited States in the early thirties, she spent some time in Californiabefore settling in New York, where she soon became involved in the arts.Initially, she painted and was a partner in a bookstore that also displayedsome art. When the Wakefield Bookstore was bought by art dealer Mor-timer Brandt, Parsons was placed in charge of the contemporary art sec-tion. It was there that she first showed work by, among others, Rothko,Gottlieb, and Ad Reinhardt. In 1946, she decided to open her own gallery.Since Guggenheim was closing Art of This Century, Parsons inheritedRothko as well as Pollock (who, as Peggy Guggenheim later wrote, noother dealer would touch). She also became the dealer of Barnett Newmanand Clyfford Still. Newman functioned as her right-hand man, helpingarrange many of her shows. With her society connections—she knewmany of the benefactors of the Museum of Modern Art—and her faith inher artists, Parsons rapidly established herself as an important art dealer.It was the third and least respectable of the trio of early dealers,Charles Egan, universally known as "Charlie," who would prove the mostimportant to de Kooning and many other downtown artists. Egan had nomoney or position to recommend him; he survived through his wit andhustle. The son of a coal miner, he came from Scranton, Pennsylvania. Hisfirst job had been as a salesman in the art gallery of Wanamaker's depart-ment store. He was a heavy drinker without much head for business. Hewas "charming, handsome, aloof, and intimate at the same time," saidMargo Stewart, a young artist whom Egan later recruited to help run hisgallery. "There was a sense of mystery about him. A lot of people weresuckers for Charlie. He could charm you." Egan was even known for suck-ering his own artists. Once, Stewart herself bought a de Kooning drawingfrom Egan and, when she told de Kooning of the purchase, "He said, 'Whatdrawing?' Nobody knew what had been sold or not sold." But Egan wasalso genuinely and obsessively interested in contemporary art. Whileemployed at the staid J. B. Neumann Gallery on Fifty-seventh Street, hewas a regular at the Waldorf. "He told us he couldn't stand workingthere," said Milton Resnick. "He said, '[Neumann] won't let me talk. Hesaid that I have to dress nice and if someone talks to me I'm supposed tolook at my shoes.' And we said, 'Why don't you open up your owngallery?' He said, 'I'm broke.' We said, 'Find enough money to rent aplace.' At that time rents weren't high. And he found a place four storiesup on Fifty-seventh Street. It was a tiny little hole in the wall. He had nostorage space, just a closet. He had a little extra square room. That wasabout all. And the artists fixed it up and painted it." According to Stewart,
"There was a little closet with a telephone and a chair, and a plywooddesk attached to the wall. And he stored the paintings in the bathroom, inthe bathtub."
Several artists helped Egan fix up his space on Fifty-seventh Street.Isamu Noguchi did the lighting, "a fantastic job," Stewart said, "for aboutseven dollars." Giorgio Cavallon, one of the Italian artists in the down-town group and a highly talented draftsman, also helped with the space, asdid Milton Resnick and a few others. De Kooning and Franz Kline paintedthe walls. These artists had every right to expect Charlie to mount a showof their work—particularly de Kooning. It was well known that Egan vir-tually worshipped the painter and his art. "He was crazy for de Kooning'swork and for de Kooning himself, and for years had talked about it andfinally opened a gallery," said Janice Biala. "We all understood that heessentially opened it for Bill." Then the news came: Egan would open hisnew gallery with a show of gouaches by a Swiss-American artist namedOtto Botto. De Kooning and his friends were dumbfounded. Otto Botto?"He was kind of a ... he painted watercolors a la Picasso," said Resnick."No one took it seriously. We just thought it was a laugh. Red-cheekedOtto Botto, who lived in New Jersey and used to come to the Waldorf justto show up and talk to everyone." When questioned about this choice,Egan pleaded poverty—with his usual charm. "Charlie said, 'You know,you guys, I'd never be able to sell your paintings. I'm broke, and I need tosell.' " The news could not, in any case, have surprised de Kooning verymuch. No serious critic had yet mentioned him.
Meanwhile, de Kooning was pushing forward from Pink Angels. Inpaintings from 1946 such as Fire Island, Special Delivery, and Bill-Lee'sDelight, he created speedy, propulsive forms and continued to knittogether the imagery so that the eye became less and less aware of the dif-ferences between figure and ground; often, he outlined the forms withbold charcoal lines drawn directly into the wet paint. Of the new works,the most important was Judgment Day. Despite its relatively small size,about twenty-two inches by twenty-eight and a half inches, it was a dra-matic painting with extraordinarily dense imagery. Bloated, monsterlikeshapes bearing a distant resemblance to the fantastical Flemish art ofBosch or Brueghel crowded the four corners of the painting, seeminglyrestrained there by strong vertical and horizontal lines pushed deep intothe paint. De Kooning himself described the main forms as four angelsguarding the Gates of Paradise,- he seemed to present them from the per-spective of an outsider who is excluded and still engaged in a hellish,ceaseless struggle to attain release. At the exact center de Kooning placeda small, shiny circle, like a peephole to paradise.
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        Judgment Day, 1946, oil and charcoal on paper, 22'/8" x 28'/2". The basis for adance backdrop
In the spring of 1946, de Kooning used Judgment Day as the basis for amuch larger work, a dance backdrop commissioned by his old friendMarie Marchowsky, who had founded her own dance company in 1940.Like so many of those who helped de Kooning, Marchowsky was a friendfirst and a collector second. She bought an early painting or two. She alsocommissioned a portrait in 1945 from Elaine—Elaine's first—for fifty dol-lars. She and her husband often invited de Kooning to dinner. On one suchevening, Marchowsky was telling de Kooning about her latest project, arecital the following April at New York Times Hall. "We were talking, andmy husband said, 'Why don't you do the backdrop?' " said Marchowsky."My husband said he would pay. I told Bill what it was about, and hewanted to do it." The name of Marchowsky's work, which was twenty orso minutes long, was Labyrinth. True to her training as a Graham dancer,Marchowsky inclined toward psychological ballets. "As I look back, I wastoo young to do something so extravagant," said Marchowsky. "I wasinterested in Freud, and it was very pretentious, about the labyrinth of themind. But when you're young, you'll tackle all kinds of things." For deKooning, who was paid just fifty dollars, the huge seventeen-by-twenty-four-foot backdrop was an entertaining diversion that gave him the oppor-tunity to work at a lavish scale.
Martin Craig, de Kooning's pal from Twenty-second Street and a goodfriend of Marie's, had already built the set for Labyrinth in Marchowsky'sstudio. Pressed for time, de Kooning decided to use Judgment Day for thebackdrop. According to Resnick, "We had one day to do it and one night. Ipainted, and Bill mixed the colors. He had made a sketch with chalk, andthen he had to make the colors. He had to cook fish glue. You had to meltit with water and cook it and then add those cheap hardware pigments toit and get it bright." The result was spectacular. "It was enormous, and itoverwhelmed me with its brilliant colors," said Marchowsky. "I felt itwas much too imposing for me." Three weeks later, she gave de Kooning abirthday party. He arrived in his usual ragged clothes, including cheap,paint-splattered pants. "Bill looked like a guy you'd be sorry for," saidJoseph Solman. "We had drinks and congratulated him because she hadused him for that ballet. But he sat in a corner like a guy you'd give ahandout to."
De Kooning, cooped up with Elaine, found Carmine Street unbearable.Through the artists' grapevine, he heard of a studio for rent not too faraway. A former storefront on the second floor at 8 5 Fourth Avenue, rightacross from Grace Church School, the studio was located on the east side ofthe Village between Tenth and Eleventh Streets. It had one large shoplikewindow that faced west over Fourth Avenue. The rent was steep but man-ageable—$35, the same as for the old loft on Twenty-second Street.According to Joop Sanders, de Kooning sold a painting around then thatenabled him to pay the first few months' rent. It was only his desperatedesire to escape, however, that led de Kooning to lease the studio. Accord-ing to Conrad Fried, the space, while about a hundred feet long, was also"cold and dingy and decrepit." Exposed electrical lines snaked across thestamped-tin ceiling. The back resembled a cave and was illuminated onlyby naked light bulbs dangling from overhead. There was no heat. De Koo-ning had to lug five-gallon cans of kerosene upstairs to use in a stove thathe installed. There was no hot water and only a shared bathroom in the halloutside. When, a year or so later, Jack Tworkov rented the unused spacebehind him, de Kooning only had to come up with $17.50 a month in rent.Helped by Conrad, he built a dividing wall with separate doors from thehallway into each space. But sound carried between the two rooms, and deKooning was continually bothered by the sense of someone being on top ofhim. Anyone visiting Tworkov passed by de Kooning's open door.
Demoralized by his expulsion from Twenty-second Street, de Koo-ning, in contrast to his usual practice, did little to fix up the Fourth Avenue
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        De Kooning's "cold and dingy" studio on Fourth Avenue, 1946
studio. Along the far wall, he built a kind of Dutch hutch, a wooden cabi-net with two sizable compartments for storage behind double doors. Oth-erwise, he had only a table, a cheap spindle-backed chair, and, along theopposite wall from his easel, a cot. He placed a folding chair by the cot tohold his coffee cup and ashtray. That, plus a small bureau and table to holdhis paints and brushes, was it. And the light was a problem. Instead oflooking north, his space faced directly west over the street, forcing him towork in the hot and shadowed glare of the afternoon sunlight. De Kooningglazed the window to cut down on the glare and positioned his easelagainst the wall just to the window's right.
Still, the work did not come easily in this new studio. Despite hisrecent breakthrough in creating the flowing figural abstractions of PinkAngels and Judgment Day, de Kooning once more began veering back andforth between abstractions and more recognizable representations ofwomen. (Throughout his life, he returned to the female figure as to eter-nally unfinished business.) A series of photographs taken by Harry Bow-den in November 1946 showed his studio covered with large caricatural
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        images of the female form, few or none ofwhich survive. In many of the "women"paintings that do survive from the late for-ties, the body seemed disrupted by latentnarratives of feeling that a viewer cannotquite follow. In Pink Lady (Study) from1948, which contained one fully realizedbut cubistically shattered woman and twopartially rendered and ghostly images, themain figure's head rested sideways on herarm. Yet her head also floated, almostdetached, from her neck and body. Andthe head of one of the ghostly figures wasset upon the stark, geometric shape of acone.
De Kooning's life in New Yorkchanged once he began working in hisnew studio. His home was no longer withElaine on Carmine Street; his home wasalways where his easel was. He beganto spend more and more time alone onFourth Avenue, though he often returnedto the apartment at night. With Elaine in
perpetual motion, going from parties to concerts to dance programs, whatincreasingly gave de Kooning emotional support was not his marriage butthe community of artists around him. Not only did he regularly see hisfriends at the Waldorf, but he drew closer to the many artists who livednear the new studio. In one building at 52 East Ninth Street, for example,were John Ferren and his wife, Rae, also a painter. Below them were Con-rad Marca-Relli and his wife, and above them was another Village regular,Franz Kline. Across the street were Milton Resnick and Hans Hofmann."[Hofmann's] school was on Eighth Street, and he lived right across fromus," said Rae Ferren. "Looking out our window, you could see his profileworking. . . . You have to realize how small and intimate the Village was."Another group of artists was located a block north on Tenth Street. Manyothers were in the Sixth Avenue area south of the Waldorf.
It was during this period, when he was spending more time alone, thata close friendship developed between de Kooning and Franz Kline, onemarkedly different from de Kooning's earlier relationship with Gorky. DeKooning first met Kline at Conrad Marca-Relli's Sixth Avenue studio inthe early forties. By the latter part of the decade, they became virtually
Untitled painting, 1947, from oneof the darkest periods of his life,oil and charcoal on paperboard,
29%"X2I%"
de Kooning
inseparable. Kline was gregarious, affable, and without pretensions. Likede Kooning, he loved American slang and offbeat humor. He had both aromantic temperament—as his dramatic abstractions would later show—and a feeling for the brawny places of the world, since he himself camefrom an industrialized coal-mining region of Pennsylvania. He did notengage in the intense, often grandiloquent theorizing that attracted manypainters after the war. Indeed, he loved to give barroom speeches—with atwinkle in his eye—in which he unspooled long tangled threads of hifa-lutin art-nonsense. There was no need for de Kooning to defer to Kline, asthere had been with Gorky, nor was there any reason to fear that Klinewould snub de Kooning or begin to assume airs.
To many downtown artists, Kline seemed to be a happy-go-lucky mis-fit with few prospects. His greatest success to date had been in high schoolin Lehighton, Pennsylvania, where he was a natural athlete who earnedhigh school letters in all three major sports: varsity football, basketball,and baseball. He was also a talented if conventional draftsman whose pen-and-ink cartoon drawings in the high school annual had been muchadmired by his teachers and classmates. After high school, Kline driftedalong for four years, studying drawing in Boston as the Depression deep-ened. In 1935, he went to England (where his mother was born) in order tocontinue his training and, perhaps, find work; he hoped to emulate thegreat English illustrators. But he could not find jobs, partly because he wasa foreigner. He returned to Pennsylvania and, like de Kooning, tried hishand at window-display work. But he hated it, and the store hated him. Atthe end of the thirties, he made his way to New York.
Once there, Kline settled into the anything-goes atmosphere of theVillage, with its crazy-quilt collection of eccentrics, charmers, anddrunks. To support himself, he supplemented the small trust fund of hisEnglish wife, Elizabeth Parsons, by turning out caricatures, portraits, andbarroom murals. Kline's background differed dramatically from that ofmost of his contemporaries at the Waldorf, who had typically beenthrough the WPA together. All were far more serious students of modernart than was Kline. No one could have predicted that he would soon aban-don his figurative style and create the powerful black-and-white abstrac-tions that would make him famous. In the late thirties, Kline's maininterest was pen-and-ink drawing. He did not begin painting seriously inoils until 1940, when he started to depict conventional interiors andremembered landscapes of the coal-mining region where he was raised."Franz and I worked on murals together," said the artist John Sheehan, anIrish-American drinking buddy. "I picked up one mural job from a night-club, the Jungle Inn on Thompson Street. We also used to do portraits on
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the street, on Fourth Street near the Pepper Pot nightclub. We'd pick upwhat we could in portraits and caricatures, at twenty-five or fifty centsapiece." Well into the forties, Kline still hoped to become an illustrator."A lot of artists won't admit that they were interested in illustration,"said Sheehan. "They like to give the impression that they started out withthe new art movement that began in France."
Kline's best-known works during the Waldorf period, when de Koo-ning first became his close friend, were several large-scale murals—barroom scenes of acrobats, dancers, and half-naked women cavorting indance halls—created for El Chico's, a Spanish nightclub on SheridanSquare. Kline never made any effort to disguise his admiration for the con-servative English tradition of illustration, an eccentric expression of tastethat de Kooning, who never scoffed at a background in commercial illus-tration, respected him for maintaining in the face of the snobbish conde-scension of other artists. In later years, de Kooning went out of his way touse his own connections to advance the career of his friend. He even wroteto the austere German emigre Josef Albers on Kline's behalf, after Albersbecame a distinguished academic at Yale. De Kooning's close friendshipwith Kline surprised some contemporaries. In the mid-forties, Kline waspopular but not respected as an artist; he was not yet the beloved figure hebecame in the fifties. According to Joop Sanders, he was considered bymost of the artists "a barroom character and a bad painter." What was deKooning doing, some could not help wondering, spending so much timewith Kline when he once stood with Gorky? Perhaps de Kooning, despitehis legendary gifts, was losing his way or slipping into decline. Perhaps hewould never finish enough paintings to put together a show. In fact, deKooning saw the potential in Kline. More important, he found in the affa-ble but soulful Kline—whose mentally ill wife caused him constant painand difficulty—an ally who could help sustain him through the worstperiod of his life since his arrival in America twenty-one years earlier. DeKooning no longer needed a mentor. He required a steadfast friend.
18. The Bottom of the Well
If you are an artist the problem is to make a picture workwhether you are happy or not.
As the United States economy boomed after the war, and excitementmounted in the New York art world, de Kooning continued to movein the opposite direction: a downward spiral of poverty, emotionalcrisis, and sharpening feelings of failure and rejection. His life grew morerough and seedy. Not only did he refuse to renovate his new studio, he alsomade no effort to keep it clean. He gave up his Dutch, sailor-like ritual ofa weekly scrubdown of the space, and, increasingly, seemed holed up byhimself. On many evenings Elaine would stop by his studio and yell upfrom the street, asking him to join her at a party. He would stick his headout the window and reply, "No, I'm still working. You go on ahead and I'llcome by later." But he rarely showed up, and would instead work throughmost of the night until he collapsed, exhausted, on his ratty studio cot.
A young artist named Mike Goldberg, who visited the studio severaltimes in the late forties, remembered it as "grungy." Abandoned drawings,cigarette butts, paint smears, squashed tacks, filthy cans, and crumpled-up pieces of paper filled up the dark space. Old friends noticed the change:de Kooning was admired downtown for his tidiness and for liking a bright,spare studio with a beautiful floor. Although he was working hard in 1947,he completed too few pictures to make up a show. That had not matteredin the 1930s and early '40s, when almost no American artists wereexhibiting; but now there were dealers and critics interested in Americanpaintings. Why couldn't de Kooning exhibit? Why couldn't he do whatother artists did? De Kooning was so poor that when Dorothy Miller of theMuseum of Modern Art asked him to show her photographs of his work,he could not spare the nickel for the subway home after buying a ticket tothe museum so that he could get to her office. Instead, he walked the fortyor so blocks from midtown. He already knew, viscerally, what it meant tofail and become truly marginal—not marginal in the manner of an avant-garde intellectual who rues his alienation; marginal like a bum. "Beforethat, when he was living on Twenty-second Street, he was a Dutchman—so clean," said Conrad Marca-Relli. "This was a reversal." During another
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very hard time—the period before he left Rotterdam for America—deKooning had lived just a step away from the street. In Chelsea one morn-ing at five a.m., as de Kooning walked with Denby and Burckhardt, Burck-hardt wanted to photograph a bum in a doorway. But there wasn't a bumaround. So de Kooning took up the challenge, and was so convincing inthe role that a passing policeman asked Denby and Burckhardt if theywanted any help ridding themselves of this nuisance.
The suffering of his family during World War II, when Rotterdam wasbombed into rubble, made de Kooning ashamed that he had not achieveda greater success in America. Unlike most immigrants who sent moneyback to the Old World once they established a foothold in the new, deKooning had precious little for himself in the late forties, much less forhis struggling family back in the Netherlands. Still, he tried. After thewar, said de Kooning, he sent them "quite often parcels with the mostbizarre gifts in them like coffee, tea, and strange stockings." In doing sohe had the feeling that "I did something useful for them/' But it was notmuch, and de Kooning knew it. In 1946, Joop Sanders returned to visit hisfamily in Holland, but de Kooning did not have either the money or theinclination to do the same. Instead, he asked Sanders to look in on hismother and sister. "They were absolutely ecstatic that I came to sayhello," said Sanders. "The sister was as wild about him as his motherwas." At the time, the family actually seemed better established thanwhen de Kooning had left. They were living in a working-class district, "avery staid neighborhood," said Sanders, near the center of town. Nothingcritical was said about de Kooning, but his mother and sister must havewondered why Joop, another artist, could return home and their ownWim could not.
During this dark period in his life, de Kooning felt compelled to reachout to his father and justify his "failure" in America. In November 1946,he wrote a letter to Leendert in a laborious Dutch style that contains sev-eral spelling and grammatical errors. It is a son's attempt to try once more,in middle age and after a war, to win the support and respect of a remoteand unsentimental father; to convey his "hopeless" ideas about art; and toexplain why he chose art over making money in America.
Dear Father,
It's been more than twenty years since we saw each other. That's along time. When the war was over I started on a letter to you and up tonow it hasn't been possible for me to put it in the mail. There wereideas in it that looked hopeless. I was trying to explain my whole life to
you, but when I'd finished it I had the feeling I wasn't such a bad guyafter all. Therefore I thought this evening, "You have to write to yourfather."
And so I won't try to hide behind sentimental ideas. I have an irre-sistible longing to see you again. There's one thing I want to say aboutmyself, and that is that I'm still in love with the art of painting [he usesthe formal anglicism in liefde met for "love" rather than veiliefd op],and that's the reason I have been down-and-out most of the time [for"down-and-out" he uses a slang word of Yiddish origin, gesjochten, per-haps evoking his days in the bohemian Jewish quarter of Rotterdam]and so it wasn't that easy to come to Holland. But I've never done any-thing irregular, I've led a straight life. I want to let you know thatyou've always been with me. It is impossible for me to imagine yougrown older. I am gray now. I can only remember you "as you were" inthe small office. I can only remember you when you were alone. I say"je" because "u" is so far away [in referring to his father, de Kooningswitches frcm the formal u to the informal je and jou\. I will try tocome to Holland next year and maybe you will be able to find me an oldloft to paint in. Ha . . . Ha. Really, father, the art of painting is verybeautiful. I can remember you once telling me that when you were ayoung man you dreamt of having a great big business, but when youwere older you wanted to be content with a small business, neat andproper. And with painting it is the same. If I will ever be a great painteris something for other people to find out. I am content to just be apainter. Now I am happily married to a beautiful woman and she sendsyou a big kiss.
I'm very glad I've written you and in my mind I embrace you.Your loving son, Willem
Either Elaine or de Kooning had the idea of including a kiss fromElaine: a lipstick smear, in the shape of a pair of lips, closes the letter. DeKooning explained, "This is the kiss Elaine sends and she says her lips arelarger in reality." De Kooning also sent two photographs, one of himselfand one of Elaine. They presented two people who, appearing anything but"down-and-out," embodied every expectation a Dutchman might have ofsuccess in America. De Kooning was well dressed and stood in a relaxed,cocky pose in his Twenty-second Street studio. Elaine sat, stylishlyarranged, in a glamorous evening dress. (The picture of Elaine was nodoubt one of the high-fashion photographs that Burckhardt took of herwhen they were hoping to cadge some modeling assignments.) On theback of Elaine's picture de Kooning wrote, "In the picture her hair seems
brown but in reality it is blond." It was an odd remark, since Elaine's hairwas not naturally blond, but perhaps de Kooning thought his fair Dutchfamily would be more comfortable with the idea of a blond wife.
Leendert's response to this first letter does not survive. Later corre-spondence, however, suggests that he chided his son and encouraged himto abandon art for something more lucrative. De Kooning, probably irri-tated by this, did not answer his father until February 1948, when he wascreating some of his most admired work but before he had had his firstshow. De Kooning wrote:
Dear Father,
Today is the tenth of February. It is your birthday. It is very late inthe evening. I thought that maybe I could send a telegram but that wasnot to be. Of course I should have answered your last letter earlier and Ifeel very guilty. And also Henny's [his aunt's] letter. But believe methings are always very difficult for me here. There is of course no reasonfor experiencing difficulties in America. And especially now life is verygood here. But when you are a painter, it is really outrageous. Yet, Iblame no one. In the museums you can get it for free why buy it. Stillthat makes things very difficult for us painters. You can say, why don't
you do something else. Well —I'm laughing to myself. As difficult
as our life may be you can't imagine what a good time we're havingafter all. At the same time it is a long never-ending beautiful story. Andit is right now at this very moment I'm writing to you that I feel com-pletely happy. Therefore, when I sent my wishes they can only be good.And of course my wife "sends you her love." And we wish dear auntNelly lots of happiness and Marie and Henny and Leo. I would love tocome to Holland and I thought I might be able to in the spring but nowit looks as if it won't be that easy. But possibly later. It looks as if I'mnever going to be able to accomplish anything but you mustn't thinkthat. Often I feel I can never prove myself. That is really the reason Inever write. Well I'm saying "good night." It is late. And while I amgoing to bed I will think of the Zaagmolenstraat.
To this by turns defensive and affectionate letter, Leendert tried—notvery successfully—to respond in a helpful way. His letter, which containsmany misspellings, was the work of a man ill at ease in writing and in giv-ing encouragement. He wrote that "I was glad you have not forgotten meand that you don't write much that is okay." He went on to say that,whatever his son's complaints, he should remember that life was muchharder in Holland than in America: "where you are in America to other
people is the land of promises." Finally, Leendert chose to recognize notde Kooning's commitment but his impracticality:
now the other matter that I'm going to write you mustn't get angryabout and not swear at me this part too you have to see from my side—absorb it—well you are a painter and I am a businessman and trades-man. . . . You write me that you can get [art] for free in museums, wellthat is the same here I believe, because the people that are able to buydon't spend any money on that so you won't be able to get rid of yourgood works.
It was a harsh admonition. De Kooning would never be able to "getrid" of his good works, even if he succeeded in finishing and exhibitingthem. In America, de Kooning increasingly regarded himself as a failure.In Holland, his father thought the same. After twenty years, not much hadchanged.
Of all the difficulties confronting de Kooning in 1947 and 1948, themost painful was the ongoing disintegration of his marriage. After thecouple's move to Carmine Street, Elaine appeared as vivacious as ever. Tothe outside world, she was immensely charming and flattering to her hus-band. The couple gave parties together during which Elaine, a quick studywith a pencil, would sketch amusing likenesses of their guests. But nomatter how affectionately the couple behaved in public, their relationshipworsened toward the end of the forties. De Kooning was proud of Elaine,but he increasingly resented her extroverted nature and her intrusionsupon his time, space, and money. He began to think she cared more for herpublic appearance than for his private welfare. If de Kooning "dressed likea rag bag," as many friends recalled, Elaine loved to shop and took pride inher stylish looks. She found ways to spend money no matter how poor thecouple was. Janice Biala once visited de Kooning at the couple's loft onTwenty-second Street, and he showed her the closet he built while reno-vating the loft. The closet, Biala said, was stuffed with clothes. Every-thing, with the exception of one suit, belonged to Elaine. On anotheroccasion, she said, de Kooning came to see Biala and her husband afterthey bought a Woman painting.
Bill asked us not to pay him at one blow. "When I need money, send mea check," he said. And so one day we had done that and I happened tomeet him and Elaine at the Bignou Gallery and I said, "Did you get the
check?" And he looked at me in a very funny way and Elaine said, "Oh,there's a check?" Because Bill was afraid that any time she knew whatmoney they had it would immediately be gone for clothes.
Elaine's spending was so heedless that her brother Conrad warned herthat she could get both herself and de Kooning into serious trouble. It wasno use, since Elaine could not stop shopping.
The sailing trip to Provincetown in the fall of 1945 with Bill Hardy—her treat to herself after the long, dreary years of war—was the first dra-matic rift in their relationship. Ernestine Lassaw later saw it as "thebeginning of the end." But that trip was not an isolated example of whatde Kooning increasingly came to regard in the early years of their marriageas Elaine's supreme self-absorption. In 1945 or 1946, for example, he camedown with strep throat. It was a particularly serious case, probably withcomplications, and he was put into Bellevue Hospital. His friends becameextremely worried. But Elaine simply brushed it off. "There was nobodyto feed him," said Janice Biala, "and so we all got together [to cook forhim] and Elaine would boast that she came home at three in the morningand saw the duck that I had cooked for de Kooning and she ate it." Whilenever a friend of Elaine's, Biala was not exaggerating. "As marvelous asshe was to him when he was old, she was the worst when they first gotmarried," said Joop Sanders. "What turned him off greatly was that he gotvery ill and went to Bellevue with strep throat and she absolutely didn'ttake care of him at all. She let him lie there without even visiting him.'Oh, you know, Bill was at Bellevue,' she said." Nor did Elaine take par-ticular interest in de Kooning's periods of intense anxiety, when he suf-fered heart palpitations and sometimes thought he would die. He deeplyresented, and never forgot, her indifferences to his mental anguish. DeKooning later told Joan Ward that Elaine was "good to everyone but herfamily." By "family" he did not mean her brothers and sister but himself.Ernestine Lassaw said, "Elaine was always generous and loyal to herfriends, but she did exactly what she wanted to do. She never pleased any-one but herself."
What had become clear as early as 1946 was that both Elaine and deKooning were self-absorbed, yet each expected to be taken care of by theother. Elaine imagined herself as part of an extraordinary couple, a beauti-ful young painter married to a great artist whom the world revered. Agreat artist who expected her to be marvelous rather than conventional—a muse, not a housewife. But de Kooning, given his Dutch working-classbackground, imagined a traditional wife who would look after his needs."Bill wanted an old-fashioned family setup," said Conrad Fried.  "He
thought it would be nice to establish a separate studio from where youlived, and supper would be on the table when you came home. And theywould have a child or two. And Elaine in no way was interested in havinga child, or in cooking dinner." That de Kooning loved to eat well andheartily—throughout his life, he liked women who could put a meal onthe table—never seemed to enter Elaine's mind. She could not be botheredwith the kitchen or cooking food the way de Kooning liked. Ernestine Las-saw, who often fixed dinner for de Kooning after she and Ibram were mar-ried in 1944, said that de Kooning, for example, liked his potatoes dry, butthat Elaine, on those few occasions when she made potatoes at all, invari-ably made them wet.
Elaine was even less interested in keeping house than in fixingmeals. On Twenty-second Street, it was de Kooning and not Elaine whoscrubbed the loft on Saturday afternoons. Nini Diaz, visiting once, wasshocked by how filthy the bathroom was; no one seemed to have cleanedit in months. Similarly, Fried noticed how grimy the bedsheets became atCarmine Street. "They were gray, the color of cigarette ashes," he said."They were particularly gray in the middle, in a large patch. Of coursethere was no washing machine and no money for a Chinese laundry. Isaid, 'Why not just put them in the bathtub and let them soak in somesoap and rinse them out and take them up on the roof to hang?' Elainenodded and then said, 'What do I hang them on?' " So Fried went to theroof, strung up a wire between the chimneys, and left Elaine launderingthe sheets. Then, about six months later, he happened to look up fromSeventh Avenue and saw some sheets hanging from the wire. "I thought,'Oh, she's done it again,' " said Fried. But she hadn't: they were the samesheets. "She had never gone back and gotten them. And now they werereally gray. It was my promotion that got her to do it in the first place.But she never had the will herself to do it and therefore never finishedthe job."
Fried also thought that the issue of whether or not to have childrenwas a source of conflict. Sometimes de Kooning appeared dismayed byhow circumscribed the lives of friends became when they had family.Once, during an outing in Central Park with Jack Tworkov, his wife,Wally, and their baby, the Tworkovs announced at four p.m. that they hadto go home and feed the baby. How could you give up your life like that?de Kooning asked. But others remembered de Kooning saying that hewanted a child. According to Mildred Loew, the wife of de Kooning's earlyfriend Michael Loew, de Kooning once joined Michael while he waswatching the couple's baby. "Michael went to feed the baby and Bill said,'No, let me,' " said Mildred. " 'Sure you know how?' asked Michael. 'Oh,
yeah.' Then Bill said, 'You know what, Mike? I think I'd like to have oneof these.' " Much later, in the seventies, de Kooning told his assistants onLong Island how much he always wanted to have a child, especially a girl.He wanted a daughter, he said, so that she could grow up to be anotherMarilyn Monroe.
Elaine was less ambivalent on the subject. By many accounts, includ-ing that of her brother Conrad, Elaine was not interested in having chil-dren. She recognized that the responsibilities of motherhood might forceher to give up her ambitions as an artist. In the mid-forties, Elaine had thefirst of several abortions, which were quite easily arranged in the NewYork of the period. What was embarrassing for de Kooning was that he hadto borrow the money for the operation; even this most intimate of eventswas known to everyone. "Fortunately we were not in New York [at thetime] or we would have had to pay for it," said Biala. "Elaine looked on usas a sort of vache a lait [a cow to be milked]. Somebody else paid for it, Idon't remember who." Three decades later, after the advent of the modernwomen's liberation movement, Elaine's reluctance to be domestic, orbecome a mother, would have been viewed in a far different light. But inthe late forties, even after the newfound independence that women wonduring the war years, most people still assumed that a wife would takecare of the household. The downtown artists, fiercely dedicated to theirwork, often expected their spouses to support them as well. "What Elainewanted was what he wanted, a studio and a career," said Conrad Fried."This started a rift. It was a different basic philosophy of life." Theirdrama was echoed throughout American society, as women, emancipatedby the war, were expected to resume the old ways.
As inevitably happens in an unraveling relationship, small irritantsbecame the occasion for large angers. De Kooning, always a slow andgroggy riser, would wake up in the mornings and know that Elaine wasalso awake beside him but that she was pretending to be asleep so that hewould have to get up first and make the coffee. Sometimes he called her"the emergency girl," referring to her high-keyed behavior and her abilityto make a big production out of anything. The artist Pat Passlof, who stud-ied with de Kooning at one point in the late forties and also knew Elaine,said, "One of their first disagreements was because Bill expected mealsand vacuum cleaners. Elaine was the wrong person to ask to do this. Therewere painful, vicious arguments. Elaine felt that she was an artist, and shedidn't feel like sacrificing herself." In one fit of anger during an argument,de Kooning smashed his fist through a plywood wall, much as he had lethis temper go with Nini and similarly smashed a wall in their apartmenton Fifty-fifth Street.
Like most artists, De Kooning was morose and irritable when hiswork was going badly. It was also clear to Elaine that, finally, she did notmatter to him as much as his art did. De Kooning refused to let being mar-ried change his life in any way: he did what he wanted when he wanted."It was not one-sided, believe me," said Ernestine Lassaw. "If Bill wentout with somebody to have a cup of coffee, he might never come home. Hewas an artist; he did what he pleased. And Elaine was not one either to sitthere with the pot boiling and wait for someone to come home. They hadno sense of fealty or whatever you might call it. It was just a mutual dis-ability, as it were." As their relationship soured, they began to developsexual problems. De Kooning loved to be in love,- the jolt of a casual flingalso appealed to him. He had no patience, however, for routine sex with aperson who no longer entranced him. At such times, he withdrew sexu-ally, becoming emotionally distant. Matters only worsened whenever awoman placed demands upon him or communicated any expectations.There were those over the years who speculated that Elaine eventuallybegan to have affairs because of de Kooning's inability to satisfy her sexu-ally. If so, the reason was not that he disliked sex, but that he was nolonger in love.
Elaine also had a complex approach to sex, the result of the psycho-logical burden she carried from her own troubled childhood. Throughouther youth, Elaine, her mother's "Samson," had been taught that she wasspecial, as special as any man. And Elaine was determined to behave likea man, unless acting like a woman, such as taking de Kooning's name,served her ambitions. She was also determined to assume the privilegesordinarily accorded to men. Those privileges extended to sex. Like manymen, she saw nothing wrong with playing the field. ("I live from the neckup," she said in the fifties, distinguishing between her real life—the life ofthe mind—and what she did with her body.| "She took on a male stance,"said Mildred Loew, who visited the couple in Woodstock the summerbefore their marriage. Elaine also seems to have felt a measure of con-tempt for the men she emulated. She absorbed her mother's feelings ofanger and distrust toward men, which were crystallized when her fatherallowed her mother to be institutionalized. For Elaine, playing the fieldbecame a way not only to be admired by men, but to give as good as shegot. Once, not long after her marriage and well before she began to haveaffairs openly, she became ill at a party at their Twenty-second Street loftafter drinking too much. At some point, de Kooning went solicitously intotheir freestanding bedroom to check on her condition, only to find her inbed with her old flame Robert Jonas. Enraged, he pulled Elaine out of thebed and cuffed her around, blaming her and not his old friend.
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Elaine's dominating personality, troubled childhood, and often manicpace—she sometimes seemed to be trying to outdance her demons—madeher a volatile young woman. That was part of her fascination. "She was avery, very complicated woman," said Joop Sanders. "She had some veryold-fashioned ideas about men-women relationships. She felt she shouldbe taken care of, but she had the feeling that men had it all, and that shewas more of a man than anybody." With the exception of their closestfriends, however, most of the 1940s art world thought the de Kooningshad a strong if eccentric marriage. All her married life, moreover, Elainewould carefully craft an image of their relationship—"Bill and I"—thatwas intended for public consumption. This relationship, in which she andBill remained soulmates whatever the passing distractions of love and sexmight bring their way, was not just a facade: it always remained true forher. But it was much less true for her husband. Elaine had a brilliant giftfor explaining away the cracks in her marriage,- indeed, those cracks onlyseemed to make the marriage more interesting, deeper, even amusing, acredit to the fascinating couple called "Bill and Elaine." Of all the storiesthat Elaine would tell, the most delightful in this respect was her accountof how, on Carmine Street, de Kooning once asked her to fix a proper din-ner. "Fine," she replied. "I'll fix it tonight if you'll fix it tomorrow." DeKooning looked at her, thought a minute, and then said, "Vat ve need is avife."
For a time, de Kooning assumed the role of the good husband in pub-lic, especially for the benefit of Elaine's parents. (He would also play thepart for his own parents; his 1946 letter to his father suggests that his mar-riage is prospering.) But privately, de Kooning withdrew emotionally. Astheir relationship foundered, he made many drawings of women, often inpairs, as if the female figure were intrinsically unstable and women werecapable of suddenly mutating into new and fierce guises. The most per-sonally revealing painting of the period—an extremely rare instance of deKooning depicting a man and a woman together—was probably completedin the winter of 1947-48, when de Kooning was distancing himself fromElaine. It presented a horrifying view of the relationship between thesexes. It would be foolhardy, of course, to reduce any de Kooning image tosimple autobiography. Still, the picture suggests that de Kooning felt awoman could suck the life out of a man. The male figure resembled the deKooningesque man found in many of the artist's drawings from the thir-ties and forties, when he often used himself as a model. Awkwardlydressed in a suit and tie, as if for public presentation, the folds of his suitshattered into cubist planes, this figure stood as stiffly as a mannequinmounted on a stick. (His wooden shape also evoked the Crucifixion, a
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        theme that would laterbecome of obsessive inter-est to de Kooning.) Hestared outward, his gazedirected slightly above theviewer's head, with apained and frozen expres-sion. He appeared passiveand detached, as if his lifewere finished. But thewoman standing next tohim—and a little in front—sparkled with evil energy.Fashionably dressed in arazor-angled outfit of brightcolors, she was at oncewitchy and beautiful. Herlarge slanted eyes werethose of a temptress whodestroys her victims. Hersharp-toothed grin, a par-ody of a Hollywood star'sdazzling smile, was that ofa vampire vamping for herpublic, head tilted seductively to one side, right hand held coquettishlyagainst her cheek, blondish hair thrown back.
A study for an important Woman of 1948, she is by far the mostmalevolent figure in de Kooning's oeuvre. (She makes his famously fierceWoman 7 of 1952 appear benign by comparison.) But her appearance wasnot the most disturbing aspect of the drawing. De Kooning placed, directlybetween the couple, a ghostly figure of unclear sex who seemed to emergefrom the witchy woman's body, raising his or her arms balletically overthe woman's head. This sketchy creature craned its own head toward thede Kooningesque man in the suit while its body twisted back toward thewoman. The intent was ambiguous: the figure could be a siren beckoningthe man to his doom; an interloper who, while seemingly friendly, stealsaway his woman; or an emanation from the woman herself who drainshim of his life's blood. A purple line—a kind of proboscis—passes from thefigure's head into the man's neck.
Untitled, 194J-8, oil on paper mounted on board,21" x 16 7,"
19. Darkness Radiant
In Genesis, it is said that in the beginning was the void and God acted upon it.
For an artist that is clear enough. It is so mysterious that it takes away all the
doubt. One is utterly lost in space forever.
For de Kooning, 1947 and 1948 were the landmark years when hebegan painting the "black-and-white" abstractions, which some crit-ics consider his greatest works. No outsider can follow the winding,internal path that leads a man like de Kooning from despair to discovery,but the sensation of hitting bottom can sometimes stimulate an artist toabandon old commitments, embrace new ideas, and, finally, confrontwhat must be said or acknowledged. De Kooning, when there seemednothing left to lose, was helped by a profane, "damn the consequences"outlook in the art world of the time that encouraged doing whatever ittook to make important art. An attitude best described—this being aperiod in American history that could still recoil in shock—as fuck it.
Pollock was the master of this outlook. It was Pollock who, more thanany other American artist, seemed determined to do whatever it took tobreak free of all confining boundaries, including the traditional window ofart. It was Pollock who sought to transcend, roughly if necessary, thedreary niceties of existence. No one described the fuck it of Pollock moregenerously than de Kooning himself, in an interview many years laterwith James T. Valliere in Partisan Review. De Kooning did not yet knowPollock well in 1947, and the stories he recounted probably occurred inthe fifties, but Pollock already had an emblematic importance for manyother artists in the late forties. What seemed boorishness to outsidersembodied for his contemporaries the joyful thrust of liberation—the giftfor the big feeling—in an often straitlaced and provincial culture.
A couple of times [Pollock] told me, "You know more, but I feel more."I was jealous of him—his talent. But he was a remarkable person. He'ddo things that were so terrific. . . . He had this way of sizing up new peo-ple very quickly. We'd be sitting at a table and some young fellow wouldcome in. Pollock wouldn't even look at him, he'd just nod his head—like a cowboy—as if to say, "fuck-off." That was his favorite expres-sion—"Fuck-off." It was really funny, he wouldn't even look at him. . . .
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Franz Kline told me a story about one day when Pollock came byall dressed up. He was going to take Franz to lunch—they were going toa fancy place. Halfway through the meal Pollock noticed that Franz'sglass was empty. He said, "Franz, have some more wine." He filled theglass and became so involved in watching the wine pour out of the bot-tle that he emptied the whole bottle. It covered the food, the table,everything. He said, "Franz, have some more wine." Like a child hethought it was a terrific idea—all that wine going all over. Then he tookthe four corners of the table cloth—picked it up and set it on the floor.In front of all those people! He put the goddamn thing on the floor—paid for it and they let him go. Wonderful that he could do that. Thosewaiters didn't take any shit and there was a guy at the door and every-thing. It was such an emotion—such life.
Another time we were at Franz's place. Fantastic. It was small, verywarm and packed with people drinking. The windows were little panesof glass. Pollock looked at this guy and said, "You need a little moreair," and he punched a window out with his fist. At the moment it wasso delicious—so belligerent. Like children we broke all the windows.To do things like that. Terrific.
"Such joy," de Kooning said of Pollock, "such desperate joy." For areserved man like de Kooning, the comparison of Pollock to a child wassignificant. Not only did it recall the emotional battles of de Kooning'sown childhood, but it suggested release, freedom, letting go—particularlypowerful feelings to a blocked and often paralyzed artist. In the late for-ties, moreover, Pollock's brooding nature, his "outsider's" temperament,and his inability to live in "the real world" suited the existentialist phi-losophy then becoming popular in New York. Punching out a window orputting a tablecloth on the ground (as Pollock did with a canvas) becameexistential "gestures," the acts of a free individual in a corrupt world. Partof the fuck it was not treating art as high-flown or precious. An Americanartist was not supposed to be a fancy European at a cafe. He painted what-ever he wanted, however he wanted. "He freed us," de Kooning said sim-ply to his old friend Tully Filmus.
De Kooning was so poor in the late forties that he often could notafford to buy paint. It was while he was with Kline that he probablyadopted an elegantly fuck it solution to this problem: stop buying theexpensive paints made for "art." Instead, the two artists went to a store onthe Bowery for sign painters and letterers, where each purchased a five-gallon can of commercial black enamel paint and a five-gallon can of zincwhite paint. (They did not buy any commercial colors because they knew
those would fade.) They also shared a ream of commercial artists' sign-board—actually heavy paper—that had been sized, or glue-coated, to iso-late the paint from the paper and prevent rot. In the next few years, as aninexpensive alternative to canvas, de Kooning would paint many workson cardboard or Masonite. With this approach to materials, de Kooningcould use as much paint and "canvas" as he wanted. "On 4th Avenue Iwas painting in black and white a lot," de Kooning later said. "Not with achip on my shoulder about it, but I needed a lot of paint and I wanted toget free of materials. I could get a gallon of black paint and a gallon ofwhite paint, and I could go to town."
Of course, de Kooning did not begin painting his black-and-white pic-tures only because he couldn't afford other paint. If he had wanted expen-sive color paints, he would have certainly found a way to get them. AndPicasso had already set a precedent for using Ripolin enamel and paintingin black-and-white, a fact frequently discussed at the Waldorf. His use of"drips" and gobs of paint that accidentally fell from his brush, which hesometimes left on the canvas was another frequent topic of conversation.Joop Sanders recalled one dinner in the 1940s, not long after the war endedand people began to see Picasso's latest painting, at which "everybody wastalking about the Ripolin. There is a seated woman by Picasso, I think in1942, in which he uses enamel on plywood or Masonite and left the dripsin. This was discussed at great length." (In one famously funny story thatcirculated downtown, someone asked Gorky—who had been paintingsmooth surfaces—what he was going to do now that his idol, Picasso, wasdripping. Gorky drew himself up and replied haughtily, "If he drips, Idrip.") And Guernica, of course, the most famous example of a black,white, and gray painting, still enthralled many artists.
The story that de Kooning turned to enamels because he could notafford other paint nevertheless contains, like many legends, an importantelement of truth. Throughout his life, de Kooning would regularly stripthe fanciness from art, searching for a grittier expression that was not"artistic" and would not yield easily to a fluent brush. In the late forties—with his marriage coming apart, his wallet empty, his studio turning intoa mess, his paintings unfinished—it seemed not only inexpensive butright to dip into a can of commercial enamel and start painting in blackand white. An artist moves into black, according to Barnett Newman, toclear the ground for new approaches. De Kooning used black and white,Tom Hess believed, "to achieve a higher degree of ambiguity—of formsdissolving into their opposites—than ever before." There was no oneexplanation, of course, for his decision. De Kooning was an artist of intu-ition rather than reasons. But he kept the two original cans of enamel for
the rest of his life, making sure not to lose them whenever he changed stu-dios. They became a symbol of what to do, a key, a support, a rabbit's foot.Sometimes, he would use the empty cans to prop up a picture.
The early pictures in the black-and-white series, probably made in late1946 and still in oil rather than enamel, generally had a white back-ground. Several contained mysterious black letters. In the past, when deKooning began a picture, he sometimes sketched a letter, number, or wordonto the empty canvas, which then became a small visual motif uponwhich to build the larger composition. This was something more than atrick. Trained as a letterer in Rotterdam, de Kooning mirrored his evolu-tion as a painter whenever he worked like this, advancing from the markof the artisan to that of the modern artist. As an immigrant not fluent inEnglish, moreover, he probably enjoyed dissolving the form of languageinto the mysteries of art. Once he finally completed or abandoned thepainting, there was usually nothing left of the original letter.
In a number of paintings of 1947, however, the letters remainedprominently in place. Zurich, for example, contained a large Z O T in theright corner and about half a dozen letters strewn elsewhere. (A secondpainting, ZOT, of 1949, similarly contains the letters Z O T, this time inthe bottom left corner.) In Zurich, the various letters, depicted at differentdepths, spaces, and scales, pulsed in the eye like the concatenating bill-boards of Times Square. They offered only fragments of language,- evenZOT sounded like a piece of Dada nonsense, and, in Dutch, meant "fool-ish." The picture also contained an X—a letter used to cross out meaningor cancel a printer's plate—painted in white on a black ground, the reverseof the way de Kooning painted the other letters, which are black on white.At the time he painted Zurich de Kooning was having difficulty commu-nicating with both his wife and his father, but the painting is not an espe-cially grim comment upon ambiguity or the failure to connect. Instead,the fleshy life of de Kooning's brush intruded upon and reshaped the let-ters, mocking their formality and presumption of meaning and givingthem a visual life apart from the verbal. Near the center of Zurich, therewas a big thick swipe of paint—a playful cow's lick amid the slenderskeins of black crisscrossing the surface.
As the black-and-white paintings progressed, fewer letters appearedand the series began to darken, notably in a turbulent work called Light inAugust. (The picture has usually been given a date of ca. 1946, which isprobably mistaken for several reasons.) The first great picture in theseries, Light in August was much larger than most of the earlier works,
more than four and a half feet high and three and a half feet across. Thetitle was borrowed from the novel by William Faulkner—a writer muchdiscussed in the late forties—and given to the picture well after it waspainted. The protagonist of Faulkner's densely written book is Joe Christ-mas, a man with an invented name who is estranged from his mother, hisfather, and his culture. He is adopted, part white and part black, and can-not fully communicate with others or explain himself to the world. Hefinally murders his father, and is himself castrated and killed with abutcher knife.
Not surprisingly, the fate of an unlettered man, estranged from hisparents in an unforgiving culture, spoke powerfully to de Kooning. Hemust have responded, as well, to the rhyme between his black-and-whitepalette and Faulker's black-and-white man. Light in August, a broodingpicture evocative of a dark and primeval universe, glows with mysterioussymbols: a black crescent, circles, what looks like a gate, glimpses of thebody. Now that he was free of most colors, de Kooning became more spon-taneous, almost drawing with his brush. The blackness itself began toseem like a glorious color; there was an element of rapture, an undeniablejoy, in de Kooning's confrontation with his own darkness. In the lush vol-canic blacks he found a metaphysical grandeur in his private despair.
According to the critic Harry Gaugh, "The black paintings have anx-ray quality, not only because of their darkness, but because in some placeswe see into things, but never clearly. Rather, an inconstant back lighting orreflected light fuses silhouettes and shadows." At the same time, the blackand white do not define a separate "positive" or "negative" space; the sur-face fuses in a pulsing, often tumultuous rhythm. The forms themselveshave a kind of living kick, a personal velocity across the space. Otherpainters called the surface an "activated field." In 1950, de Kooning said:
I am always in the picture somewhere. The amount of space I use I amalways in, I seem to move around in it, and there seems to be a timewhen I lose sight of what I wanted to do, and then I am out of it. If thepicture has a countenance, I keep it. If it hasn't, I throw it away.
In January 1948, Betty Parsons presented a new exhibit of Jackson Pol-lock's art, a grouping that contained some of the artist's first drip paint-ings. The dominant colors in many of the Pollock pictures were also blackand white. The show probably demoralized and exhilarated de Kooning inequal degree. He could not help contrasting his limited output to Pollock'sprolific one,- and yet, the early Pollock drip paintings, such as Cathedraland Enchanted Forest, celebrated a kind of flowing release, an escape from
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        Painting, 1948, enamel and oil on canvas, 42 s/8" x s6 l/g". Acquiredby the Museum of Modern Art, New York, not long after deKooning's first one-man show
the endless questions, revisions, and doubts that were part of de Kooning'stemperament. In the winter and spring of 1948, de Kooning suddenlybroke free in his own way, creating a succession of "black" paintings thatare among the most beautiful works of the twentieth century. Surroundedby the cans of cheap enamel, de Kooning, with the joy of a bum made rich,let go as never before, loading his brush and slathering on the paint and, ashe put it, "going to town." During this burst, de Kooning made Painting,now in the Museum of Modern Art, Village Square, and Dark Pond. Healso produced numerous drawings. He seemed entirely one with his art.Nothing was necessary in this work but the momentary movement ofmood, thought, and allusion; no narrative need interrupt the play ofconsciousness.
Of course, de Kooning's way of being "inside" the painting had con-nections to surrealism and to the method that Pollock was developing.But de Kooning's approach was also fundamentally different. Whereas Pol-lock appeared transcendently free, de Kooning, while more spontaneousthan before, still held onto the ambiguities and backward-coiling para-doxes of the self. When Pollock unrolled canvas on the ground, creating akind of metaphysical boundlessness—like the ocean—he gave up the win-dow and the mirror of the painter at the easel. He also gave up traditionalbrushwork. De Kooning loved water and the ocean, but he also fearedthem. He could not give up the mirror, the window, or the brush. The per-
sonality of the brush, in his hand, was the mark of the knotty, inescapableself.
In the black-and-whites, the shapes would abruptly shift in velocityand depth. Whipping lines ricocheted around the canvas. Images lostthemselves in other images. The physical world was palpably present,both in the thick gritty surfaces and in the elliptical glimpses of a figureor landscape. A curve could evoke a shoulder or a road; a patch of gleam-ing blackness could suggest the rainy streets of New York at night. Inde Kooning, a turn of mind was also a touch of mind, and thought alwayshad body. Every painting seemed about to become another painting, andde Kooning actually created them through a literal process of metamor-phosis. Even in the later black paintings, he usually began by first drawinga form or a letter in charcoal. Then he switched to black paint, often"drawing" images with a thin, long-bristled liner brush, a favorite of hisbecause it could be both supple and precise. He often saw a shape that hewanted to save for later or move somewhere else in the picture. At thatpoint, according to Joop Sanders, who often observed de Kooning paintingin the forties, "he would trace [the form] in charcoal on tracing paper."
Once the image was preserved on the tracing paper, Sanders said, hemight retrace it on the reverse side of the tracing paper. Then, when heplaced the tracing paper on a painting and went over the lines on the frontagain with the charcoal, the charcoal lines on the back were transferreddirectly onto the paint. "When you take off the paper, you get an outlineof the form," said Sanders. "Then he would paint the form another coloror even use parts of the lines underneath to flatten out the shape so youget these structural lines of what was underneath. Which brings in a greatdeal of abstraction." Sometimes, de Kooning actually applied the tracerydirectly onto the canvas—transfer paper and all—using a glob of zincwhite to hold it in place. Either way, numerous forms were discarded,moved, or saved. "He had these pieces lying all over the floor," saidSanders. "He would say, That looks interesting/ and cut it out and put itinto something else and have that be a starting point." One painting in theseries formed from another. The critic Tom Hess described the artistworking in this way: "[De Kooning] will do drawings on transparent trac-ing paper, scatter them one on top of the other, study the composite draw-ing that appears on top, make a drawing from this, reverse it, tear it inhalf, and put it on top of still another drawing."
In the black-and-white paintings, everything seemed intertwined.Not only did figure and ground become one, but light was dark and darkwas light. The abstract was figural. The great wonder was that such pic-tures did not become muddled or uncertain. Part of the reason was that, in
contrast to most surrealists, de Kooning still retained much of the cubistgrid, which gave his compositions an underlying, tensile strength. But heused the structural strength of cubism toward un-cubist ends. In a discus-sion of the painting Black Friday, the art historian Sally Yard emphasizedhow its space differed from that found in cubist pictures:
Despite his intent interest in Picasso, de Kooning's enlistment of blackand white in no sense reiterates the Cubist narrowing of the palette togray and dun tonalities . . . de Kooning discerned his way beyondCubist space. For the Cubists, these paired hues operated as abstracteddevices of light and shadow—ghosts of chiaroscuro, signs of three-dimensionality. In black and white de Kooning finally confounded thesystematic, rational construction of space from perspective to passage,arriving at a space elastic enough in Black Friday to accommodate thecompressed house shape at the upper left alongside the image of theartist's finger, and the abstracted anatomies at the lower right.
In the late forties, de Kooning was already resisting the growing fash-ion for reductive abstraction, which increasingly (as in the work ofRothko and Newman) removed many elements of traditional painting. Indiscussing one of his works from 1948, he said, "I'm not interested in'abstracting' or taking things out or reducing painting. I paint this waybecause I can keep putting more and more things in it: drama, anger, pain,love, a figure, a horse, my ideas about space." Contraries should livetogether in the same mind; that was the space of truth. According to Yard,even "the abyss and the gates of Paradise defy separation."
Like de Kooning, many of the artists who would one day be calledabstract expressionists found a more assured personal voice in 1947and 1948. Those were the seminal years in the formation of the New Yorkschool, according to Clement Greenberg. Although Charlie Egan, de Koo-ning's putative dealer, had opened his gallery with shows of more sellableuptown artists, he was still keeping a close eye on de Kooning and hisfriends. According to Egan's then wife, Betsy Egan Duhrssen, "Charlieused to go down to Bill's studio early in the morning. Bill had a way of notletting people in when he was working. They'd take walks and talk. Char-lie loved to talk about art." During the winter of 1947-48, Egan noticedthat the famously blocked de Kooning was suddenly producing lots ofblack-and-white paintings; they were strewn around the studio. Egan
asked if he was ready for a one-man show. De Kooning agreed that, foronce, he had finished enough paintings. Before de Kooning could changehis mind, Egan scheduled an exhibit for several months in the future.
At one point, Egan met with Elaine and de Kooning in the apartmenton Carmine Street to name the pictures. To what degree de Kooning him-self thought up the titles remains uncertain. In general, de Kooning shiedaway from naming art, once observing, "I think that if an artist can alwaystitle his pictures, that means he is not always very clear." In this case,however, the strong likelihood is that he had some titles in mind. Notonly did several allude to light and darkness, but some pictures—in addi-tion to Light in August—invoked the powerful, despairing, and archetypalthemes of family violence and sacrifice. Orestes referred to the son ofAgamemnon and Clytemnestra, who, with the aid of his sister, avengedthe murder of his father by killing his mother and her lover. And on GoodFriday—a Black Friday—the emblematic "son" of Western culture wassacrificed.
De Kooning's first one-man exhibition opened on April 12, 1948,shortly before his forty-fourth birthday. It consisted of ten black-and-white paintings that he had finished during the past year. All were pricedbetween $300 and $2,000. By even the modest commercial standards ofthe time, the show was a failure. It was originally scheduled to hang forone month, but when nothing sold Egan decided to keep fishing for busi-ness for another month. "Charlie Egan, in desperation, kept the show upthrough May and June until it became an embarrassment to Bill," saidElaine. "It made things seem more hopeless." Since money was scarce andneither Egan nor de Kooning was a good salesman, the exhibit was hardlypromoted—just several small notices in the arts magazines and a fewmailed announcements. There was no opening-night party, although themore aggressive dealers had begun that custom by the early forties.According to Elaine, "Nobody thought of going to the gallery on openingday, not even Bill." If de Kooning's first show made no impression on thepublic, however, its impact downtown was profound. By the late forties,de Kooning's reputation as a brilliant artist who destroyed most of hiswork was established. Suddenly, the artists who knew him only by repu-tation, or from the Waldorf, could judge his work for themselves. Artistafter artist made the subway journey uptown to Egan's tiny, top-floorgallery at 63 East Fifty-seventh Street to examine the de Koonings. "Billwas acclaimed from the minute he started showing," said Jane Freilicher.Then part of a younger downtown artists' circle that revolved aroundHans Hofmann's school, Freilicher, like her contemporaries, was keen to
see the much-vaunted black-and-white show. "He was already forty," shesaid. "Everybody was talking about him. I don't know if they sold, but heengendered great respect in everyone."
Since de Kooning was not known on Fifty-seventh Street, the main-stream press did not cover the show. The sole exception was Sam Hunter,whose review in the New York Times was not glowing:
Curiously enough the artist seems to controvert his own aims by with-holding life from these forms at the crucial moment when they areabout to emerge from their dense, seething web of automatic activity.This method of canceling out, contradiction, of maintaining an inter-minable fluidity either adds up to an impression of imprisonment withpossible contemporary spiritual implications, or one of lugubrious vac-illation and paucity of motifs and content, according to your point ofview.
Hunter's pessimism was far outweighed, however, by the tremendousenthusiasm of later magazine reviews. Covering the show for Art News,then the most important art magazine in the country, was a young writernamed Renee Arb, who was just starting out as a critic. "Here," wroteArb, "is virtuosity disguised by voluptuousness—the process of paintingbecomes the end. Technique is lavish and versatile; draftsmanship ele-gant and concise,- the range of color seems as rich in black and white as inthe brilliant hues." Arb's admiration was so fervent that Tom Hess, themanaging editor of ArtNews, wanted to know half-jokingly if anythingwas going on between Arb and this unknown painter about whom she wasraving. Were the two, asked Hess—who at that point knew nothing ofde Kooning—having an affair?
Most important of all was Clement Greenberg's review of the show inThe Nation. In later years, Greenberg turned against de Kooning. At thetime of this first show, however, de Kooning's work provided an idealillustration of some of Greenberg's favorite themes. He lauded de Kooningin his Nation review,- four paintings were also reproduced in an illustratedpiece in Partisan Review that Greenberg wrote that April titled "The Cri-sis of the Easel Painting." "Now, as if suddenly, we are introduced byWilliam [sic] de Kooning's first show, at the Egan Gallery (through May12) to one of the four or five most important painters in the country, andfind it hard to believe that work of such distinction should come to ournotice without having given preliminary signs of itself long before,"Greenberg began. "He has saved one the trouble," Greenberg continued,"of repeating 'promising.' " In the rest of his Nation review, Greenberg
went on to praise de Kooning's draftsmanship and his distillation of colorinto black and white, which Greenberg took to be an effort to bring newforms to life in the post-cubist era. He also took pains to answer the reser-vations Sam Hunter expressed in the New York Times. Unlike Hunter,Greenberg recognized that ambiguity was a value de Kooning sought, andhe gave any reservations he might have a positive slant: "The indetermi-nateness or ambiguity that characterizes some of de Kooning's pictures iscaused, I believe, by his effort to suppress his facility. There is a deliberaterenunciation of will in so far as it makes itself felt as skill, and there isalso a refusal to work with ideas that are too clear." Greenberg ended hisreview with a flourish. "These very contradictions," he wrote, "are thesource of the largeness and seriousness we recognize in this magnificentfirst show."
For de Kooning, the recognition was unprecedented. With this oneshow, as Greenberg suggested, he established himself as one of the mosttalented artists in the city. This came at a time, moreover, when Pollock'scritical fortunes seemed to be waning. Pollock's exhibit three months ear-lier, which de Kooning admired, had proved to be a critical disaster. Withthe exception of Greenberg, not one critic liked Pollock's new drip paint-ings, and many artists also found them puzzling. Now that most of Pol-lock's supporters had returned to Europe, some Americans weren't certainthat the painter, who had retreated to the springs on the eastern end ofLong Island, was worth the trouble. Some art-world gossips and reputa-tion adjusters began to wonder for the first time if de Kooning was des-tined to supplant the reigning champion.
While a succes d'estime, de Kooning's first show did nothing to helphim financially. That May, with no prospects of making money else-where, he faced his usual summer dilemma. Not since their last visit toWoodstock in 1943 had de Kooning and Elaine spent any significant timeoutside the city. The couple longed to leave, both because the apartmentand studio were stifling in the summer and because it was harder to cadgemeals and rent money, and find odd jobs, with so many people gone. "Wewere looking forward to the summer with trepidation," Elaine wrote in alater article about the summer of 1948. "The previous four summers ofour married life spent in the city had taught us that living hand-to-mouth,at which we were expert, was more difficult in July and August than dur-ing the rest of the year when 'something would happen.' "
Then de Kooning's luck changed, thanks to a chain of events put inmotion by his friend from the Eastman Brothers era, Misha Reznikoff.
Shortly before the Egan show in April, Reznikoff, a perennial gadaboutwho knew everyone and kept abreast of the gossip, had been talking withthe sculptor Peter Grippe and his wife, Florence. Since few artists hadregular jobs, the Grippes—who had run the Atelier 17 printmaking studioin the Village since the celebrated British printmaker and artist StanleyWilliam Hayter, its founder, had returned to France—were consideredvery successful. According to Peter Grippe, "Misha said, 'Bill is down andout. Can you do something for him?' " Grippe had known de Kooning'swork since the WPA days. He also knew of de Kooning's much-vauntedinability to finish a painting. Feeling sorry for de Kooning, the Grippesinvited him to breakfast. Not long afterward, Josef Albers, who knew theGrippes through the Atelier, told them he was having trouble finding fac-ulty for the summer session at Black Mountain College in North Car-olina. Albers had been head of the art department at Black Mountain, anexperimental college that attracted many European emigres, since thecollege's founding in 1933. He was now organizing its summer session. Astring of eminent artists and critics had already turned down his offer of asummer appointment. Finally, Mark Tobey, the mystical, highlyrespected West Coast painter, agreed to teach painting. But then Tobeyfell sick and withdrew, leaving Albers with no choice but to find a substi-tute.
The Grippes, who were already signed on for the summer, thought ofde Kooning. "I know a painter who is starving," Grippe told Albers. "Hedoesn't have enough money to get out of town." He added that John Cageand Merce Cunningham, who were also scheduled to teach that summer,knew de Kooning and would vouch for him. Albers duly checked withCage. "He said he'd like someone who was entirely different [from me],"said Cage. "I suggested de Kooning, partly because I knew he was differ-ent." De Kooning's recent show also recommended him. Two years ear-lier, Albers had himself exhibited with Charlie Egan, and he believed Eganknew who was important downtown. Still, after Tobey, Albers regardedde Kooning as a comedown. "Tobey was a big name," said Grippe. "Billwasn't resolved as a painter." But de Kooning was a likely prospect and,more important, eager for the job.
The invitation to teach at Black Mountain was extended. De Kooningand Elaine—especially Elaine—were "overjoyed." Not only would they beout of the city from July 1 to August 25, the length of the summer session,but Black Mountain would also pay their train fare, their room and board,and $200 in salary. That amount easily covered the rent for their flat onCarmine Street and de Kooning's Fourth Avenue studio. According toElaine, "At the end of June, in great good spirits, we packed our brushes,
paints, pads, jeans, bathing suits, one 'good7 suit for Bill, and two dressesfor me and took off for Asheville on an overnight train/'
Black Mountain—an aptly named destination for a painter immersedin ambitious black paintings—was like nothing else in America in the lateforties. It was more European, more offbeat, more radical than any collegein the country. It had been founded by a band of renegade professors fromRollins College in Winter Park, Florida, who wanted Rollins to have anexperimental curriculum. After being dismissed by Rollins over differ-ences of opinion, the dissidents, headed by John Andrew Rice, a classicsprofessor, went to Asheville, North Carolina, in the hill country of thewestern part of the state. There they rented the Blue Ridge Assemblybuildings that belonged to the local YMCA and had traditionally beenused only in the summer. Rural and remote—hundreds of miles from thenearest city—the site included a working farm that produced food for thecollege, and the faculty and students worked on the farm in the after-noons. "Black Mountain College combined elements of the progressiveschools, farm schools, religious sects, and summer camps," wrote MaryEmma Harris in her history The Arts at Black Mountain College. "Therewas a strong sense of pioneering in the American tradition of building a'log cabin college' out of nothing and of providing a good education with-out tremendous laboratories, expensive buildings, and stadiums."
By 1948, Black Mountain had moved from its initial quarters to a 726-acre site that was once a summer camp for girls. Rice was also gone, hav-ing resigned in 1940. If anything, however, Black Mountain had becomeeven more radical. Its curriculum, which was unaccredited and did notlead to a degree, offered something more like a voyage of self-discoverythan a traditional course of study. There were no bells, and no classes inthe afternoons. Students were expected to help build new buildings andrepair existing ones—even slaughter cattle. Despite Black Mountain's iso-lation, the college had become a magnet for European intellectuals,artists, and musicians displaced by Hitler. Amedee Ozenfant, a Frenchpurist painter who came to Black Mountain in 1944, called it "one of thenew centers of German culture" in America. Albers, who had beenrecruited just as the celebrated Bauhaus was closed by the Nazis, was azealous champion of abstract art; it is little wonder that Black Mountain"came to be identified with experimental art in America," as Harriswrote. To the rural, conservative southerners of the neighboring country-side, many of them fundamentalist Christians and nondrinkers (BlackMountain was in a "dry" county), the "large number of Jews, northernersand Germans" at the college contributed "to a general suspicion [in thenearby area]," wrote Harris. Isolated on their sprawling campus, the Black
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        The lake and dining hall at Black Mountain, the experimental college in North Carolinawhere de Kooning taught in the summer of 1948
Mountain faculty and students became increasingly inbred, their everysquabble magnified by their inability to get away.
Into this strange, intense, sometimes stifling atmosphere came the deKoonings in late June 1948. Their overnight train ride from New York, sit-ting upright on hard seats the entire way, was an ordeal. Sometime duringthe night, a fight broke out in the middle of the car, and ten men movedforward to break it up. "Do they expect me to go?" said de Kooning, some-what nervously, remaining seated. When they finally arrived at the cam-pus, the isolation—"evocative of Faulkner's South"—seemed to theirurban eyes both alien and, according to Elaine, "rather desolate." DeKooning's initial reaction to the South was not enthusiastic: "I feel liketurning around and going home," he said. If Black Mountain appeared out-landish to de Kooning, he himself made an awkward fit with the other fac-ulty members. He was a modernist who sometimes painted abstractly,but he also differed significantly from Albers, who believed in rigorousgeometric abstraction,- or from Buckminster Fuller, a visionary architectwho had also signed on at the last minute; or from John Cage, who wasabandoning traditional musical forms and sounds. In contrast to manyaround him, de Kooning maintained an unapologetic reverence for thepast and seemed as interested in practice and craft as he was in spinning
the wheels of theory. One student, Pat Passlof, vividly recalled de Koo-ning's first talk to the faculty and students at Black Mountain. ''Everyonewho taught had to give a talk," said Passlof. His was called "Cezanne andthe Color of Veronese." The audience included Kenneth Noland and Ken-neth Snelson, who would become well-known artists, and, among the fac-ulty, Buckminster Fuller, Merce Cunningham, and John Cage. "Bill hadwritten this out beforehand, trying to explain the foundation he's standingon," said Passlof. It was hardly what the avant-gardists had expected.Most were deeply involved in Albers's color theories, in which he askedstudents to solve different problems by putting together colors in variousways, a method diametrically opposed to de Kooning's more classical con-ceptions of art training. "So here comes Bill, innocently talking aboutwhat was on his mind, and a lot of people were in a 'Burn the Museums'mode. This seemed out of place. They didn't like his paintings, either. Butthey liked him," said Passlof.
Any lingering hopes for de Kooning were dispelled during his firstclass. According to Gus Falk, another Black Mountain student:
Finally this little Dutchman comes in, says how do you do, and startssetting up a still-life. He spent about two hours setting up this simple,simple little still-life. Backing up and looking through the window ofhis hands seeing how it was, changing it a little bit, finally we werewondering what he was doing. Not talking much. Finally he stops andfinishes it and he looks around and he says, 'Veil, ve're going to spendall summer looking at this ting. On one piece of paper or one canvas andwe're going to look at it until we get it exactly the way it is. Then we'regoing to keep working on it until we kill it. And then we're going tokeep working on it until it comes back on its own.
At that point, there was a virtual rush for the door by the devotees ofAlbers. But Passlof had come to Black Mountain specifically to study withde Kooning. She had seen his show at the Egan Gallery and had been somoved that she had walked out of the art history department at QueensCollege in search of him. "De Kooning didn't teach anywhere, but I foundthe only school, Black Mountain College, whose faculty might be in his cir-cle," she said. When Tobey had canceled, she felt "instantly" that de Koo-ning would be his replacement. She went down to the train station inAsheville to meet him. "Even though I had never seen him, I knew it washim," said Passlof. "He and Elaine arrived together. He was very beautiful—romantic-looking. I think he had a tremble to him, literally, that you couldfeel even if it wasn't visible. And sometimes it was visible."
Passlof and the other students who had signed up for his courseassumed that de Kooning's teaching would be as radical as his paintings."You know, we were going to express ourselves," said Falk. Instead, therewas the talk about Cezanne and Veronese, and the impeccably crafted stilllife. Once the acolytes of Albers left the class, however, de Kooningproved to be much less doctrinaire than his few remaining students antic-ipated. Although he wanted them to work on one still life with a 6H pen-cil, just as he himself had learned to do in Holland, he could not play thetyrant for long. In her cow-stall studio—each student had a tiny paintingspace of his or her own in the converted barn and slept in a communaldormitory—Passlof painted abstractions for the rest of the summer. GusFalk spent the time experimenting, even blowing up ink spots with deKooning to study the results. There were no formal classes after the mem-orable first one. Instead, de Kooning visited each studio daily, giving"immoderate praise" to his students. According to Passlof, "He alwayssaid, Terrific. Terrific!' when he came into your studio."
Once their initial shock subsided over the strangeness of rural NorthCarolina, de Kooning and Elaine settled in quite happily at Black Moun-tain. Elaine, in particular, loved the time there. "She took every class inthe place," said Passlof. There was dance with Merce Cunningham—Elaine's close friend, whom she had met through Edwin Denby—and colortheory with Albers. Best of all, there were long lectures by Bucky Fuller,who, with his visionary blue eyes and irrepressible enthusiasm for thegeometry of the universe, was considered by most people at Black Moun-tain a delightful nut. Fuller had arrived that June in an aluminum trailerpacked with what he called his "magical world of mathematical models."Unlike de Kooning's opening lecture, which appalled many who attended,Fuller's first three-hour disquisition on "energetic" and "synergetic"geometry—in which he made mobile constructions from bobby pins andclothespins and, according to Elaine, "dazzled us with his complex theo-ries of ecology, engineering, and technology"—fascinated listeners. Elaineliked to tell a story about Bucky and Bill:
One day, [Fuller] held up two jagged, irregular lumps of metal. "If theseare put together a certain way, they will form a perfect cube," Buckyexplained. The two lumps were passed back and forth between the stu-dents for an hour and a half with much discussion of how and why theydidn't fit. Then Bill wandered into the room. Bucky had a special regardfor the intuitive approach of artists. "Let's see what someone fromanother discipline can do," Bucky said to the class and explained theproblem to Bill, handing him the two lumps. Bill hefted them and stud-
ied each one separately and then snapped them together, forming theperfect cube on the first try. Bucky nodded approvingly, not at all sur-prised. But I was surprised. "How did you do it?" I asked Bill later."Well, I figured all those smart engineering students had tried all thelogical ways," he shrugged, "so I just looked for the least logical way."
Although the summer faculty was buffered for the most part fromthe political infighting that often marked the winter faculty, there wasstill, as Elaine later wrote, a "whiff of the open and veiled hostilities thatprovided a constant and oppressive undercurrent" to Black Mountain.There were factions and feuds, many of them exacerbated by Albers'sinaccessibility and autocratic Germanic style. Unlike the other facultymembers, who were assigned to cottages scattered near the student dor-mitories, Albers lived by himself in a cottage on top of the hill. Andexcept for mealtimes, when everyone ate together in a dining hall by thelake, Albers kept apart. "Albers didn't mingle with us," said FlorenceGrippe. "If you were very special, he'd invite you to tea." De Kooningwas regarded by some as an upstart with few formal credentials. "It'strue that he was not very respected by the faculty," said Gus Falk. "Iremember one faculty member talking down to Bill at a meal. This manwas saying, 'You're not even an artist. You don't really show.' " However,Albers always backed de Kooning. "Albers was wonderful," said Falk."Everyone asked him, 'Why did you invite de Kooning? He's the oppositefrom you.' And he answered, 'Any fool can see that's where the actionis.' Albers had this talent for inviting people who were completelyopposed. And respecting those people more than his own followers, whoaped him."
To de Kooning, however, just being at Black Mountain was rewardenough. "He walked around this rundown old camp, this lake with rat-tlesnakes all around it and a bunch of old stables for studios, and said, 'I'venever been in a college before,' " said Pat Passlof. "He was full of wonderabout these things. It was very endearing." Unlike most of the faculty,de Kooning was not averse to doing the same manual work the studentsdid. Once, said Florence Grippe, "Albers decided the barns needed clean-ing. He told everyone to clean the barns. I said, 'I'm not cleaning thebarns. Let the students do it.' I said to Bill, 'We're not going to clean thebarns. Buckminster isn't. Ames [Winslow Ames, director of the Spring-field Art Museum in Missouri] isn't.' Bill said, 'Oh, I will. I don't mind.' "
In the gossipy, inbred faculty circle, one of the mysteries that summerwas the nature of the relationship between de Kooning and Elaine, andwhere, to be exact, each one slept. In her later accounts of the summer,
Elaine described living in aspare two-room faculty cot-tage furnished with nothingbut a table and chairs and bedand bureau. While de Koo-ning might have workedthere, others said that heseemed to be on his own,sleeping in one of the studentareas. "Bill said, 'You know, Ican't sleep. It [student noise]goes on all night,' " recalledthe Grippes. "We said, 'Bill,go complain to Albers.' Hesaid, 'I'm so grateful to be herethat I'm afraid to say any-thing.' " Elaine, for her part,was most definitely not in thestudent dormitories or withher husband. When askedwhether she was staying withjjm de    Kooning,    Elaine    said,
"Oh,   no,   we're   separated."
De Kooning at Black Mountain, 1948 Stlll>   Gus   Falk  remembered
thinking, "There was a lovebetween them."If their relationship was mysterious, their poverty was blatant. Formost of the summer, de Kooning was, as usual, desperately short ofmoney. There was soon nothing left of the $200 that Albers had sent himin New York. "What we learned is that Elaine took that money and spentit all on clothes," said the Grippes. "He had no money when he camedown." While food and board were provided, the extras—including beerfor the student and faculty parties—were not free, and de Kooning wasforced to scrounge around for cash. But he was accustomed to being broke,so his situation did not seriously affect him. Nor—unlike Elaine—did heparticipate much in the Saturday-night parties. At one party, according toGus Falk, "Elaine was dancing and Pat [Passlof] was dancing, and Bill andI weren't, and he said to me, 'Why aren't you dancing?' " When Falkexplained that he'd rather sit on the edges and observe, de Kooning noddedand said, "Ah, you're like me. All you want to do is paint."
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        As a teacher, de Kooning was conscientious, not only seeing his stu-dents almost daily but also talking with them during meals. Otherwise hewanted to be left alone. His summer's work had begun badly; he had beenblocked, said Elaine, because he "missed the sense of continuity in hisNew York studio." That only made him eager to work harder. At first hehad taken up pastels, a marked change from his recent string of black-and-whites. Then, said Elaine, he finally taped a twenty-five-and-a-half-by-thirty-two-inch piece of cardboard to his easel and began painting with oiland enamels. The tiny bits of color included in Black Friday spread rap-idly. "Flaming pinks and oranges and yellows would sweep across thepaper in ever-changing forms, eventually crystallizing in an image thatsuddenly presented an identity," said Elaine. At that point, she said, otherartists might have decided that a work was finished. But for de Kooning, itwas only a beginning. "Time after time," she wrote, "I had the familiarbut still painful experience of coming home to find an image I lovedblasted away. This seemingly endless process was the method by whichhe had arrived at the paintings in his first show earlier that spring."
For de Kooning, the summer was marred by one tragic, deeply feltevent: the suicide of Gorky. News of Gorky's death was slow to reach theisolated enclave of Black Mountain. The first reports came by mail severaldays after Gorky killed himself, on July 21. Two and a half years before, inJanuary 1946, his studio in Sherman, Connecticut, had burned, destroyingabout thirty paintings and numerous books and drawings. Two monthslater, he had a colostomy to remove his rectum, which was cancerous.After that operation, he was forced to use a cumbersome external bagattached to an opening in his side to eliminate waste. Just when thingsseemed to be improving for him—his February 1948 show of new, moretransparent paintings at the Julien Levy Gallery, while puzzling to some,was greeted favorably by Clement Greenberg—Gorky and Levy had a seri-ous car accident. Gorky's neck was broken, his painting arm temporarilyimmobilized. For Gorky, life became hellish not only for himself, but forhis family. In the middle of July, his wife took their two daughters and leftthe house. Gorky's suicide followed a few days later.
De Kooning knew nothing of what had happened until one student,V. V. Rankine, the sister-in-law of Gorky's wife, Agnes Magruder, openedher mail during the morning coffee break and began to read the newspaperreport of Gorky's death that her mother had sent her. According to PatPasslof, de Kooning "recoiled as if struck." He got up from the table,excused himself, and disappeared. That night, Passlof and Falk had invitedde Kooning to spend the evening with them. After the news, however,
de Kooning could hardly talk. When the students went to get him, heopened the door and said that he couldn't come. For the next few days, lit-tle was seen of him. In his own way, he was saying farewell to the manwho had most affected his own destiny. Whatever their differences, deKooning remained immensely admiring of Gorky. "Were you influencedby Gorky?" Falk asked de Kooning that summer. De Kooning answered, "Iinsisted on it." A year later he felt obliged to write the following letter toArt News:
Sir: In a piece on Arshile Gorky's memorial show—and it was a very lit-tle piece indeed—it was mentioned that I was one of his influences.Now that is plain silly. When, about fifteen years ago, I walked intoArshile's studio for the first time, the atmosphere was so beautiful thatI got a little dizzy and when I came to, I was bright enough to take thehint immediately. If the bookkeepers think it necessary continuouslyto make sure of where things and people come from, well then, I comefrom 36 Union Square. It is incredible to me that other people live therenow. I am glad that it is about impossible to get away from his powerfulinfluence. As long as I keep it with myself I'll be doing all right. SweetArshile, bless your dear heart.
With the exception of Gorky's death, the summer of 1948 proved a"magical one" for many of the faculty and students, wrote Mary EmmaHarris in her history of the college: "It marked the end of the dominanceof the European artists at the college and the emergence of the youngAmericans, who were to be the creative leaders in the arts in the UnitedStates for the next twenty-five years." As the summer came to a conclu-sion, even de Kooning was caught up in several large group events that gal-vanized the campus. One was a performance of Erik Satie's lyric comedyThe Ruse of Medusa, which crowned a week's worth of Satie perfor-mances by John Cage, Patsy Lynch Wood, and Richard Lippold that hadbeen held every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday night. The role of BaronMedusa was played by Buckminster Fuller and that of Frisette, his daugh-ter, by Elaine. In a photograph of the production, Elaine, dressed in whiteand carrying a bouquet, looked exquisite, her heart-shaped face, slenderneck, and graceful posture perfect for the role of a fresh young girl. MerceCunningham, increasingly interested in purely abstract movement ratherthan in the literary, psychological ballets of his mentor Martha Graham,danced in the production. De Kooning himself had a starring, if less pub-lic, role as the set designer. According to Elaine, he "transformed a huge
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stodgy desk and two nondescript columns into magnificent pink and greymarble with a technique he had learned at a decorator's shop in Hollandwhen he was sixteen years old."
The last day of the summer session was August 25. A few days later,de Kooning once again boarded the train, this time without Elaine, whodecided to stay at Black Mountain for a while longer. But he was accom-panied by Pat Passlof, who wanted to ride back to New York with him. Onthe train, Passlof asked him if he had any recommendations for good artschools in New York. "Why don't you study with me?" said de Kooninggenerously. He believed firmly that young painters should come to NewYork, get a studio, and start painting rather than go to college to learn art.That was what real painters did.
In his baggage, de Kooning carried the work that he and Elaine madeover the summer. Elaine had produced a series of fifteen or so enamelpaintings on wrapping paper. Their imagery and biomorphic shapesechoed the structure of de Kooning's black-and-white paintings, butlacked the tight calligraphy of his line or the dense and whirling energy ofhis forms. De Kooning produced only one unfinished and modestly sizedpainting, the same twenty-five-and-a-half-by-thirty-two-inch piece ofcardboard that he had been working on since late July. (He was the onlyone to follow the suggestion he gave his students that they work all sum-mer on a single composition.) However, that one painting, calledAsheville and completed in New York, was important. Like the black-and-white works of the previous year, it was filled with hundreds ofshapes and lines, boldly etched in glossy black enamel and careeringacross the canvas. Now, however, the bright, jewel-like hues that wereedging into the earlier Black Friday splashed against the white back-ground, becoming a shimmering visual feast of bright oranges, reds,greens, and yellows. Freed for a moment from dark urban dreams, deKooning let his art melt into the landscape—as he would many times inthe future, when the city wearied him and he sought to recharge his spirit.
Still, de Kooning was not about to abandon New York. Not long beforethe summer came to an end, Elaine and de Kooning were at one of theBlack Mountain parties when de Kooning, tired of the merriment, sug-gested a walk. "I'm getting sick of crowds," he joked. The two of them—who had gone to more parties in two months in the country, Elaine latersaid, than they had in the previous five years in the city—left the festivi-ties and went into the darkness outside. "After ten minutes on the moon-lit road," said Elaine, "none of the lights from the school were visible tointerfere with the vast, heavy, velvety blackness of the sky, nor did sounds
of laughter and music penetrate the almost terrifying hush." The twostood looking up at the sky, "enveloped," said Elaine, "by the awesomemultiplicity of stars." It was a sight never seen in the city, where thereflected glare blanked out the stars and only a slice of sky was visible froma loft window. "Let's get back to the party," de Kooning said suddenly."The universe gives me the creeps." It was time to return to New York.
20. Stepping Out
I always felt that the Greeks were hiding behind their columns.
In the fall of 1948, de Kooning's life changed in a subtle but profoundway. He was no longer just "Bill," an inward-looking man accustomedto living in obscurity. Strangers and old friends alike sometimesregarded him differently now, for he was becoming someone to watch, anartist who might actually make it in America and, more surprising still,find a paying audience. "Between the two world wars, art was somethingone talked about but didn't buy," de Kooning would later say. "AfterWorld War II, the pendulum went alarmingly the other way." In October,the Museum of Modern Art, the center of the modernist establishment inAmerica, formally recognized him. Its director, Alfred Barr, was growinginterested in his work, although he disliked much contemporary Ameri-can art, including that of Pollock. The autumn after the Egan show,MoMA bought the black-and-white work called Painting for $700. Thatsame autumn, the Whitney Museum of American Art included Mailboxin its "Annual" show of American art, the first of what would be sixteenappearances by de Kooning in Whitney Annuals and Biennials.
De Kooning's emergence into public view was further advanced,shortly after the MoMA acquisition, when Life magazine convened a"roundtable" discussion of modern art in the penthouse of the Museumof Modern Art. "Fifteen distinguished critics and connoisseurs," wrotethe editors, "undertake to clarify the strange art of today." The group ofcritics and experts assembled for the roundtable included Aldous Hux-ley, Clement Greenberg, and the art historian Meyer Schapiro. Also pres-ent were such establishment figures as James Johnson Sweeney,chairman of the department of painting and sculpture at the Museum ofModern Art, and Francis Henry Taylor, the director of the MetropolitanMuseum in New York. The group sat for hours debating the value andmeaning of modern art, focusing primarily upon famous European mod-ernists, mainly Picasso, Matisse, Miro, Dali, and Rouault. In the remark-ably serious article that resulted, which ran for more than sixteen pages,Life also illustrated the work of what it called five "young Americanextremists," with de Kooning (represented by Painting), Pollock (Cathe-dral),   Adolph   Gottlieb   (Vigil),   William   Baziotes   (The  Dwarf),   and
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Theodore Stamos (Sounds in the Rock). Both Sweeney and Greenberggreatly admired the de Kooning painting. Life wrote this about Green-berg's response:
When the moderator inquired as to what Mr. DeKooning [sic] was try-ing to say, Mr. Greenberg replied that he thought Mr. DeKooning [sic]was wrestling with his fears, but that this overtone of foreboding andanxiety was not the most important aspect of the picture. "The emo-tion in that picture," continued Mr. Greenberg, "reminds me of allemotion. It is like a Beethoven quartet where you can't specify what theemotion is but are profoundly stirred nevertheless."
If the public still knew nothing about modern art—except, of course,that it hated it—Life could certainly recognize a developing story. Con-temporary art, the editors sensed, was beginning to excite the public. Forde Kooning, the money from MoMA mattered less than the signal the pur-chase sent to collectors. Not only was Painting the first and only de Koo-ning painting to sell from his first show the previous spring, but it couldnot have found a more prestigious buyer. The Museum of Modern Art wassupported in large measure by the celebrated fortunes of such families asthe Rockefellers and the Blisses, who often acquired new works with theintention of giving them to the museum. Any painting purchased by themuseum or its patrons brought its creator the attention of New York'sserious collectors. And the gallery scene was itself expanding. In the sixyears between 1940 and 1946, the number of galleries in Manhattan morethan tripled, and sales were annually doubling and tripling. Most atten-tion was still directed at European art, but it no longer seemed unreason-able to hope that interest in American art would increase.
Not only did younger artists notice the attention bestowed upon deKooning by Life and the Museum of Modern Art, they also started tomake an existential hero of the moody painter of black-and-white pic-tures. "By the time I knew his name he was already kind of a legend," saidthe artist and writer Louis Finkelstein, who moved into the midst of theartists' community around 1948. "There was a current of talk about him,a word of mouth. People who had missed the first Egan show were waitingfor another de Kooning event." Even as his art moved into the main-stream, de Kooning seemed to retain the romance of his underground rep-utation. The young painters in the neighborhood noted how poor heremained and could not help admiring the conviction that sustained him.It was his devotion to hard work that turned Finkelstein into an admirerof de Kooning's before the two ever met. Finkelstein and a friend, having
rented a space on the opposite side of Fourth Avenue from de Kooning'sstudio, spent many nights listening to music and watching the unknownartist at work across the way. "He painted far into the night with an air ofgreat seriousness," said Finkelstein. "He would go to the other side of hisloft and stare fixated. Then suddenly he would come alive and then stepback again. 'Whoever he is, he must be one of the most serious artists/ wesaid to each other." According to Betsy Egan Duhrssen, "Bill just worked.He worked and worked." No matter how late the discussions went at theWaldorf, no matter what tensions arose in his personal life, de Kooningcontinued to work with the relentless intensity of one who strives alwaysto reach the unattainable.
Younger artists naturally compared the history of de Kooning and hisgeneration to the struggle of the avant-garde in Europe. Perhaps de Koo-ning was himself the legendary genius in the garret. In the late forties, theEuropean model of modernist struggle was being enhanced and romanti-cized by a wave of existential ideas moving into New York from the war-blackened continent. The bestiality of World War II and the onset of thecold war was bringing a dark—but also exciting—pessimism into intellec-tual life. The social optimism of Marxist intellectuals, eroded by harshrealities of history, could no longer attract many strong minds. However,many now turned inward and celebrated the individual who had thecourage to face without fear a terminally absurd and corrupt society. Theheroes were no longer Marx, Lenin, and Trotsky but, rather, Kierkegaard,Dostoevsky, Nietzsche and Freud, the great voices of isolation and theinner life. In particular, the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, whoraised nihilism and a sense of absurdity about human matters to the firstprinciple of modern life, attracted attention. (The magnetic Sartre popu-larized existentialism through speaking engagements, including anappearance in 1948 at Carnegie Hall.) In the fall of 1947, Harold Rosenbergand Robert Motherwell together edited a magazine called Possibilities,part of a series of writings about contemporary art underwritten by theEuropean booksellers Heinz Schultz and George Wittenborn. Possibilitieswas heavily influenced by existentialism and celebrated the inviolable"individuality" of the artist in a morally despicable society. As Rosenbergwrote, artists did not now speak as a group, as they often did in the thir-ties, but were making "an individual, sensual, psychic, and intellectualeffort to live actively in the present." According to ArtNews's Tom Hess,"The picture was no longer supposed to be Beautiful, but True—an accu-rate representation or equivalence of the artist's interior sensation andexperience. If this meant that a painting had to look vulgar, battered, andclumsy—so much the better."
De Kooning's painting seemed to be a perfect reflection of existentialthought. "Doubt/7 "alienation," "paradox," "ambiguity," "despair," thefavored themes of the moment, were the very breath of his art; the black-and-white paintings in which the figure and ground eternally changeplaces were masterpieces of uncertainty. It was becoming accepted that itwas exactly de Kooning's doubt that gave his paintings much of theirpower: "I think the outstanding thing in his art is his doubt," said JoopSanders, "his equivocating about it." At the same time, de Kooning'sactual life also began to develop a powerful existential aura. It was obviousto de Kooning's contemporaries that nothing was fixed for this man. In anindustrial society widely regarded as conformist and dehumanizing, deKooning, with his beautifully broken English and Chaplinesque clothes,appeared distinctively and entirely himself, a homemade man. He wasobviously not part of the great social machine. He lived on the margins asan outsider. Pat Passlof saw his poverty firsthand in the fall of 1948, whenshe moved into a loft on Tenth Street around the corner from de Kooning'sFourth Avenue studio and began to study with him. "There were no facil-ities in these people's lofts [communal toilets were in the halls] and notmuch heat," said Passlof. "So that as darkness came on it got colder andcolder. Your choice was to go to bed or to go out." In one of the photo-graphs taken by Harry Bowden in 1946 of the Fourth Avenue studio, deKooning stood by his easel ready for action wearing a jacket and hat. Hisstudio was obviously cold; he lacked the money to heat it properly.
Simply finding enough food to eat was an ongoing concern, just as ithad been during the Depression. "I had this big cauldron," said Passlof."I'd add each day's leftover food to it. People would stop by, and dependingon who it was, I'd say, 'Are you hungry?' Once, I had a dozen people sittingon my floor." If there was any money at all, Elaine and de Kooning mighteat at the Jefferson Diner, just down Sixth Avenue from the Waldorf,which advertised "home-cooked meals" and dished up "an excellent ham-burger on toast for ten cents," according to the painter John Sheehan. Acommon technique for filling the stomach on particularly desperatedays—one perfected by the crafty artist Aristodimos Kaldis—was to movevery slowly through the line at the Automat wolfing down food from theplates arranged along the counter before reaching the cashier. "Eat, yousons of bitches, eat!" he would hiss at de Kooning and Elaine, all the whiledistracting the attendants, almost all of them Greek, with his banter. Atthe cashier, Kaldis would decorously pay for the one remaining plate onthe tray.
Lofts were inexpensive around Ninth and Tenth streets, where artistsclustered, because the neighborhood "belonged to the bums," said Passlof.
"That block—Tenth Street between Third and Fourth Avenues—was theirheadquarters. There were employment agencies where they occasionallyfound work, and they slept under people's staircases. There were also a lotof very cheap, empty lofts on Tenth because of the war. On opposite sidesof the street were two metal-stamping factories. They had expanded intoneighboring town houses during the 1940s, and then, when the war ended,little by little they had retrenched. So that a lot of lofts were empty andcheaper than anywhere else. And at one end the Third Avenue El wascrashing and banging." Even so, de Kooning and his friends struggled topay their rent and utility bills. They often tinkered with the Con Edisonmeters that recorded the amount of gas used. "Some of us had gas heatersand we all had different theories about how to make it read less," saidIbram Lassaw. "I remember Conrad Marca-Relli and Bill and me sittingaround discussing this. My method was to unscrew the meter and turnthe face to the wall. In that position, the wheel wouldn't turn. But you hadto be careful not to have nothing there because that wouldn't make sense.We also had to be very careful not just to open the door when somebodyknocked. It might be the meter reader from Con Edison. Once, Bill was inhis studio on Twenty-second Street. There was a knock on the door andthe meter was in the wrong position. So Bill said, 'Who dot?' The voicesaid, 'Con Edison.' Bill thought and paused a moment and said, 'Dat's all Iwant to know.' " The meter reader was left dumbfounded.
If de Kooning sold a painting for $200, said Marjorie Luyckx, "Elainewould take $100 and pay the rent for several months in advance. Then theywould have $100 to pay for their cigarettes and paint and food. And theycould relax, because the rent was always the most difficult sum to come upwith." But there were many months when de Kooning sold nothing, andthen he was forced to make the rounds of his friends, borrowing the rentmoney. "They were in dire straits during that whole period," said JoopSanders. "Bill was one of the poorest," said the artist-scientist Alfred L.Copley—known downtown as "Al," short for his painting name, Alcop-ley—who became a downtown regular in the mid-forties. Once, Alcopleynoticed that de Kooning did not even have a decent pair of shoes. "Hisshoes were falling apart. I had just bought new shoes the day before. I said,'Put these on,' because it was dangerous for his health. So he put them onand said, 'Oh, they fit marvelously.' I said, 'You keep them.' Bill had itvery difficult until... I think his fortune changed about 1950 or 1951."
A great artist without decent shoes ... It was the sort of image thatcould capture the existential fancy of the late forties, especially if vanGogh's celebrated painting of a pair of old shoes came to mind. (And itprobably would, for that earlier Dutch painter was one of the deities of
existentialism.) Another de Kooning story with existential overtones con-cerned a crime, a policeman, and an overcoat—a piece of clothing that,since Gogol, had a philosophical aura. On a cold winter evening, de Koo-ning and Elaine came upon a woman being mugged. De Kooning steppedin to help, the woman fled, and the mugger—furious at the interruption—demanded de Kooning's new overcoat. De Kooning handed him the coatand then continued walking with Elaine down the street. The man fol-lowed, muttering. When a policeman walked toward them, de Kooningedged closer to the mugger, and just nodded at the passing symbol ofauthority.
With every picture, de Kooning, in the spirit of Sisyphus, seemed tostart anew, despite the difficulty. He himself likened each new painting toa kind of gamble with fate. "Every time I paint a picture I'm throwing thedice," he said. "I can't 'save7 anything. That would be like doctoring it. It'sa new game. It's not like playing poker where you can trade a card foranother one; it's playing dice." De Kooning always insisted to youngerartists that they play "the game" for keeps. Art, he said, was the onlything about which he didn't have a sense of humor. In the fall of 1948, hetold Passlof she must return to the beginning, drawing the sort ofpainstaking still lifes that he himself made at the academy. "He said, 'Ifyou want to be serious, this is what I think you should do,' " said Passlof.He set her up with an extra-fine 6H pencil. "The thing is, when you'reworking like that it's hard to change," said Passlof. "It's practically likeworking with an etching needle. He wanted that control." Like many oth-ers, she was inspired by what de Kooning said about art, which seemed atonce poetic and practical. In a memoir of de Kooning, she wrote:
Speaking of Ingres or Cezanne, he initiated me into the world of artists'concerns: finding and consolidating the picture plane; the role of move-ment, speed, and stillness in creating space; what paint does. Bill pre-ferred to leave a door, a place in the plane to let you in—akin perhaps tothe American Indian taboo against closing circumferences, althoughone is three-dimensional, the other two—a sort of asymptotic space.
As she came to know de Kooning better, Passlof also became aware ofthe tensions that were part of his character. Anger would sometimes whipout from behind the usually sweet demeanor. Wary of the "dizzyingswings between enormous generosity and warmth and real viciousness,"she said, "I was a little frightened of him." Sanders "always thought therewas something very Dostoevskian about him, in that it was incalculablewhat would set him off from being a real prince to being a very nasty guy."
For younger artists, the Dostoevskian shadow only deepened de Kooning'sappeal. It was a form of authenticity. Weren't many of the greatest artistssimilarly tormented? Any glimmerings of success, far from easing deKooning's mind, only increased the pressures on him. Although he haddecided to forgo commercial success in order to commit himself to art, hisdesire to be important and "make it" naturally lingered on, as hispoignantly ambivalent letter to his father made clear. He once said thatwhen taking the subway he was torn between feeling happy to be with theproletariat and thinking that, somehow, the bell rang louder when he, deKooning, went through the turnstile.
Throughout 1948 and 1949, de Kooning continued to live mostly apartfrom Elaine. He would spend many nights at the Fourth Avenue studio;visits to the apartment on Carmine Street became increasingly irregular.The two places, neither of which had a telephone, were just far enoughapart to make casual communication difficult. Elaine frequently did notknow de Kooning's plans for the evening. Broke and unwilling to cook, shemight eat nothing more than a wedge of Velveeta cheese and sardines fordinner. Her friends, aware of her straitened circumstances, frequentlyinvited her out. Among them were Charlie Egan and his wife, Betsy EganDuhrssen. De Kooning's art dealer idolized Elaine. She embodied hisdreams of the artistic life. She seemed to him a beautiful free spirit, youngand vivacious, the muse of a great painter whom he revered. (Egan, a noto-rious romantic with more than a streak of black Irish in him, read andquoted incessantly from James Joyce's Finnegans Wake.) At the sametime, Elaine had an enterprising know-how that Egan lacked. Egan was"gorgeous and charming," but, according to his wife, he was also a phleg-matic man and a drinker. Elaine provided the dealer with both ideas andencouragement.
During the summer of 1948, while Elaine and de Kooning were atBlack Mountain, Egan had met Duhrssen at an isolated beach on Martha'sVineyard and begun a passionate affair. She was smitten by Egan's mis-chievous Irish charm and the frank sexual ways of the artists' milieu. Onthat isolated beach in Martha's Vineyard, she said, no one wore clothes."Charlie was there," she said. "He really had a beautiful body." Not longafter they met, Egan proposed to her, but confessed that he would alwayscarry the torch for another woman whom he could never possess. "There'sone person I adore," he told her. "But she's very virginal. Lily pure. I willalways love her." That he was referring to Elaine became apparent duringthe couple's honeymoon that September, when, according to Duhrssen,
"Charlie's brother called me Elaine and Charlie called me Elaine. This/'said Duhrssen wryly, "was a pretty serious thing in my life."
In the fall of 1948, after returning to the city from Black Mountain,Elaine was surprised to hear of Egan's marriage. All her life, she was accus-tomed to dominating certain men and women who lacked her force of per-sonality, gathering around her an extended family of admirers who lookedto her to provide a measure of guidance and shape to their lives. Egan wasone such man. Elaine had known, of course, that he worshipped her, butcould hardly begrudge him his marriage after a whirlwind romance. Still,she was somewhat startled, and perhaps jealous, especially since the pas-sion was gone from her own marriage. De Kooning no longer felt muchsexual interest in her, a fact he confided to friends. Alone in her grimapartment on Carmine Street, Elaine was delighted to accept invitationsto dinner at Duhrssen's East Side apartment, where Charlie moved afterhis marriage.
Duhrssen was an excellent cook and did not mind laboring over a hotplate to prepare dinner,- many people did not yet have regular stoves. "Sheand Charlie would sit and have martinis while I was cooking, and shewould discuss what he should do," said Duhrssen. "She told him how todress and who to see. She was a regular general." At first, the evenings ofmartinis and beef bourguignon—Duhrssen's specialty—ended with friend-ship all around. With time, however, Duhrssen began to wonder about thenature of Elaine's marriage to de Kooning. "Elaine and Bill were living sep-arately, and at that time there were doubts about whether Elaine was stillmarried to Bill," she said. After dinner, Egan usually escorted Elainedowntown to Carmine Street. It was the gentlemanly thing to do. But hewould not return for hours. "He'd say, I'm going to take Elaine homenow,' and that's all I'd see of him until the next day," said Duhrssen. Sheknew that he might be in a bar somewhere, as Egan was a drinker wholoved carousing with artists. But she could not help wondering whether ornot he spent the night with Elaine. In January 1949, Duhrssen went to theopening of the second big show of Jackson Pollock's art at Betty Parsons'sgallery. "It was full of huge, beautiful Pollocks, very overwhelming," shesaid. "Elaine and I encountered each other there. Our voices both shook.She knew what was going on and then I knew."
The affair became increasingly obvious. Egan once came back withlipstick on his undershirt. Another time, Duhrssen found a pair of Elaine'sshoes at the gallery and confronted Charlie with the evidence. "I told him,'I saw Elaine's shoes in the gallery.' And he said, 'They're my shoes.' And Isaid, 'But you don't wear high heels.' " De Kooning soon learned of theaffair,  according to Duhrssen, but appeared strangely indifferent. He
remained friends with Egan and attended events with Elaine, as if therewere no triangle. His friends regarded this as an example of Village ethics:de Kooning did not believe in monogamy, and he himself enjoyed occa-sional one-night stands. As an artist celebrated in the small downtowncircle of artists, he was beginning to attract women who wanted to sleepwith a famous artist. Not long after his return from Black Mountain, forexample, a woman who had been at the college with her husband came byde Kooning's studio and, after a few preliminaries, simply dropped herdress. Startled, de Kooning said, "Geez, you know, I'm friends with yourhusband." "Oh, Bill, don't be silly," was her answer. "What the hell was Isupposed to do?" de Kooning later said with a shrug.
But then came a night when de Kooning's composure cracked, underalmost farcical circumstances. A woman giving a big party at her new lofton West Broadway invited both the Egans and the de Koonings. "You weresupposed to wear a crazy hat to the party," said Duhrssen. "She wanted tostrip her wallpaper off and we were all supposed to help. She had two bigsteaming machines that you held against the wall. After awhile it was apretty wild-looking scene, with all of these drunken people in wild hats."At a certain point during this party, Duhrssen realized, Charlie wasnowhere to be seen. And neither was Elaine. "I heard Bill yelling upstairs.Elaine and Charlie were locked in the bedroom and Bill was beating on thedoor." His anger was provoked less by the affair itself, Duhrssen specu-lated, than by being cuckolded in public. "This was in front of everybody,of his friends."
Not many marriages could survive this kind of door-pounding embar-rassment, not even among Village artists. The endurance of Elaine and deKooning's was usually explained, among their friends, in one of two differ-ent ways. There were those who regarded it as a Machiavellian marriage ofconvenience, in which each party found the relationship politically use-ful. Others considered it a bohemian union in which two people contin-ued to love each other but found their sexual amusement elsewhere. Bothcontrasting perspectives had a touch of the truth, but neither could ade-quately explain why Elaine and de Kooning stayed together during thisperiod. While de Kooning wanted to succeed as an artist, he certainly wasnot calculating enough in the late forties to stay married simply becauseElaine might further his career. And Elaine was not yet the power in theart world that she would one day become. As for the higher interpretationof their marriage, de Kooning, while a romantic lover, was not a senti-mentalist. The idea of some large-minded "understanding," "love," or"union of souls" was exactly the sort of high-flown conception that hewould regard as fancy-pants bunk. In the late forties, moreover, de Koo-
ning harbored an explosive rage, the kind that originated in suffocatingworking-class rooms. He was not sometimes irked at Elaine; he was some-times fist-poundingly furious at her. His rage may even have spilled overinto violence, the legacy of his childhood of physical beatings. In theheavy-drinking 1950s, he openly hit Elaine at parties more than once. Hemay also have done so in private arguments. Just how deep his anger wentwas shown much later when a researcher went to East Hampton andasked to talk to him about Charlie Egan. He refused, saying that he feltnothing but contempt for Egan.
Now middle aged, de Kooning had already had several long-term rela-tionships with women that ended once the romance began to fade. Whyshould his relationship with Elaine be any different? There were no chil-dren or financial reasons to hold him. For her part, Elaine well knew thatde Kooning was almost impossible to live with. In fact, he did not livewith her. And she was a pretty young woman who sought relationshipswith other men. Why stay with him? There is only one explanation for thesurvival of the marriage. Both Elaine and de Kooning found somethingrewarding, something true to their sense of the world, in exactly what wasmurky, difficult, and powerfully unresolved in their relationship. Bothwere themselves the children of difficult marriages. Elaine's mother, whofelt smothered and dreamed of living artistically, raised her favoritedaughter as a surrogate who would live in a way that she herself couldonly dream of. In particular, Elaine must aspire to importance "in thearts." For almost every woman of that era, that meant—at least in part—being attached to an important man. At the same time, Elaine's mother,trusting no man, constantly told her little Samson both directly and byher own example that she must never lose herself in a man or a marriage.Elaine's mother deeply resented her conventional husband and constantlyasserted herself; in the end, she left him. In her own marriage, Elaine mether mother's implicit expectations. She created a powerful identity in thearts while retaining her independence.
De Kooning's childhood experience of marriage was, of course, evenmore difficult than Elaine's. At a very early age the emotional texture ofhis life was rent by furious arguments. The divorce of his parents literallytore apart his life, sending him back and forth between his father andmother. Once he himself married, he might naturally be reluctant to facea divorce. On a deeper level, however, de Kooning was powerfully drawnto the fraught and unresolved, which was the emotional environment inwhich he grew up. In life as in art, he would often place himself in situa-tions that were ambiguous, unfinished, indirect. He was rarely willing todecisively end a relationship. (He would never close the window in a
painting, either.) He never officially broke with Nini or Juliet, or, indeed,with other important lovers later in his life. He was a man who backedaway, but stayed connected.
It is doubtful that de Kooning and Elaine spent much time discussingor clarifying their marriage. Even if Elaine had wanted to do so, de Koo-ning, according to other women in his life, had no patience whatsoever forstewing over the psychological intricacies of "a relationship." He wasmuch too indirect a man to confront emotional problems in a straightfor-ward manner. De Kooning's marriage in the late forties and early fiftiesfollowed the pattern of his other long-term relationships, devolving into astate of lingering tension. As de Kooning once admitted to Alcopley, "Wehave no life together but I'm psychologically attached to her." In contrastto Juliet and Nini, however, Elaine could not be driven away and did notleave when de Kooning became angry or stopped giving her sustainedattention. Owing to the circumstances of her own background, she couldenjoy both his charm—there were many good days, too—and tolerate hisambiguity, distance, and hostility. Over time, a marriage that de Kooningand Elaine retained for shadowy private reasons began to develop a publicface—their friends still often referred to "Bill and Elaine"—that suitedthem. While living mostly apart, they would attend public functions as acouple and spend the summer together out of town. This gave Elaine theidentity she sought. She remained absolutely committed to him as apainter and proud of her connection to what she was not afraid to call"genius," a devotion that de Kooning could not help but find flatteringand useful. According to Hedda Sterne, "Every third or fourth sentence,she was saying something intelligent about Bill. She had an absolutelypassionate faith in his work." De Kooning also took comfort in the legalconnection. For one thing, being married protected him from the hopes ofother women. He would often talk of marriage to subsequent lovers; butsomehow a new marriage never came to pass. For another, being marriedgave him roots in America. Even though he had lived in New York formore than two decades, he was still not a citizen. What would a divorcemean for him legally? How would a Dutchman get one? Would they thendeport him? His fears were unfounded, of course, but genuine in the wayof all childish fears.
As her private relationship with de Kooning deteriorated, Elaine washerself beginning to push outward and develop a strong public profile ofher own. In the early spring of 1948, ArtNews let it be known that itneeded another reviewer. At the time, Elaine was not an established artcritic. She had begun writing criticism as a lark, doing the occasionaldance piece under the tutelage of Edwin Denby, who encouraged her to
continue. When the position opened at ArtNews, however, Elaine appliedfor it, competing against several more experienced writers. Her impressivecombination of charm, talent, and familiarity with the downtown artworld won her the job. "She knew everybody and about everybody," saidDuhrssen. The same month that de Kooning had his first show, Elainewrote her first review for ArtNews, which she laboriously typed on acheap secondhand typewriter acquired for her new career. She was notworking for the money—at the time, four dollars was the rate for a two-hundred-word review. A perfectionist who drove herself and everyone elsecrazy with her worries, Elaine found writing both arduous and painful. Onone occasion, when writing a review of Reuben Nakian's first show inyears, she had a particularly hard time condensing her ideas into the smalltwo-hundred-word space. As she told John Gruen, "I went up to the Art-News office at five one evening, and announced that I had a few minorchanges to make in the Nakian piece [which at that point was vastly overspace]. I sat at a typewriter as the office emptied out until finally I realizedI was all alone in the building." She was still there the next morning.When Tom Hess, the managing editor, arrived at nine, "He asked suspi-ciously, 'You haven't been here all night, have you?' I laughed wanly atthis preposterous suggestion and fled without an answer."
In the late forties, ArtNews was the most influential art magazine inthe country. Anyone who worked there would get to know Alfred Frank-furter, the editor, and, more important for the future of the American artworld, Tom Hess, who was a strong candidate to run the magazine whenFrankfurter retired. Born in Rye, New York, an affluent suburb of Manhat-tan, Hess spent part of his high school years in Switzerland before going toYale. There, he studied art, literature, and history. That credential helpedhim get his first job, working at the Museum of Modern Art for Alfred Barrand Dorothy Miller. Then, after serving in the air force during the war, hetook a staff job at ArtNews in 1946 as an associate editor. Well-educated,well-spoken, and well-connected—his wife, Audrey Stern, came from thefamily that founded Sears, Roebuck, and her money underwrote the cou-ple's art collection—Hess had established himself as a powerful figure atthe magazine by 1948. As it happened, he was not immediately drawn tode Kooning's work. After Renee Arb's rapturous review of the Egan show,Hess took a look but came away only partly convinced. In December1948, reviewing the Whitney annual that included an example of de Koo-ning's work, Hess did not even discuss Mailbox, de Kooning's entry, untilthe end of his piece, and repeated the conventional reservations about deKooning's ambiguity, which he said left the painting too open-ended.
Shortly after writing the Whitney review, however, Hess met deKooning himself, no doubt through Elaine. The friendship between thetwo men was immediate. According to Rudy Burckhardt, it "was aninstant love affair." In 1949, Hess was promoted to managing editor ofArtNews. His new position strengthened his standing as a leading artcritic of contemporary art; in the small art world of the time, he naturallyheard again and again how much other artists and critics, notablyClement Greenberg, admired the 1948 show of de Kooning's work. Notsurprisingly, Hess began to reconsider his earlier reservations. Togetherwith Harold Rosenberg, he would soon become an indefatigable championof the painter.
In February 1949, de Kooning made his first public statement about hisart. The previous fall, a group of intellectually minded artists—RobertMotherwell, David Hare, Mark Rothko, and William Baziotes, all ofwhom had been connected with Art of This Century—had founded theSubjects of the Artist School at 35 East Eighth Street. The school wasintended to be a teaching institution, but its underlying purpose was toclarify the principles of an American avant-garde. Its founders hoped topropagate a new style of art. On Friday evenings, a guest speaker was usu-ally invited to address a public session of the school. Not only painters butalso other figures in the arts, such as Harold Rosenberg and John Cage,gave talks to an audience that typically numbered about 150 people. DeKooning was a natural choice to be such a speaker, especially after theattention he received the previous fall. At the time, de Kooning took agreat interest in existentialism, particularly in the melancholy rumina-tions of Kierkegaard. According to Pat Passlof, Elaine would read passagesof Kierkegaard, the nineteenth-century philosopher and theologian whowas an important precursor to twentieth-century existentialism, to deKooning, and "the ordinariness of Kierkegaard's heroes, or anti-heroes,appealed to Bill." Louis Finkelstein, who was much drawn to philosophyand psychology, also remembered de Kooning talking about "vat thoseFreudians think." De Kooning himself said of the impact of existential-ism: "It was in the air. Without knowing too much about it, we were intouch with the mood."
De Kooning loved the atmosphere of ideas, though he recoiled fromintellectual snobbery. He could almost feel ideas in the tips of his fingers:they actually made him want to paint. The painter Mary Abbott, whobecame a good friend of de Kooning's in the late forties, recalled his telling
her, "An artist is like a homespun philosopher." Meaning, said Abbott,that he has ideas that are really about living. It has to do with thinkingabout living. It means wondering about life. In other words, a painting isan adventure. It's not an end. It's not finished. The intensity of de Koo-ning's passion for ideas astonished Finkelstein, who believed he "readmore than people thought he did. He was conversant with a number ofphilosophical ideas. Certainly he knew Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein byquotation. People were puzzled at the time by Sartre's argumentativetechniques. But Bill was already handling them—not at all in an academicor scholarly way, but putting together ideas. He had a great gift for grasp-ing ideas." Finkelstein first met de Kooning by chance. After hearing JackTworkov give a talk at the Pyramid Gallery, Finkelstein accompaniedTworkov back to his studio. As usual, de Kooning had left the door open tothe stairwell.
Jack immediately introduced me. Before you knew it, we were talking. Icame back any number of times. . . . Tworkov spoke English better andhad a degree from Columbia. I thought at first I was speaking to themore scholarly of the two. I had been reading [Alfred North] Whiteheadfor several years. Jack read a little and said, "I don't understand whatthis has to do with painting." But every time I opened up an argumentwith Bill about Whitehead he flew around the room. In those days deKooning would talk a mile a minute. The striking thing was that Billwanted to participate in every idea, whether historical or an argumentabout process or the unconscious. Of all those people, he was the mostauthentically exploratory.
Finkelstein was struck by how de Kooning liked to anchor the specu-lative in the specific. "He spoke of abstract ideas and concepts, but he wasdistinctive in frequently referring to specific works of art." It was a traitthat Joop Sanders had also noted years before: others might spout lofty-sounding and often loosely defined ideas, but de Kooning would remainalmost doggedly grounded, plucking the ideas from the air and relatingthem to specific painters and works of art. At one conversation amongartists about Courbet's subject matter, Finkelstein remembered the talkdrifting toward a broader discussion of realism. "Realism meant variousthings to various people," said Finkelstein. "Even Greenberg used it tomean anything. But Bill got up and said, If you want to use the word "real-ism," you have to say what it means, where it came from and who used it.'Any number of times he expressed his interest in getting things exactly asthey were."
However much de Kooning loved such discussions, the prospect ofwriting down and delivering a formal " statement" to an audience madehim apprehensive. Unlike the give-and-take of conversation, a formalspeech seemed to tie art down, imprisoning the brush in the armature oftheory and abstract ideas. (Even as a young man he had found the moderntheories of De Stijl, for example, tyrannical.) Nonetheless, Elaine urged deKooning to frame a public talk, to step onto the soapbox, and declare hisprinciples. Hess and Rosenberg probably did the same. Always on thelookout for ways to advance de Kooning's reputation, Elaine did not wantto leave the field of theory to Motherwell and the others: de Kooning mustassert himself and participate in defining the new American art. Becausede Kooning's English was imperfect, Elaine worked with him for severaldays, copying down his spoken observations. Then, much as he might puttogether the forms of a painting, de Kooning began to arrange the pieces ofhis thought.
"A Desperate View," a brief talk of five hundred words that de Koo-ning delivered at Subjects of the Artist, had an informal air. De Kooningbegan in a personal, almost backhanded way, as if he didn't want to appeargrandly philosophical when using the word "desperate": "My interest indesperation lies only in that sometimes I find myself having become des-perate." The talk itself was an aphoristic collage constructed of paradoxes."An artist," de Kooning said, "is forced by others to paint out of his ownfree will. If you take the attitude that it is not possible to do something,you have to prove it by doing it." De Kooning used the Kierkegaardiannotion of "trembling" to subvert the view that any one "idea" could everclaim art. For a moment, that trembling, which was itself only one idea,could paradoxically unite contrasting styles of art: "In art, one idea is asgood as another. If one takes the idea of trembling, for instance, all of asudden most of art starts to tremble. Michelangelo starts to tremble. ElGreco starts to tremble. All the impressionists start to tremble. The Egyp-tians are trembling invisibly and so do Vermeer and Giacometti and all ofa sudden, for the time being, Raphael is languid and nasty,- Cezanne wasalways trembling but very precisely."
The talk did not proceed in a straight line, with a formal beginning orend, and its air of paradox and existential freedom assured that this mani-festo, at least, would never presume to tell artists how they must paint inthe present. Already in 1949, de Kooning was seeing attitudes developamong critics and artists that worried him. In "A Desperate View," heattacked the dictatorial spirit that often underlay the desire for a group"style" and denounced the Hegelian notion that art, for historical reasons,must "progress" in a certain direction: "Art should not have to be a cer-
tain way. . . . Style is a fraud. ... It was a horrible idea of van Doesburg andMondrian to try to force a style. The reactionary strength of power is thatit keeps style and things going. ... I think it is the most bourgeois idea tothink one can make a style beforehand. To desire to make a style is anapology for one's anxiety."
De Kooning recognized the individual timidity that lay concealed ingroup declarations and uncritical celebrations of the new. He preferredlonely restlessness and anxiety to the comforts of the crowd. His sense ofbelonging came from identifying with the greater historical community ofartists, past as well as present. He defended the messy impurity of historyagainst the American predisposition to think that art, or life, could bemade wholly new. "I think innovators come at the end of a period," hesaid in the talk. "Cezanne gave the finishing touches to Impressionismbefore he came face to face with his 'little sensation'."
Whatever an artist's personal feelings are, as soon as an artist fills a cer-tain area on the canvas or circumscribes it, he becomes historical. Heacts from or upon other artists. . . . An artist is someone who makes arttoo. He did not invent it. How it started—"to hell with it." It is obviousthat it has no progress. The idea of space is given him to change if hecan. The subject matter in the abstract is space. He fills it with an atti-tude. The attitude never comes from himself alone. . . . You are with agroup or movement because you cannot help it.
Although de Kooning wrote "A Desperate View" for an audience, hewas also manifestly speaking to himself, and justifying the private choiceshe was then making in his art. The success he enjoyed with his black-and-white series, for example, would have led most painters to repeat andexpand upon their success. However, de Kooning, while confident hewould make more abstract pictures, refused to be certain about it. Hewould not sign on the dotted line, not proclaim, "I am now an abstractpainter." Art, he wrote, did not "progress"—at least for him. In particular,he could not abandon his own past, notably his passion for representing thefemale figure. "She" receded from, but never left, his art of the late forties.Throughout this period, de Kooning, rather than work in an exclusivelyabstract idiom, occasionally struggled with more representational imagesof women or pairs of women. His abstractions, in turn, were filled withglimpses of the figure. He destroyed most of the more literal images. In1948, however, he painted one sizable and astonishing picture of a woman.(The verso, also signed, was an abstract picture.) Despite some expression-ist distortions, the face of Woman bore some resemblance to Elaine's. The
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        body, more undressed thanmost of his earlier images ofwomen, protruded sugges-tively toward the viewer.The breasts had a volup-tuous visual pop. Bold, blacklines defined and forcefullycaressed the body, cuppingaround one breast. A swathof bright pink, evoking alow-cut dress, was all thewoman wears. She had afierce, gleeful, come-hithergrin. She was also literallystarstruck, staring raptur-ously into a jagged star burst-ing with light in the upperleft-hand corner of the can-vas. (In the upper right-handcorner, the only calm part ofthe turbulent canvas, de Koo-ning sketched in the blankoutlines of a house. It was ahint, perhaps, of domesticity
lost in the city lights.) Woman possessed the sharp teeth, flaring nostrils,and prominent eyes that would characterize de Kooning's famous womenof a few years later. In this painting, an American star—part camp, partvamp—made her entrance into de Kooning's art.
If de Kooning refused to give up the figure in the late forties, he alsoretained certain traditional artistic practices that those around him wererapidly abandoning. In particular, he continued to draw constantly. This,too, seemed old-fashioned, and a rebellion against the "progress" of thetime. Few artists during the next decade would spend much time drawing,which seemed small and overly precious to a generation moving toward arough-hewn American approach to art and toward images of vast scale.For de Kooning, however, drawing remained essential. It was his dailybread. De Kooning almost never made drawings merely as preparatorystudies for paintings. They were always ends in themselves. In certainrespects, even the black-and-white paintings could be seen as drawings inpaint. In the late forties, as if to underscore the point, de Kooning createda series of very free drawings that both complemented and were indepen-
Woman, 1948, oil on enamel on fibeiboaid,S3 5/8"x445/8"-
dent of the paintings of the period. Some were pen and ink; others used thesame black enamel as the paintings. Most were done with a palette knife.In a few cases, de Kooning probably used an extremely flexible brushwhich he returned to again and again whenever he wanted to "throw" awhiplash line.
Of course, he also continued to paint ambitious abstract paintings.After delivering "A Desperate View," de Kooning, part of an increasinglyconfident downtown community, began moving toward the summaryworks of his black-and-white period. The titles of the last works in theseries reflected the concerns he expressed in "A Desperate View." But heturned away from darkly romantic names, tinged with the grandeur ofmyth, such as Light in August or Orestes. Perhaps he thought art wasbecoming too high-flown, for he would shortly give very different titles,Attic and Excavation, to two of the greatest paintings in his oeuvre. Hehad no intention of slighting the essential clutter of existence. He had toomuch respect for what lay just out of sight, whether buried in the past orstored upstairs.
21. The Club
The Club was always misunderstood. We didn't want to have anything
to do with art. We just wanted to get a loft, instead of sitting
in those goddamned cafeterias.
In early August 1949, Life magazine published an article that wouldreverberate through the American art world for the rest of the century.Its dramatic headline was, "Jackson Pollock: Is He the Greatest LivingPainter in the United States?" The article, which referred to Pollock asthe "shining new phenomenon of American art," was accompanied by anextraordinary photograph of the artist wearing paint-spattered overalls.His arms were crossed defiantly. A cigarette hung from his lip. Posed infront of a long horizontal work called Summertime, Pollock looked likethe dark, brooding angel of art: the painting flared out from him likewings.
In the Springs, the workingman's part of East Hampton where Pollockhad moved four years before, people brought copies of the magazine to thehouse where he and his wife, Lee Krasner, lived to congratulate them.Copies circulated rapidly through the art world. The article itself wasactually fairly condescending. ("Finally, after days of brooding and doo-dling, Pollock decides the painting is finished," Life reported, "a deduc-tion few others are equipped to make." Elsewhere, Pollock was describedas "drooling" paint.) But the words hardly mattered. Something funda-mental had changed in American culture when its largest mass magazinepresented an American artist in this romantic, tough-guy light. Existen-tial ideas were being transformed into a popular romance. In the photo-graph, Pollock could almost have been the French writer Albert Camus, aGauloise dangling from his lip; or, equally, the actor Marlon Brando play-ing a working-class hero. Suddenly, a tongue-tied and difficult artist wasan American star. In the next decade, countless young artists woulddream of this defiant, cocky pose.
De Kooning probably saw the article after returning to New York,with Elaine, from a month-long vacation in Provincetown, Massachu-setts. A summer haven for artists since the turn of the century, Province-town, on the northern tip of Cape Cod, was a place of handsome beaches,low-ceilinged Cape Cod cottages, a quaint harbor road named Commer-
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cial Street, and miles of isolated sand dunes. (In the late forties, artistswere less likely than before to rent houses in Woodstock, which was hotand buggy, and East Hampton was not yet a magnet.) Hans Hofmann hadfounded his celebrated summer school in Provincetown in 1935; he and"Miz" Hofmann, his wife, were the unofficial heads of the artists' com-munity. The town contained a number of small art galleries and severalartists' bars, notably the Old Colony, where people would meet at sun-down. Along the bay, artists could rent tiny studios, and inexpensive lodg-ing was available throughout the town. De Kooning and Elaine rented partof the ground floor of a small cottage for July. Also on the ground floor wasthe painter Sue Mitchell, whose boyfriend at that time was ClementGreenberg. On the second floor was the son of the man who owned theMaeght Gallery.
It was in Provincetown, said Joop Sanders, that he first saw de Koo-ning drink heavily, and he sensed a new intensity in the partying spirit ofthe art world. De Kooning and Elaine had invited him up for a visit, whichwas dominated by one drunken and embarrassing escapade. Coming backto the house one day, Sanders found an exceedingly agitated Elaine at thedoor. Another artist had taken Bill to the beach after both became drunkdrinking sherry. A big storm was forecast and she was worried that theymight drown. She asked Sanders to find them.
I caught up with them and they were unbelievably drunk and were stilldrinking. Bill's companion actually fell down and passed out. I said toBill, "He's so big that we have to get him into the ocean to sober himup." The water was practically at the dunes because it was the hurri-cane. There was nobody to be seen, and we didn't have bathing suitswith us, so Bill and I took our clothes off. We dragged him into thewater and he started to sober up and said, "I'm going to kill myself"—and walks right into the waves. I got a stranglehold on him by the neckand Bill [who could not swim] was kind of prancing around in thewater. I'm dragging him back to the beach and he flops down and westart to laugh. I'm looking down at him and then I look sideways andsee these boots. There was this state trooper. He said, "You're underarrest for exposing yourselves where women and children could seeyou." The guy with us started to shadowbox with him. So there wewere, resisting arrest and indecent exposure.
After the trooper took them back to Provincetown, they were throwninto separate cells to sober up. De Kooning—made nervous as always by
officialdom and conscious of his status as an immigrant—anticipated theworst. "Bill starts waking up from his drunk state/7 said Sanders, "and issaying, 'I always knew it. These bastards. I'm going back to Rotterdam.You're losing a good artist, etc. etc' He was holding forth." Fortunatelyfor both Sanders and de Kooning, the judge fined them only five dollars forindecent exposure and then let them go; nobody, of course, had seen them.But their friend was charged with the more serious crime of resistingarrest and his bail was set at forty dollars, which Hofmann lent him. Bythe next day, of course, the story of their arrest was all over Provincetown.
The Provincetown visit had one important impact upon de Kooning.The powerful sensations aroused in him by the sea—vital to him in Rot-terdam, but rarely experienced on the streets of New York—entered hiswork that summer as a kind of brief counterpoint to the dark, existentialbrooding of his gritty urban paintings. One painting that resulted, Sail-cloth, was a loosely knit and inviting color abstraction full of earthy fleshtones and windy, snapping sensations of line,- it seemed serene when com-pared to his other work of the period. Two Women on a Wharf, in turn,was a strong, almost caricatural rendering of tourists in Provincetown; theblues, yellows, and pink-purples shimmered as if reflected off the water ina noonday sun. Both works anticipated de Kooning's emigration from cityto country in the early sixties, when he settled in the Springs. There, hewould often parody the prancing women of the Hamptons and celebratethe ebb and flow of the sea.
Once back in New York, de Kooning, of course, was thrust into themiddle of the discussion of the Life article. He disliked the proletarianaffectation of the famous photograph, sensing that something untrue wasbeing sold to the public. "Look at him standing there," he told MiltonResnick. "He looks like some guy who works at a service station pumpinggas." Nonetheless, the Life article marked the beginning of a growingexcitement that would culminate in the next Pollock show in November.The artists downtown were starting to feel, not surprisingly, that theworld was shifting under them. Not only was the mainstream taking aninterest in the margins, but their traditional social life was changing. Theold ways of meeting together at the Waldorf Cafeteria no longer seemed towork as well. First, the management began to give the artists a hard time."They used to hound us," said Ludwig Sander, who had gone there almostevery night since being discharged from the army in 1946. "You had to buya second cup of coffee, you know, you had to have two nickels. And thenthey closed up the toilets. And you couldn't have more than four chairs ata table or something like that." The manager would complain if someone
moved over a chair from a neighboring table. Then some tough teamstersand a variety of petty criminals started to drift into the cafeteria. "Theplace was filled with pickpockets," said Sander. "It was much more of areunion for the boys from Sing Sing." There were fights all the time:"These gorillas started making trouble," said de Kooning. "It wasn't goodany more, hanging around the Waldorf." A bitter feud also eruptedbetween Aristodimos Kaldis and Landes Lewitin, still the unofficial cafekings. Previously, the two would preside together over the debate, butafter their falling-out each tried to act as the head of the informal artists'group, refusing even to acknowledge the existence of the other.
As a result, a number of downtown artists began to look for an alter-native, one modeled on the many Italian and Greek clubs that then dottedthe Village. "We began to talk of our own place, our own club," said deKooning. "We talked and we talked of it." Such talk derived, in part, froma nostalgia for the days when the larger world did not intrude upon thedowntown artists. Belonging to a club was a way to withdraw for amoment from the "uptown" of Life and, more generally, from the publiclife of art; at the same time, it paradoxically reflected the downtowngroup's growing self-consciousness and ambition with regard to their for-mal position in the world. The same month that the article on Pollockappeared in Life, Franz Kline set in motion the creation of this new meet-ing place that would be called, laconically, "The Club," and wouldbecome a mirror for the promise and predicaments of American art.
With barfly affability, Kline struck up a conversation with a commer-cial artist from New Zealand at the Cedar Tavern, a blue-collar bar onUniversity Place off Eighth Street that was just beginning to become pop-ular with neighborhood artists. He learned that the New Zealander had aloft on Eighth Street that he would be giving up when he returned home.For $250 in "key money," Kline could have it. A handful of Waldorf regu-lars, including Kline and de Kooning, went to see the loft. Unfortunately,most of them had trouble paying their own thirty dollars or so a month inrent. Where would they find a fortune like $250? ("Bill," Ibram Lassawtold de Kooning at one of the planning meetings, "that jacket doesn't fit sogood." "Veil, yours doesn't fit so good either," de Kooning answered. Bothwere wearing secondhand clothes.] "Some thought we might find anotherplace for much less money, although none of us knew of one," recalledAlcopley. Besides, this particular loft had much in its favor. Located at 39East Eighth Street, it was only two doors away from Studio 35, the succes-sor to the Subject of the Artists School that Motherwell, Hare, and theothers had founded the year before. It was also "close to the Cedar Bar, towhich many of us went when we had the money," Alcopley said, "and
near a hamburger joint [Riker's] that was the least expensive eating placein this part of town/' Shabby but usable, the space itself was the thirdfloor of a small factory building with creaking wooden stairways. The lofthad a fireplace, three windows facing Eighth Street, and one window atthe back. A ticking factory occupied the same building, and the stairwaywas often snowy with feathers.
An urgent meeting was called after a second, larger group of artistswent to inspect the space. Most of the core Village artists attended,including de Kooning and his close friends Kline, Joop Sanders, MiltonResnick, Alcopley, and Conrad Marca-Relli. The debate went backand forth. Should they take the space? Finally, after Philip Pavia, one ofthe few artists with some money, agreed to advance most of the $250key money, they decided to rent it, and each contributed ten dollars."We all were overjoyed," said Alcopley. Throughout September, theartists worked as a group to transform the space into a suitable gatheringspot. They took down the partitions that the New Zealander had erected,leaving only two small walled-off areas in the back, one for the existingkitchen and the other as storage space for a few folding chairs and tables.They painted the walls and ceiling white, and they scrubbed and scoured."There was a kitchen that we cleaned up like mad," said Ludwig Sander,the cook of the group. "In fact, there was a real professional restaurantstove in there. Bill de Kooning and myself boiled every part of it and put itback together." They bought wood for the fireplace, and Giorgio Cavallon,the most technically proficient of the group, installed a record player andspeakers, all weighted with sand so that the old, creaking floor would notcontinually vibrate and affect the sound. In addition to the folding chairs,there was an assortment of secondhand furniture, including a couch, cof-fee tables, and lamps with amber-colored shades. "We had sort of comfort-able furniture for awhile," said Sander, until Milton Resnick threw it allout: "He thought it was too bourgeois."
By the time the Club officially opened in October, the list of "chartermembers" had grown from the original ten or so to nineteen. But theatmosphere, at least initially, remained the same. Everything was low-key and informal. "None of us was for written rules," said Alcopley.There were, in fact, only two "rules." First, it was decreed that nowomen, communists, or homosexuals could be members of the Club;those three groups were deemed to be already too clubby, in an undesir-able sense. (This rule was contested from the beginning, and later col-lapsed.) Secondly, any two charter members could blackball any futureapplicant for membership. In practice, that meant that it took only onecharter member to blackball a newcomer, since Landes Lewitin, who
wanted the group to remain its original size, blackballed all prospectivemembers on principle.
During the fall of 1949, the Club functioned as the artists originallyintended, as a coffeehouse or cafe, with little purpose other than that ofproviding a friendly place to meet and chat. "The Club started out withthe definite mission of being just a social club," said Conrad Marca-Relli."We did not want any art, any culture. It's odd that it turned the other way.We were just looking for a place where we could have a cup of coffee andtalk among ourselves as we did in the cafeteria about painting, about art."Wednesday nights were reserved for "board meetings," when the membersattended to the mundane business of running the Club. Rosenberg, one ofthe earliest members who was not an artist, later told John Gruen how"hilarious" he found these meetings. "I mean, they used to just kill mebecause the main issue seemed always to be 'Who's going to sweep thefloor,' 'Who's going to take care of making the coffee.' " Soon, however,these Wednesday nights evolved into periods of informal discussion. DeKooning would say, "Let's have discussions among the old-timers." Lud-wig Sander might cook up a huge bowl of spaghetti or beef goulash orsomeone would bring sandwiches, and the twenty or twenty-five mem-bers would sit around and talk informally until the wee hours. "We'ddrink coffee, hardly any hard liquor," said Pavia. Around three a.m. or so—the curfew was later set at three-fifteen—many of the group would go toRiker's, for food and more discussion. "The Club had a real pragmaticspirit about it," said Pavia. "We had an idea about getting somewhere."
Originally, the members of the Club came primarily from two differ-ent but compatible groups. One was made up of Mondrian-inspired artists,among them Ibram Lassaw and Harry Holtzman, who in the thirties hadbelonged to the American Abstract Artists. The second was the "Picassomen," as Pavia described the loosely knit group of painters that includedde Kooning, Marca-Relli, Resnick, and Pavia himself. In essence, the twogroups made up the old Waldorf crowd. What they had in common wasless an ideology than a shared preference for cubism over surrealism,-many artists still recoiled from the swanky surrealists who had domi-nated New York during the war years. The group was partly defined bywhat it was not: not uptown, not rich, and not closely connected to fash-ionable tastemakers. "The uptown group meant people who were show-ing already, who during the war years had got a gallery and were beginningto show, like Motherwell, Rothko, you know, people who were alreadyuptown—Gottlieb," said Marca-Relli. "And we were downtown instead.Bill was with us and Franz and the others who were still the downtrod-
den." As Pavia said, "This Club was a real Eighth Street hard core, and thetwo artists who were the leaders, the two artists who came out of thiswho were absolutely Club-raised, were Bill de Kooning and Franz Kline."
De Kooning and Kline soon became the heart of the Club. All his life,de Kooning, who never forgot his working-class roots, felt a profound soli-darity with artists who looked in from the outside. They were his adoptedfamily. Given his wry humor and love of paradox, he enjoyed turning thetables on the snobs, creating a club of the outcast. Kline, in turn, was anatural clubman, an artist who loved to talk with friends and evenappeared rather English and natty. As Marca-Relli put it, "He had a verybeautiful personality. He always felt that he looked a little like RonaldColeman [the dapper British actor]. In a sense he wanted to be that." By1949, Kline and de Kooning had become even closer. If Gorky had been theadmired older brother and Pollock was the family rival, Kline was thebeloved brother about whom de Kooning felt no qualms. Inspired in partby de Kooning's black-and-white abstractions, Kline had recently aban-doned his conventional figurative style and joined the avant-gardepainters. It was de Kooning who originally helped Kline see the possibilityof making large gestural abstractions from small, black-and-white draw-ings. Around 1948 or '49, de Kooning borrowed a Bell-Opticon projector toenlarge some sketches and lent it in turn to Kline. "Franz had noticedsmall areas of a painting as being especially interesting, and he wanted toenlarge them to be striking," recalled Conrad Fried.
In the fall of 1949, word quickly spread about this new meeting placewhere Kline and de Kooning and their circle gathered to talk away thenight. A younger generation of artists, including Mike Goldberg, LouisFinkelstein, and a group that was studying with Hofmann, were living inthe Village and were keen to interact with the "older" generation. Theirinterest suited the Club's founders, who were hard pressed financially."There was a need to increase the membership, since we had to pay backthe money Philip had advanced, as well as pay for the monthly rent andother expenses," said Alcopley. Soon, people were clamoring to join theClub. A second tier of "voting members" was added to the original chartermembers. And then there was a third tier, simply called "members." Onmembership questions, de Kooning was not an excluder. He saw to it thata number of his friends from the old days joined, including Alain Brustlein(Janice Biala's husband), Mike Loew, Misha Reznikoff, and later Elaine,who became one of the first female members.
Much to the dismay of many original members, the Club soon beganto change. One night, William Barrett, who, besides being part of the Par-
tisan Review group, was a philosophy professor at New York University,had given an informal talk. The members invited him back and, althoughmany were against having a formal "lecture" format, rows of chairs wereset up to face the table at which he spoke. The era of formal Friday-nighttalks, interspersed with prearranged panels of five or six artists, hadbegun. Speakers during the next couple of years ranged from Father Lynch,a Jesuit priest, to Tom Hess, to the composer Edgard Varese, to thephilosopher Heinrich Bliiecher. Joseph Campbell talked on "Myth andCreative Art," Kurt Seligmann on "Black Magic," and the Juilliard Quar-tet came and played experimental music by David Tudor.
Despite the divisions between uptown and downtown, the moreestablished artists who lived uptown quickly realized that somethingvital was happening on Eighth Street, for the Club almost immediatelybecame the intellectual center of the new painting, assuming the role thatthe more official Subjects of the Artist School had been designed to play.The uptowners, too, began to attend the Club. Barnett Newman became amember. Other new members included the critics Rosenberg, Hess, andGreenberg. "Soon museum directors, such as Alfred H. Barr Jr. of theMuseum of Modern Art, came to several of our Friday evenings, as well asimportant collectors," wrote Alcopley in a memoir. "None of them wasgiven any special treatment and they were eager to be guests of the artistsof The Club." While the Club remained resolutely downtown in feeling,its ideology began to broaden as its membership grew. Downtown anduptown discovered that they had more in common than they had thought."When we got the Club together we seemed to merge and we got to knoweach other more, and we met for the first time some of the painters we hadheard about or had seen their shows but had never gotten to know," saidMarca-Relli. "There began to be a real feeling of fraternity. It was like theproject, only even more vitally so."
The Club helped concentrate the mind of American art and focus itsaspirations. The visitors from uptown, especially intellectuals, musicians,and scholars, bolstered the confidence of the artists and helped spread theword in New York that American art was a valued part of the larger enter-prise of serious culture. If they were interested in coming to a grubbydowntown loft, well, then, maybe the poor guys in the dirty studios weredoing something significant. On many Fridays, the topics discussed by thepanels were nothing less than an attempt to define contemporary Ameri-can art. Philip Pavia, who scheduled the panels, later pointed to two earlyones that he considered seminal: one on German expressionism andanother on abstract expressionism. For three or four critical years, at atime when many of the artists were developing their mature styles, the
Club created a stimulating public backdrop for private dreams. "The Clubcame along just at the right time," de Kooning said. "It was so important,getting together, arguing, thinking. I believe it helped take away ourprovincialism. And you just couldn't get rid of it until its time was past."The downtown artists were becoming confident that they represented thehigh Western tradition—that they were heirs of the great Europeans.William Barrett described an evening this way:
A friend of a friend knew somebody at Juilliard, and shortly the JuilliardString Quartet were down to play at the Club. Nor was their playingperfunctory,- in that informal atmosphere, they flung themselves at themusic with extraordinary energy, and the meaning of "chamber" musicseemed to take on some of its old dimension in that loft. There was athunder of applause at the end, and Willem de Kooning leaped to hisfeet and presented the musicians with his latest opus, a lovely black-and-white wash drawing, amid a burst of more applause—this time forthe picture itself.
Throughout the fall of 1949, as excitement began to gather around theClub, Jackson Pollock—who, by virtue of the Life article, was by far themost famous painter of them all—was conspicuously absent. Pollock, ashy man when he was not drinking, was uncomfortable with discussionand debate. Even so, everyone at the Club looked forward to his Novem-ber show, and his drip paintings were much discussed. "I want you toknow the Club didn't respect many artists," said Pavia, "especially theuptown club, but they did respect Jackson." Many artists felt that it wasPollock, more than de Kooning, who opened a new territory for art. "Ithink [Pollock's influence] was just phenomenal," said George McNeil,another early member of the Club. "I think it's almost a kind of mysticalthing the way this guy opened up everything." As Marca-Relli saw it, Pol-lock had created a whole new way of painting abstractly: "In a sense, mostof the painters came out of a conservative mold. To go abstract meant giv-ing up a lot of things. The big dramatic push was from Jackson. BecauseJackson, by pouring paint and making all-over canvas, reduced the possi-bility of anything figurative. It was dispersed."
Not surprisingly, when Pollock's show opened at Betty Parsons'sgallery on Fifty-seventh Street on November 21, 1949, it was filled withartists who had come to see his latest work. The twenty-seven paintingson display, all "overlapping swirls and skeins of brilliant color," asRobert Coates described them in The New Yorker, ranged from a group ofless expensive, small works that Pollock had created with an eye to
attracting new buyers, to several huge works of mural size. Apart fromthe paintings, what caught the attention of the artists was the characterof the crowd. On one side were the artists themselves; on the other, well-dressed strangers. The two groups did not mingle. "Suddenly, there werepeople there we didn't know," said Pat Passlof, who was at the openingalong with Milton Resnick and de Kooning and a crowd of other artists."And they were wearing suits, and there were ladies with jewelry. Thesewere people from somewhere else. And they were going around shakinghands,- and none of us did this." At one point, Resnick turned to de Koo-ning and said, "What's going on here?" According to Passlof, "That'swhen Bill said, 'Look around. These are the big shots. Jackson has brokenthe ice.' " By the end of the show, eighteen of the twenty-seven paintingshad been sold, and the critical reception was almost uniformly adulatory.The Life article had done the job of interesting American collectors inart—or at least in Pollock's art—as perhaps no other publication couldhave done.
As 1950 approached, a feeling akin to manifest destiny began tocourse through the art world. This was "the American century," the Lucemagazines constantly trumpeted, and Americans had a heroic role to playin resisting totalitarianism and celebrating Western values. Buoyed by thenew optimism, the downtown artists decided to stage a Christmas partyfor their children and friends at the Club. Most of the charter membersspent several evenings creating one or two huge collages apiece. In theend, the collages—"daring and dazzling" to look at, according to Alcop-ley—covered almost every inch of the Club's walls and ceilings. The par-tying mood did not end after Christmas. The biggest day of all, New Year's1950, was approaching. Bridge tables were covered with paper tableclothsand lined up in a long row for a communal dinner. The New Year's cele-bration began sedately. "It was well behaved," said Lutz Sander, one of themembers in charge of the event. "Everybody was a little high but quiet,sort of glowing. It was a glowing more than anything else." After dinner,the dancing began.
And then it was midnight and 1950. And then it was morning, andstill no one went home. Many artists simply broke for breakfast and a newbottle. The partying lasted for three days. Sometime during the marathon,Philip Pavia stood up and delivered a ringing proclamation. "This is thebeginning of the next half century," he announced. "The first half of thecentury belonged to Paris. The next half century will be ours." De Koo-ning echoed the thought. "This is 1950," he said. "This is when it's goingto happen."
Excavation
In the early spring of 1950, de Kooning began Excavation, one of the great-est paintings of the twentieth century and a work that even his harshestcritics usually call a masterpiece. The euphoric confidence of the down-town artists probably played a part in its creation, for de Kooning was nota painter who ordinarily set out to create "a masterpiece" in a premedi-tated fashion. But with the charged talk of "an American century" fillingthe air—and with Pollock proposing a vast new space and the example ofGuernica always present—how could an ambitious painter not seizethe day?
Excavation was a brilliant act of summation at midcentury: the cul-minating work of the black-and-white series and a synthesis of the con-trary passions animating painting during the first half of the twentiethcentury. De Kooning simultaneously seemed to be "excavating" modernart, Willem de Kooning, and New York City in 1950, and putting thescrambled pieces together convincingly. Joycean in its density and shift-ing inflections of meaning, Excavation seemed to draw from both highand low culture, past and present. It was one of the last examples of avoracious and all-encompassing modernism, a glancing portrait of theartist in which nothing was left out.
De Kooning completed little in the months leading up to Excavation.Its main antecedents—ZOT and Attic—were created in the spring of 1949,almost a full year before he began work on the picture. In ZOT, hereversed his palette, painting in black against a largely white background,which would also be the general scheme of Excavation. A luminous pic-ture in which lines seemed to move through a foggy shimmer, ZOT,despite its wildly inventive calligraphy, was gentle and atmospheric. InAttic, however, de Kooning summoned the furies once again. It was hislargest easel painting to date, at five foot one inch by six foot nine inches.Its size could hardly contain its explosive forms. The shapes, which oftenevoked sexual body parts, were flung and crushed together in what TomHess called a "savage rending." Indistinct images layered upon oneanother swirled up and around to the very edge of the canvas. In the mid-dle left, one shape suggested a screaming mouth, possibly an echo of thescreaming woman in Guernica. Touches of red amid the roilingchiaroscuro resembled smears of blood. And yet, the picture was exquis-itely composed. According to Gus Falk, who sometimes dropped by his
former teacher's studio, Attic was the result of careful deliberation. "Hemade a drawing of it, to work on the parts where he felt there was a prob-lem. He worked on that picture carefully. 'Maybe I could throw a linehere/ he would say. He would erase parts, redraw it. In other words, he didit like Ingres. It was not throwing his guts on the wall."
During the long fallow period before Excavation, de Kooning, in keep-ing with his long-standing habit, would restlessly walk the streets at nighttrying to calm himself, looking particularly at the pavement when it wasglistening wet. He was also attracted during this period to the "excavat-ing" going on around him at building sites. In the economic boom of thepostwar years, construction workers were repairing and extending sub-ways and digging foundations for new buildings. De Kooning, like manyother pedestrians at loose ends, enjoyed looking through the holes cut inthe boards surrounding construction sites in order to get a glimpse of theexcavation and the rising building. However, the first inkling for Excava-tion came from a movie, Bitter Rice, a work of Italian neorealism that wasan art-house hit in 1950. De Kooning saw the movie in one of several the-aters in Greenwich Village that regularly showed the foreign films thenpopular with the artists and intellectuals in New York. Produced by Dinode Laurentiis and directed by Giuseppe de Santis, Bitter Rice was a bleakstory about women who worked in the rice fields of the Po Valley. Its starwas Sylvana Mangano, a nineteen-year-old actress who helped establishthe earthy Italian ideal later made famous by Sophia Loren and Gina Lol-lobrigida. Wearing a flimsy dress that hugged her curves, Mangano spentmuch of the movie in water-soaked rice paddies stooping over and work-ing the wet ground. She would look up from her labor with a yearning atonce existential and erotic.
De Kooning recalled being struck by the image of peasants usingspades to turn over the rich wet earth of a rice field, which he saw as akind of "excavation." His own hooking brushstroke did something simi-lar, often turning up glinting forms in the loamy paint. And he was alwaysattracted to the places where land and water meet, to powerful and earthyimages of femininity, and to the muddy, physical sensuality of oil paint.The image of a beautiful woman knee-deep in earth and water wouldobviously excite his deepest sympathies. (Much of his drawing, painting,and sculpture after he moved to the Springs in 1963 would address similarsubjects.) The images from Bitter Rice may also have aroused in de Koo-ning memories of the damp lowlands of Holland, where a spade wouldquickly turn up water and the problem of digging anything—from a graveto a foundation—fascinated the Dutch. He may even have recalled the
tender Rembrandt painting Hendrickje Bathing (165 5), in which a womanstanding in water shyly lifts her dress.
On the painting wall of his Fourth Avenue studio, de Kooning tackeda swath of unstretched canvas that was roughly eighty by one hundredinches, substantially larger than Attic. The cramped space made the scaleof Excavation appear even larger than it was. The evolving painting actu-ally appeared enormous, said Sanders, and de Kooning himself worriedthat it was too big, exceeding the human scale that felt instinctively rightto him. He mostly used his customary black and white enamel house-paint, but also added the last of his small remaining supply of color paints,-the palette knife unearthed glinting passages of color in the rich fields ofwhite and black. As it developed, Excavation appeared palpably alive, itssurface a kind of "skin" beneath which beat a pulse, the paint yielding tothe brush as flesh does to the touch.
Excavation was first and foremost an excavation of desire. The bodywas always turning up in the paint, evocatively, but could never be heldfor long in the eye; the flesh could never be entirely possessed. Any moresettled description of the body would have diminished the sensation ofphysical movement, such as the caress of the hand or a leap of the heart,that was also a vital part of desire. It would create an outsider's perspectiveon the body, which, after all, is not just a form locked in space but a flux ofsensations. The brushstroke seemed to veer between love and hatred, sug-gesting how close those emotions could be; a "reaching toward" couldbecome, with a flick of the wrist, a "recoiling from." The desires of thepast could suddenly erupt into the present. There was nothing dead in deKooning's archaeology. You could never entirely bury a lover or a mother.
Many other desires surfaced in Excavation. If the lover could neverentirely possess the beloved, the immigrant could never fully claim hisnew country. De Kooning may have emigrated to the bright lights ofAmerica, but he was still driven to excavate a buried Europe. Nothing inthe picture appeared conclusive,- Excavation thrived upon the sensation ofbetwixt and between. The ceaseless sensation of movement also seemedto capture the dissonant social rhythms of the twentieth century, encom-passing a time of displacement, movement, dislocation, exile, and longingfor home. In "writing" himself, in short, de Kooning also began uncon-sciously to write his time. De Kooning in 1950 was one of those artistswith a mysterious divining rod for what his culture must create in order toknow itself.
In Excavation, de Kooning took upon himself the European clash ofstyles. For decades, the art of painting had seesawed between expression-
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ist impulses and classical reserve, between the rational and the irrational.In particular, cubism and surrealism presented two contrasting alterna-tives, one depending upon geometry and the grid, the other upon thelooser form of dreams. Excavation was a magisterial synthesis of thesetwo claims on modern truth. To de Kooning's circle, cubism representednot only a certain way of organizing space, but also a responsibility tomake a well-constructed picture,- a painter should submit to the disciplineof history and school the "self" through rigorous analysis of painters (suchas the cubists) who perpetuated the tradition. Surrealism, by contrast, pre-sented the "self" as a tradition of one. The surrealist found authority inprivate dreams rather than in any adherence to the past. In his black-and-white paintings and above all in Excavation, de Kooning created a power-fully poised style that integrated the rigorous detachment of cubiststructure with the personal drive and spontaneity of surrealism. If the sur-realist in de Kooning rattled the bars of cubism's cage, the cubist in himinsisted upon order's measure. Few paintings in the history of art con-veyed such respect for history, order, and tradition while still celebratingthe spontaneity of the moment.
De Kooning gave his synthesis a strongly American character. Exca-vation had none of the monkish reserve of Parisian cubism, but seemedbrash and pulsing, like a blinking sign in New York. A black and whitecity that glinted with occasional color, New York was itself a kind of syn-thesis of cubism and surrealism, a combination of strict grids and liberat-ing gestures in which order and chaos, reserve and craziness, appearedlocked in a tense balance. New York in 1950 was not the bland caricaturelater known as "the fifties." It celebrated the exaggerated self and the strutof personality. And yet, the city could also be cold and detached, a place ofgritty grays and inhuman scale. That may be why de Kooning pushed him-self beyond his habitual sense of scale in Excavation. Through his "all-over" composition, the New York glimpsed in Excavation was both a vastbackdrop and a personal place of spiky and intransigent pieces. The whitescontained more streetlamp yellow than in some other de Kooning black-and-whites: there was soot in the glow.
No other American painting—not even Stuart Davis's pictures—conveyed with comparable force the jazzy syncopation of the city. Therhythmic line led the eye through the painting at different speeds. In thehooking stroke, there was a constant stop-start: quick turns, sudden openspaces, the passing note of recognition. Color slipped beguilingly acrossthe eye and was lost. Excavation was a personal improvisation on thegreat abstract grid of modern urban life: the gestural line sometimesseemed to step forward from the rest of the painting, almost like a jazz
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soloist. It was equally an homage to certain currents of pop vitality, espe-cially the tough guy bravado and wry perspective of the American detec-tive. De Kooning loved American movies and detective stories, and thelush moodiness of his black-and-whites owed something to film noir.
The restless casting about of line—and the tension between darks andlights and the fitful illuminations of color—also suggested the nervousplay of existential thinking in 1950. In Attic and Excavation, it was possi-ble to discern a deadpan existential reflection of heaven (the attic) and hell(the excavation of the basement) and a modernist echo of religious art,including glimpses of copes in Attic and, in Excavation, allusions to aBoschian hell. Yet there was a certain romantic grandeur to American pes-simism that was different from anything found in Europe. The UnitedStates had suffered, but not as the Old World had. Money was flowingagain. The ash-in-your-eye bleakness of New York in the Depression waslifting. American painters could contemplate great subjects, such as thefall of modern man, from a grand, almost baroque perspective.
Modern culture is often the study of fragments and lost wholes. Anartist, to bring that study powerfully to life, must remember the wholethe way the shard remembers the pot. In Excavation, something perfectlycomplete seemed to have shattered; but de Kooning had recast the piecesinto something newly worthwhile. Not once in Excavation did the brush-stroke seem to forget the larger composition. The picture pieced togetherthe fragmentary, the broken, and the partially concealed. De Kooning'srefusal to abandon the pieces—and the past—was what fundamentallydistinguished Excavation from Pollock's drip paintings. In Pollock's work,the parts were subservient to the "all-over" image. His art left the pastbehind and rose above the quarrel between cubism and surrealism; it wasa transcendent art. But de Kooning still composed a picture so that thegritty individual details mattered; they did not completely submit to thelarger idea. De Kooning refused to transcend or escape the self in anylarger sense. A self was too hard won, and too prized, especially for animmigrant.
De Kooning could have been forgiven for resting after Excavation. Itwould have been much simpler after years of struggle to spend the remain-der of his life making versions of this grand synthesis. Many critics,friends, dealers, and artists urged this course upon him. Instead, as hebrought Excavation to completion, de Kooning painted a small rectanglenear the bottom of the painting. He described it as a "door," a way to leave.Then, at the age of forty-six, just when he first knew success, de Kooningfiguratively "opened" that door and left his grand synthesis behind, for-ever abandoned, in order to begin again. He was once more at home, adrift.
.
An American Master
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        De Kooning at fifty-five
22. Coming of Age
It is a certain burden, this American-ness.
The 1950s became de Kooning's public decade. He could no longeravoid thinking out loud about what it meant to be "major" or"American" or "modern." He might still be poor, but his povertywas no longer obscure. Powerful figures outside the small group of down-town artists were now watching the painter with the odd Dutch name,inviting him to join the wider circles of taste, power, and success in Amer-ican culture. Excavation aroused great expectations. The private manmust become, willy-nilly, a public figure.
By 1950, the trailblazing was complete. De Kooning, Pollock, Rothko,Smith, Kline, and Still had each arrived at a mature style. And if, as deKooning said, "Gorky was before the books"—well, now the time for thebooks had arrived. The time for marketing, celebrating, analyzing, andpromoting. The time for ambitious young men. If "the next half centurybelongs to us," as revelers at the Club declared on New Year's Eve of 1950,then the unprecedented public success of Jackson Pollock should notremain an isolated phenomenon. The eternal question of the ambitious,"Why not me?" now asserted itself with increasing urgency in the studiosof New York.
In the beginning, however, the question still surfaced as "Why notus?" as the group of artists around the Club began to press their claimsupon American culture with a self-conscious confidence unimaginableeven a year before. It was not the most successful or powerful artists inthe community who took the lead. The founding figures were too old, toocranky, or too wounded from years of solitary struggle to play cultural pol-itics with much success. Rothko, Newman, and Still, all in their mid-forties, were shy or imperious men who had difficulty getting along withothers. Pollock and David Smith, respectively thirty-eight and forty-fouryears old, were alcoholics who lived outside New York. And Gorky wasdead. De Kooning, at forty-six, was naturally put forward as a leader. Buthe was not even an American citizen, and, whatever the ambitions ofElaine, he did not like to shine a direct light upon his art or upon himself.For a man of de Kooning's temperament, serving as a public figure—as,
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indeed, the emblematic New York artist of the fifties—would prove aspersonally challenging as the long years of neglect and poverty.
And so, others more fluent seized the day. Robert Motherwell, inparticular, was the early artist-spokesman and theoretician for whatwould shortly become known as abstract expressionism. He was themovement's "young man in a hurry." There were other spokesmen inthe late forties and early fifties, notably Clement Greenberg, but Green-berg was not an artist and lacked Motherwell's flair for promotion.Important proselytizers such as Hess and Rosenberg were only beginningto develop their voices. In 1950, Motherwell was thirty-five years old,a generation behind de Kooning and three years younger than Pollock.He had a private income, a college degree, and close connections to pow-erful tastemakers. He knew how to make the right friends and enemiesand was socially adept in ways that the older, poorer artists could nothope to be.
If Motherwell was an intellectual, however, he wanted more thananything else to be a painter. He admired unpolished genius, as had thesophisticated Parisian surrealists he earlier befriended. The artists whomost attracted him were those of the fewest words, laconic individualswho disliked talking about art, notably Jackson Pollock and David Smith.They were passionate, rough-hewn men who liked to drink, did not easilyfit in, and lived far from sophisticated New York artists; in short, theywere very unlike Motherwell himself. Many of the painters of the timewere intensely suspicious of Motherwell's fluency, regarding him as a cod-dled rich boy who was horning in and putting words in their mouths.There was a story often told by such artists about the time Motherwellspoke for de Kooning, an act widely regarded as a kind of sacrilege. Fair-field Porter told it this way:
De Kooning asked me to join [the Club]. . . . But they were all verypatronizing to me, who the hell is he, because I wasn't an abstractexpressionist. Except Bill who knew me, who wasn't that way. And Ifelt just the same towards them. I thought, "Who the hell are you? I'mreally brighter than you think." One of the first things I heard there wasa talk that Bill wrote out and he didn't want to give it because of hisDutch accent which he felt self-conscious about. So Motherwell read it.Motherwell introduced it by talking in this very patronizing way aboutreally how good it is, you know, sort of patting Bill on the back. And hisattitude sort of disgusted me. Because Bill has a connection with real-ity, a real connection with painting, and Motherwell just came out of abook and courses in philosophy at Columbia or something.
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        above: Still Life: Bowl, Pitcher, and Jug, c. 1921. Conte crayonand charcoal on paper, i8z/2" x 241//. A student work from theAcademie in Rotterdam
below: Self-portrait with Imaginary Brother, c. 1938. Pencilon paper, 13%" x io1/^'. A drawing that reflects de Kooning'sclose relationship with his friend and mentor, Arshile Gorky

        
        [image: Picture #40]
        

        Two Men Standing, c. 1938. Oil and charcoal on canvas, 61%" x 45%". De Kooningstruggled for years to create an image of a man that satisfied him, constantly revisingand destroying his work in the process.
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        Seated Woman, c. 1940. Oil and charcoal on Masonite, 54" x36". One of de Kooning'first woman paintings
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        Pink Angels, c. 1945. Oil and charcoal on canvas, 52" x 40". An early breakthroughwork of abstraction based on the female figure
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        left: Zurich, 1947. Oil andenamel on paper, mounted onfibeiboard, 36" x 24%". Anearly example of the artist'sgreat black-and-white seriesbelow: Black Friday, 1948.Oil and enamel on pressed-woodpanel, 491/''x39"
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        Excavation, 1950. Oil and enamel on canvas, 80%" x 100%". De Kooning's midcenturymasterpiece
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        Woman I, 1950-52. Oil on canvas, 75%" x 58". An iconic work and still one of the mostdisturbing images of a woman in the history of art
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        Easter Monday, 1955-56. Oil and newspaper transfer on canvas, 96I/4" x 73%". Anexample of de Kooning's bravura style of the mid-fifties
Few painters thought much of Motherwell's art—he usually won morepraise from writers than from painters—but they could not deny his intel-ligence or organizing skills. By 1950, Motherwell recognized that the sur-realism of Andre Breton was a spent force in America. Something else washappening. But what was it? Aware of the vivid history of modernism inEurope, Motherwell naturally thought New York, like Paris, should pos-sess the quarrels, movements, and manifestoes that were a mark of cul-tural significance,- certainly the movement should have a name, as theimpressionists or the cubists did. But it was no easy matter to find either aname or a unifying theme for the group. The work of a de Kooning had lit-tle in common stylistically with that of a Barnett Newman. What couldpossibly bring together a Still and a Reinhardt, a Rothko and a Pollock?Moreover, the artists downtown were knotty individuals who did not nec-essarily like the idea of groups.
In April 1950, Motherwell and Ad Reinhardt helped organize a three-day symposium of artists at Studio 35. Its purpose was to frame a move-ment. The conference was ostentatiously closed to the public. Thebusiness at hand was too serious for amateurs and philistines, who wouldmerely distract the avant-garde with ill-informed questions. However,one established figure, Alfred Barr, was invited to participate. The pres-ence of the director of the Museum of Modern Art and a man long associ-ated with European modernism was an important nod toward power. Itwas also a symbol of the participants' desire for recognition. During theconference, Motherwell and Barr, acting almost as art historians, repeat-edly prodded the artists to define what they were doing and to make con-scious what had heretofore remained vague or in the process offorming—in short, to transform themselves into a movement. Mother-well, for example, would ask questions like, "What then exactly consti-tutes the basis of our community?"
A stenographer recorded the conversation, which was subsequentlyedited by Motherwell, Reinhardt, and Bernard Karpel, the Museum ofModern Art's librarian, and published as Modern Artists in America. Inthe end, while the conference settled little, it powerfully reinforced theconviction in the studios that a significant group was taking public form.The self-conscious talk also began to divide the downtown artists, how-ever, disturbing those who treasured the old community and feared thatpublicity seekers would displace artists. Should it matter who was in andwho was out, who belonged and who didn't? Success brought distinction,but also cruel distinctions. One of de Kooning's closest friends, MiltonResnick, thought de Kooning himself began to sell out during theseprivate-public conversations:
Ad Reinhardt and Motherwell had decided to have a group of artists andcall them the New York school. The first meetings were held at AdReinhardt's studio somewhere near NYU. There were like twenty peo-ple there. [Motherwell] said, "There's no use having a New York schoolunless we know who you are." Motherwell was a banker's son with alot of influence at the Museum of Modern Art. He had power and con-nections. At that meeting, I couldn't believe it. I thought it was crazy tosuggest that we could be a New York school. Publicity and whatnot.The character of the meeting was that we all had to express our ideasand what we thought so that we could get to know each other more. Iwasn't saying much because I was thinking, "This is a lot of shit." But Idid say something and Motherwell said, "Milton, I couldn't have saidthat better myself." That was the last straw. That son-of-a-bitch collegeboy thinks he knows something.
So when we left I felt as if Bill and I were of the same mind. It didn'toccur to me that there was something going on in Bill's mind—that hesaw opportunity. And I said, "That's the first time I heard about the potof gold and the rainbow and the gold is right there to begin with." SoBill said, "You're just a fucking nihilist. You don't want to be in." Wewere standing in front of the Cedar Bar. And I said, "You go in. I'm notgoing in with you." That was the first time we saw differently.
Resnick was right that de Kooning wanted to be a successful painterin America. But de Kooning also issued a memorable warning when Barrchallenged the group to come up with a name:
Alfred Barr: What is the most acceptable name for our direction ormovement? (It has been called Abstract-Expressionist, Abstract-Symbolist, Intra-Subjectivist, etc.)
David Smith: I don't think we do have unity on the name.
Ralph Rosenborg: We should have a name through the years.
Smith: Names are usually given to groups by people who don't under-stand them or don't like them.
Barr: We should have a name for which we can blame artists—for oncein history! . . .
Motherwell: In relation to the question of a name here are threenames: Abstract-Expressionist; Abstract-Symbolist; Abstract-Objectionist.
James Brooks: A more accurate name would be "direct" art. It doesn'tsound very good, but in terms of meaning, abstraction is involvedin it.
Bradley Walker Tomlin: Brooks also remarked that the word "concrete"is meaningful; it must be pointed out that people have argued verystrongly for that word. "Non-objective" is a vile translation.
Barnett Newman: I would offer "Self-evident" because the image isconcrete.
De Kooning: It is disastrous to name ourselves.
During the three-day gathering at Studio 35 the painter Adolph Gott-lieb suggested responding forcefully as a group to the MetropolitanMuseum of Art's recent decision to include no judges sympathetic toabstract art on the panel of its juried show "American Art Today, 1950."The snub was a godsend to the downtown artists: the museum performedto perfection the part of stuffy, blinkered fool, evoking the famous failureof the bourgeois Salon in Paris to include many of the great modernists.The artists around the Club could now, in turn, play the part of theslighted impressionists. They wrote an "open letter," intended to bewidely disseminated, to the president of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.Dated May 20, 1950, and reported two days later on the front page of theNew York Times under the headline "18 Painters Boycott Metropolitan:Charge 'Hostility to Advanced Art,' " the letter began, "The undersignedpainters reject the monster national exhibition to be held at the Metropol-itan Museum of Art next December, and will not submit work to its jury."The artists patronized the Metropolitan—the presumable guardian ofeternal values—by offering its leaders a history lesson: "We draw to theattention of those gentlemen the historical fact that, for roughly a hun-dred years, only advanced art has made any consequential contribution tocivilization." The group also picketed the museum, attracting furtherattention. Five years before, the artists would have accepted rejectionfrom the Metropolian as a matter of course.
No sooner did de Kooning complete Excavation in May 1950 thanAlfred Barr selected the painting—together with works by John Marin,Jackson Pollock, and Arshile Gorky—to represent the United States at theVenice Biennale that year. Well aware of the developing brouhaha over theshow at the Met, Barr, like the protesting artists, saw a wonderful oppor-tunity to distinguish his own museum from the fuddy-duddies uptown,and he came down forcefully on the side of the insurgents. In the June1950 issue of AitNews, he called the painters whom he selected "three ofthe younger leaders" of a "predominant vanguard." This dramatic asser-tion of taste—which was what his Biennale selection and AitNews articleamounted to—was a call to arms for American modernism. Explaining hispicks in AitNews, Barr wrote:
The spirit of painting after World War II seems by contrast [to the spiritof painting after World War I] much bolder—at least in those countrieswhere cultural freedom still survives. There are, it is true, reconsidera-tions of meticulous realism or romantic scenery, but everywhere in theUnited States as well as in Western Europe many strong young artistsand a number of talented old men are engaged in renewed explorationand adventure. In America several names have been used to describethis predominant vanguard: "symbolic abstraction," "abstract expres-sionism," "subjectivism," "abstract surrealism."
Despite his gracious acknowledgment of other groups, Barr, as themost important institutional tastemaker in his field, did not hedge his betupon what American art truly mattered. He did not select one abstractexpressionist, one meticulous realist, and one painter of romantic scenery.He picked the three most admired abstract expressionists. (By contrast,Alfred Frankfurter, the other American judge for the Biennale and theeditor of ArtNews, invited Hyman Bloom, Rico Lebrun, and Lee Gatch,artists now largely forgotten.) Barr, like Clement Greenberg, also grantedrecent American art the same status as the contemporary School of Paris.It was a remarkable act by a man who retained strong ties to French mod-ernism and had heretofore taken only a dutiful interest in Americanpainting. Barr's selections sent a powerful signal to the art world,telegraphing the crossover of abstract expressionism from the studio tothe museum. It was one thing for intellectuals like Clement Greenbergand Thomas Hess to champion these artists in small magazines or for theeditors at Life, eager to play up the notoriety of artists, to ask of JacksonPollock, "Is he the greatest living painter in the United States?" It wasanother for Alfred Barr to put his own reputation on the line.
At the Biennale, where Peggy Guggenheim was also showing her col-lection of Pollocks at her villa, Barr's selection caused much comment,not all of it favorable. The most astute response came from the great Ital-ian still-life painter Giorgio Morandi, who recognized in Gorky and deKooning sensibilities formed in the European tradition. But Pollock'swork, he said, was "something entirely new." De Kooning himself wasmuch too poor to think of making the trip to Venice. But the selection wasa moving form of recognition. An impoverished Dutch immigrant repre-senting America in the palaces of Europe! This was a delightful irony for aman with de Kooning's turn of mind. And he was deeply gratified by thecompany. Still, he sold almost nothing in New York. Egan could not evenfind a buyer for Excavation, a painting that not only went to the Biennalebut would also be featured in an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art
called "Abstract Painting and Sculpture in America" that opened the fol-lowing January.
Life sensed the shift in established taste. That fall, the magazine,which had followed the actions of the avant-garde with bemused interestsince its feature on Pollock, decided to publish a piece on the opening ofthe controversial exhibition of American art at the Metropolitan Museumof Art—by including a picture of the excluded protesters. Jackson Pollockand James Brooks hurried in from Long Island to make the shoot. The pic-ture was published under the headline "The Irascibles," the name takenfrom an earlier editorial in the Herald Tribune that criticized the protest-ers. Nina Leen's picture, which portrayed fifteen of the original eighteenpainters who signed the letter to the Met, was highly theatrical. Theartists, arranged like a still Life, stared into space, their expressions seri-ous, skeptical, demanding. Not one smiled. Each wore a coat and tie,except for the sole woman, Hedda Sterne. Each looked posed. Jackson Pol-lock, Life's favorite, was in the center of the frame, carefully positionedand looking over his shoulder. De Kooning stood in the upper left, hairslicked back, staring intently. Together, the artists seemed to embodytheir headline, "The Irascibles," a name that was itself a dramatic piece ofpublic relations that brought to mind every cliche about the strugglebetween the avant-garde and bourgeois society.
The success of Excavation led to one utterly unexpected form ofrecognition for de Kooning: an invitation to teach in the Ivy League. In thefall of 1950, after the Biennale, Josef Albers asked de Kooning to come toYale as the "visiting critic in painting at the School of Fine Arts and Archi-tecture." Albers had become head of the design department at Yale in1950 after leaving Black Mountain the year before. He knew de Kooningfrom Black Mountain and from vacations in Provincetown. Although thetwo men differed in both sensibility and temperament, each recognized inthe other the mature commitment of the serious artist. And Albers,despite his professorial manner, found Yale stodgy and wanted to exposehis students to vanguard artists. Surprised at the invitation, de Kooningasked Albers what made him think that he, de Kooning, was qualified toteach at an august institution like Yale. Albers replied that the main rea-son was that de Kooning "was sitting on his own behind." De Kooningaccepted the job for the paycheck—he was paid $1,600 for his teachingstint—and because it was hard to say no to Albers. He also understoodthat the job symbolized the new respect accorded his work. Still, the IvyLeague and de Kooning made an unlikely fit. (It was perhaps his experi-ence at Yale that led him, later in life, to say, "I can't see myself as an aca-demic. I think of myself as a song-and-dance man.") At the first meeting of
de Kooning's class, the students mistook the middle-aged guy in oldclothes for the janitor, not suspecting that this was Professor de Kooning.
Many students, veterans of World War II attending Yale on the GI Bill,were not especially committed or talented. De Kooning thought that theywere wasting their time,- he sometimes became exasperated by their ama-teurish efforts. The air of privilege at Yale also occasionally irked him."You think because your father is rich," he told one student, "culture isgoing to stick to your ass." He asked Albers, "These guys are so lousy.Why don't you flunk them?" Albers replied, "If they were plumbers orcarpenters I would. But they're just painters. They can't do any harm toanyone."
De Kooning retained a poor boy's interest in, and anxiety around, aninstitution like Yale, at once admiring and recoiling from its gravitas. In aletter to Albers the following year, he said he had "developed so large asentiment for the place" and "I imagine that is partly because I never gotanything like that in my own youth. Will you, if I am not speaking out ofterms, give my regards to Dean Sawyer?" But de Kooning displayed littlereal passion for formal instruction. For all that he admired craft, he dis-liked a rules-driven approach to art. And he himself was always strugglingwith his academic background. His European training distinguished himfrom his American contemporaries in ways that sometimes made himuneasy. At the same time, his years at the academy inevitably made thecourse of study in New Haven appear, by contrast, not quite serious.Albers asked him to continue teaching, but de Kooning declined. (Hisfriends took particular delight in his Dutch pronunciation of "Yale,"which sounded very much like "jail.") De Kooning instead tried to per-suade Albers to hire Franz Kline, who needed the money. Rememberingthe comment about "sitting on your own behind," he wrote Albers:
Well, from that point of view and the way you must mean it, for youknow I didn't come out of thin air, Franz Kline then is sure sitting onhis own behind. He also, like you did and I did went thru the mill and isnot a "Johny [sic] come lately." He also has a remarkable personalityand will put a lot of life in the students.
De Kooning continued to live in New York while teaching, taking thetrain to New Haven twice a week. He performed his duties conscien-tiously, not only giving his students formal criticism of their work butalso providing them with some idea of what was demanded of a seriousartist. He was popular,- few students had studied with a teacher so unlikea professor,- Albers himself referred to the room where de Kooning taught
as "the genius shop." A number of Yale men began following de Kooningto the Cedar Tavern, where they would join in the partying and play withthe idea of becoming a hard-drinking artist—another indication that, inAmerica, art was becoming increasingly fashionable.
In June 1950, not long after sending Excavation to Venice, de Kooningplaced two seven-foot-high sheets of paper on the painting wall of hisFourth Avenue studio and began the drawings that would lead to one ofthe most disturbing and storied paintings in American art, Woman I.Abandoning the abstract style of Excavation—just as he was first tastingsome small degree of success, at the age of forty-seven—took courage. Itwas at once a declaration of independence and a romantic assertion that,in art, the inner voice must prevail.
At the time, Clement Greenberg was arguing, with intellectual force,that history demanded abstraction of a major artist. That was where fresh-ness and discovery lay. Figurative painting was now inevitably minor,Greenberg believed, for it repeated the past and did not powerfully claimthe new visual territory available to the artists who worked in the abstracttradition. Many artists whom de Kooning knew, among them Rothko,Newman, and Reinhardt, also believed that serious painting was nowabstract. But from his earliest days, de Kooning instinctively recoiled fromany external demand or expectation: he would allow no woman, no insti-tution, no club, and no philosophy to give him marching orders. He wouldcertainly not allow anyone to tell him he could not paint the subject clos-est to his heart, the figure.
As always, de Kooning's "return to the figure" represented a return tosomething that he had never left—and, for that matter, would never leave.Given the historical evolution toward abstraction, however, it was natu-ral that many people in 1950 thought that de Kooning had "progressed"toward abstract art, moving from his figurative style to the black-and-white abstractions. Yet, even during the black-and-white period, he con-tinued to draw and occasionally paint the figure, and his oeuvre as a wholerepresents an ongoing, rhythmic tension between figuration and abstrac-tion. In 1950, he simply took up unfinished business.
With Woman 7, de Kooning, emboldened by his abstract works,reopened his attack on half-buried problems, both formal and emotional.While painting Excavation, he had become fascinated with Meso-potamian figures, themselves excavated from the distant past, and withother ancient deities. "I had seen a picture of a Mexican goddess," he said,"to whom hearts were sacrificed." Such an image seemed to him contem-
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        De Kooning's painting wall, Fourth Avenue studio, 1950
porary as well as ancient, a powerful Everywoman of many guises. Fol-lowing upon the great success of Excavation, de Kooning became hauntedby her shifting countenance. She could be open-ended and mysterious,from ancient Mesopotamia and also modern Hollywood. She could owesomething to Picasso's women but also reflect the symbolist deities thatfilled the art of de Kooning's youth, muses who often absorbed and pos-sessed men. She could be mother and wife, monster and lover, a creatureat once earthbound and hallucinatory, grotesque, cruel, monumental, car-toonish, and funny—a contemporary goddess who could possess theviewer, but could not, in turn, be possessed.
With such an ambitious and phantasmal figure in mind, de Kooningperhaps hoped he could do with the figure what he had done in Excava-tion, animating the entire canvas and creating a detailed but "seamless"work without the "hot spots" that he complained sometimes stopped theeye in a painting. The figure had always troubled him in the past, alwaysforced him to stop-start and suffer over its various ill-fitting pieces. Now,
as he began this new picture, he approached the figure somewhat differ-ently, treating it as an architectural structure into which he could freelymove, much as Pollock was said to get "inside" his drip paintings as herhythmically swung the ribbons of paint onto the canvas. Perhaps, too, deKooning could at last escape from his own teachers: his women of the for-ties still remained in thrall to Picasso.
Although de Kooning began by making large working drawings of aseated woman, he was soon confronting the canvas without preparation."I always started out with the idea of a young person, a beautiful woman,"he said. "I noticed them change. Somebody would step out—a middle-aged woman. I didn't mean to make them such monsters." Over themonths, this one particular canvas became a kind of dark mirror-mirrorupon the wall. He could never be sure what image would daily form, star-ing back with challenging doubts and questions. He would struggle withhis Woman I long into the evening, often working in the nude on hot sum-mer nights and pacing back and forth, studying the image for long periodsand then striding purposely forward with the brush, searching for the star-tlingly fresh image that would have the exclamatory "of course" of animage painted in one quick surge of inspiration.
Despite his hopes, Woman I, like his earlier figures, came to him inpieces. If he liked one section that he thought did not work with the restof the composition, for example, he continued his practice of using char-coal to trace its forms onto thin paper, which he would then attach to adifferent part of the canvas to see how it looked. Or he might retain thetracing for later use. Sometimes he would paint over the attached tracing,experimenting with the color and form. The image became an ever-moving, kaleidoscopic puzzle that he could not stop or put back togetheragain. At first, he found nothing unusual in this, since it echoed his workof the thirties and forties, when he also completed few figurative paint-ings. But the one new and disturbing element in his current predicamentwas his public persona. De Kooning was a painter who had produced awidely acknowledged masterpiece that was sent to represent the UnitedStates in Venice. History was now hurrying him along, expecting greatthings—not some morbid struggle with a bizarre-looking female figure.He felt watched, and he disliked the feeling. The struggle with Woman Istretched into the fall of 1950, as the photo of "The Irascibles" appeared inLife and he taught at Yale, and extended into the spring of 1951.
Still alone and poor in his Fourth Avenue studio, de Kooning remem-bered very well the bleak days of the forties when his marriage was break-ing up and his art seemed to have dead-ended. In public, he might now bean increasingly celebrated artist, but in private he was just a blocked
painter wrestling with a frightening, crazy-looking woman. People werebeginning to talk. Perhaps he was just, in the slang of the time, a one-note-Johnny. On some evenings, de Kooning would linger over a beer at theClub or the Cedar. But he disliked being asked how work was going andoften spent the evening alone with his one constantly changing mistress.He could still depend upon close friends, however, to support his quixoticeffort to paint the figure. Tom Hess and Elaine remained devoted believ-ers, as did many painters, notably Franz Kline.
Perhaps his greatest support, however, came from an artist de Koo-ning never knew. In the fall of 1950, just when de Kooning was beginninghis "woman" struggle in earnest, the Museum of Modern Art mounted alarge Chaim Soutine retrospective, which included the artist's landscapes,portraits, and depictions of carcasses. It was the first substantial show inAmerica of the painter's work. It appeared just before the MoMA show"Abstract Art in America" that reviewed abstraction in the New Worldand gave a prominent place to Excavation. De Kooning was moreimpressed with the challenging figurative art of Soutine—a man from OldEurope—than he was with the American abstractions. Excavation mayhave made de Kooning an art world insider, but what moved him in 1950was the example of a Jewish outsider who tenaciously clung to the figureagainst the strictures of two different religions, Judaism and modernism.If Picasso was an autocrat with whom de Kooning must struggle, Soutinewas a predecessor whom he could admire without reservation.
Born in a shtetl near Minsk, Soutine, like van Gogh, grew up inpinched rooms under the thin gray skies of northern Europe, and thenmade heated paintings with swirling colors and pungent surfaces. Likevan Gogh, he was desperately poor for years and a rootless wanderer whonever quite fit in. De Kooning was also a poor European from the northwho left home to seek another light; he, too, made heated paintings witha lush and animated surface,- he, too, aspired to transform paint into a kindof flesh. In modernist New York, de Kooning drew courage from the abid-ing devotion of Soutine, an emblematic outsider, to the great tradition ofWestern old master painting, especially his regard for the Dutch mastersRembrandt and van Gogh. In his paintings of animal carcasses, a contem-porary version of Rembrandt's beef carcass, Soutine seemed to probe (andto read prophetically, as the ancient soothsayers did) the guts of modernexistence. No less than Soutine, de Kooning, in Woman I, hoped to bring amodern fire to art without abandoning what came before.
De Kooning also responded, passionately, to Soutine's difficulty. Incontrast to van Gogh, a popular favorite, Soutine was not beloved. Therewas something grotesque about his twisted figures, something rude and
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over the top about his surfaces. De Kooning relished the seeming awk-wardness of Soutine, just as he enjoyed the rudeness of Flemish painting,elements essential to Woman I. Soutine helped give de Kooning the forti-tude to make art that disappointed taste and stood outside the fashion ofthe time. But Soutine could not paint the picture for de Kooning. And themonths continued to pass. Almost every day he would use a sharpenedspatula to scrape away most of the figure, flinging the dead paint ontonewspapers strewn over the floor. (He would attack the picture in thisway whenever the worked-over paint lost its freshness and became whathe called "rotten.") "He was in torment about the women," said JoopSanders. "It happened many times that he just threw the painting on thefloor." People began to compare de Kooning to Frenhofer, the artist inBalzac's The Unknown Masterpiece. Frenhofer, in Balzac's telling themost gifted artist of his time, was so absorbed by the possibility of perfec-tion that he could not complete a whole painting, just small bits of a fig-ure—notably the foot of a beautiful woman.
Others were less flattering in their comparisons. Clement Greenbergpaid a visit to de Kooning's studio and offered no encouragement whatso-ever, telling the painter that it was folly for the artist who painted Exca-vation to return to the figure,- no major painter aware of the historicaldirection of serious art would paint such images. Greenberg's air of cer-tainty infuriated de Kooning and many others he told of the visit. Itseemed that the critic was trying to abridge the hard-won freedom of thedowntown painters to do as they pleased, a freedom that was life itself toa man with de Kooning's background and character. In the end, Green-berg's visit strengthened de Kooning's determination to make a figurativepainting, but the learned critic's confidence could not help but gnaw at deKooning, sharpening his own private doubts about his work. Sometimes,de Kooning found a measure of humor or absurdity in his block, tellingHess, "The Woman became compulsive in the sense of not being able toget hold of it—it really is very funny to get stuck with a woman's knees,for instance. You say, 'What the hell am I going to do with that now?'; it'sreally ridiculous ... I wouldn't know what to do with the rest, with thehands, maybe, or some gesture." The Fourth Avenue studio became asdirty as it had been during his darkest days in the forties, with drawingsand paper strewn carelessly about; a filthy bedsheet lay crumpled on thecot. As before, de Kooning's friends noticed the mess because ordinarily hewas tidy, so Dutch in the way he mopped his floors once a week and laidout his clean brushes in neat rows. Now, the only thing that looked freshin his studio was the toothpaste smile on his idol, which he clipped outfrom a magazine and fixed on the unstable image.
His heart palpitations worsened. Sometimes, he thought that he wasdying. One night he rushed over to the studio of Conrad Marca-Relli andpounded on the door. "He woke me up about two in the morning and said,'Jesus Christ, I think I'm going to die. I can't stop.' The doctor had toldhim, 'You've got to calm yourself. You're overanxious. This whole idea ofpainting a figure and destroying it. . . this is doing something to you.'Here is this man who, don't forget, could draw like Ingres and could paintwith the sweet quality of any master. And yet he had to cut it off, destroyit all, slap it off, all these violent strokes." A doctor de Kooning once con-sulted about the palpitations had ordered him to stop running around theblock to release tension and try instead to relax and live with his anxiety.But this only made de Kooning fear that running around the block wouldgive him a heart attack. In desperation, he asked Alcopley—whom heknew to be a scientist as well as an artist—for advice. Alcohol widens thearteries around the heart, Alcopley told him, thereby improving the circu-lation of the blood. Why not have a drink to calm down?
De Kooning rarely drank in the thirties and forties. At the Cedar Tav-ern in 1951 and 1952, he typically lingered over one or two beers, andwhen Harold Rosenberg brought a bottle to the studio to juice up the after-noon's talk, Rosenberg himself drank most of it. Now, de Kooning broughta bottle of whiskey into his Fourth Avenue studio. He would nip at thebottle when his heart began racing. The whiskey sometimes helped, loos-ening the knot in his chest. Sometimes, he also prescribed alcohol for hisother main health problem—his difficulty getting going in the morning. Ataste in the morning was a traditional home remedy, and in that era wasgenerally regarded as harmless. It helped him, de Kooning said, "sneak"into the day. In this mild and medicinal fashion began the desperate storyof de Kooning's alcoholism. In the future, when friends said drinkingwould kill him, de Kooning would sometimes respond by asking, "Howdo you know? Maybe drinking saved my life."
23. Bitch Goddess
An artist is forced by others to paint out of his own free will.
In April 1951, de Kooning had his second exhibition at the Egan Gallery.There was little new work to show: since completing Excavationalmost a year before, he had done almost nothing but paint and repaintwhat would become Woman I. But Egan still hoped to capitalize on deKooning's growing reputation by presenting the unsold black-and-whitepaintings from the forties and a number of smaller works on paper. Yetthere were few buyers for even the most inexpensive pictures. Eganextended the show. By that June, only three drawings and one small andone medium-size painting had been sold. It was a harsh letdown. DeKooning had other reasons, of course, to find Charlie Egan exasperating:Egan's very public affair with Elaine in 1948 was not something that deKooning, with his traditional view of how a wife should behave, could eas-ily forgive; and the affair with Elaine broke up Egan's marriage to his wife,Betsy Duhrssen, whom de Kooning liked.
De Kooning also believed that Egan was cheating him financially. Apoor businessman under the best of circumstances, Egan was under con-stant pressure to pay the gallery rent. His alcoholism represented a furtherdrain on his resources. "Bill didn't get his money," said Duhrssen. "Char-lie would sell something [of de Kooning's] and then the money would go tothe rent or to drinks. . . . Well, Bill was starving. He ate at the Automat.Elaine claimed that sometimes he just ate catsup." When Egan becameengaged to Duhrssen in 1948 he dissuaded her mother from spending$1,000 on a wedding present of a fancy record player, instead asking her tobuy the couple a work of art from the gallery. His fiancee selected a greatblack-and-white from the 1948 show, Light in August. Duhrssen's motherpaid $750, with Egan proclaiming that he would accept no "commission."He kept his word to his mother-in-law, but de Kooning himself never sawa penny. The dealer did not even bother to write up a bill of sale. (Egan wasso bored with recordkeeping that, in a fit of ebullient housecleaning in theearly fifties, he dumped the file cabinets he kept in the gallery bathroomonto the street.) Egan was an amateur in an area—contemporary art—thatwould soon yield to professionals.
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After the failure of de Kooning's second show at Egan, Elaine, and per-haps Tom Hess, encouraged de Kooning to change galleries. In the springof 1951, during or shortly after his show at Egan's, de Kooning began tothink about approaching Sidney Janis, the art dealer who, along with hisoccasional assistant Leo Castelli, recognized more clearly than most thechanging shape of the art world. Born in Buffalo in 1896, Janis was neitheran artist-dealer like Betty Parsons nor a man who lived among artists likeEgan. He was instead a Jewish businessman with a passion for dancing andart. A short, trim man with a dapper taste in clothes who liked to take hiswife, Harriet, dancing at Roseland, the midtown dance hall, Janis hadfounded M'Lord Shirts Company in 1925 and used the money he made inthat business to collect art, mostly that of well-known French mod-ernists. His business continued to do well during the Depression, and, in1938, having already assembled a strong art collection, he retired frombusiness. With Harriet, he devoted his time to collecting and writingpopularizing books on modern art, such as They Taught Themselves,Abstract and Surrealist Art in America, and Picasso: Recent Years. Suchbooks earned little, and in 1948 Janis decided to combine his interest inart and business and open a gallery. He took over the space then occupiedby the Sam Kootz Gallery, next to Betty Parsons at 15 East Fifty-seventh.Recognizing the potential in the American market, he soon brought a newverve to the selling of art in New York. Janis believed that art could beshrewdly marketed and that stylistic innovations in art, as in shirts, couldbring a high return if they became fashionable. His background as an out-sider in American society proved a great advantage, for he was less vulner-able than others to the European snobbery and museum hush typical ofmost art dealing; he was also not ashamed to make money or to demon-strate a business acumen well beyond the more amateurish dealers, suchas Egan and Betty Parsons, who were closely associated with the down-town American artists.
Janis made certain to begin with a splash. In the spring of 1948, heopened with a substantial show of works by Fernand Leger, having firstgone to France to talk to the painter and his dealer, Daniel-Henry Kahn-weiler, to ensure that he could get impressive pieces. He followed upwith shows of work by famous Europeans. To collectors, this schedule"announced" that Janis's gallery would be top of the line, for he identifiedhimself with the biggest names in European painting. Yet Janis remainedinterested in new American work. During the years when he had his shirtmanufacturing business, he often visited studios downtown; he had firstmet de Kooning in Gorky's studio as far back as the early thirties. Some-
times, he spent an evening at the Waldorf cafeteria with artists. He wasalso on the acquisitions advisory committee of the Museum of ModernArt and, in 1943, supported the purchase of Jackson Pollock's She-Wolf. Ayear after Gorky's death, in 1948, the painter's widow, Agnes, decided toleave the Julien Levy Gallery—then the premier showcase of surrealismin the city—and take Gorky's estate to Janis.
The great challenge for a businessman like Janis lay in creating a vitalmarket for American art. Janis liked betting on unknown or undervaluedartists whom he admired; and he understood from his own reading andfrom his collecting of Mondrian that fashions in art changed over time.But America was still widely regarded as much more provincial thanEurope. How could he persuade a wealthy American to buy a Pollock or aGorky instead of a work by Miro, Matisse, or Picasso—let alone a land-scape by Monet? How could Americans be put on the same footing? Janis'sinitial marketing ploy was clever: he juxtaposed European and Americanartists. In the autumn of 1950, Janis, working with Leo Castelli, then ayoung man on the fringes of the art world, staged a show called "YoungPainters in the U.S. and France." It was not happenstance that "U.S."came before "France." The show paired artists: de Kooning's Woman from1949-50 was juxtaposed with Jean Dubuffet's L'Homme au chapeau bleufrom 1950. Pollock was paired with Lanskoy, Rothko with de Stael, Klinewith Soulages, and so on. The underlying purpose of the exhibit, whichfollowed by only a few months Barr's showing of American art at theVenice Biennale and the Irascibles' attack upon the Metropolitan Museumof Art, was to demonstrate that the New Yorkers could stand with theParisians and even, perhaps, best them. A second way to convince collec-tors to buy American art was to create talk—and ride the wave of public-ity set in motion by the articles in Life. Janis could not have anticipatedthe powerful part that fashionable enthusiasms would eventually come toplay in the postwar art world, but he recognized the potential of gossip andtalk, as did Castelli.
In the spring of 1951, a number of downtown artists noticed a largeand empty storefront space at 60 East Ninth Street, not far from the Cluband the Cedar. Few artists had yet had an individual gallery show, but theambitious group feeling—the "Why not me? Why not us?" mood—wasgrowing stronger and stronger. No one is certain who first proposed organ-izing a collective show in the Ninth Street space,- Conrad Marca-Relli,Franz Kline, Jean Steubing, Milton Resnick, and John Ferren were all earlysupporters of the idea. "The charter members of the Club met to discussit," said Ludwig Sander. "And since they had a policy against exhibitions
Leo [Castelli] volunteered to run it." The storefront was immediatelyrented for two months at fifty dollars a month. Club members cleaned itup, painted the walls white, and put up partitions to increase wall space.The word went out: artists would be represented by one work apiece.Soon, they began to arrive with paintings under their arms. Marca-Relliwas the one most directly in charge of organizing the show, an almostimpossible task, and some political resentments soon surfaced. Theuptown dealer Sam Kootz, for example, did not wish "his" artists—suchas Gottlieb, Baziotes, and Motherwell—to show among the lesser figuresdowntown. Motherwell, however, did join the exhibition.
While Castelli was never exactly in charge, his smooth approach andunfailing good manners made him a useful diplomat. He was hard toshout at, and he could get along with both downtown and uptown. In1951, most downtown artists knew "Leo," who always seemed to bearound, but few could describe what he actually did beyond organizing anoccasional show and collecting modestly. Like Janis, Castelli understoodthe place of art in the Old World—he was a European—but also sensed thepotential in his adopted country. Somehow, Castelli managed to get theshow hung. Almost seventy artists were included, many of them littleknown. Franz Kline designed the poster. From start to finish, slappingtogether the show took less than two weeks. It was considered especiallyimportant to include a work by de Kooning, since he was already the lead-ing light of the downtown lofts. Unfortunately, de Kooning had no newwork at hand. And so, he walked over with a Woman from 1949-50, a sur-prise to many viewers, who anticipated a black-and-white picture in thetradition of Excavation.
Although the show was hardly noticed in the press, it became a fash-ionable event, as Castelli probably anticipated. For the opening, a bannerwas stretched across Ninth Street, and a bare bulb hung from the secondfloor on a flagpole socket. "And that night the cars that arrived!" saidSander. "The cabs that came! It was like, you know, the old newsreel pic-tures from a movie opening in Grauman's Chinese Theatre in Hollywood[with] people getting out in evening clothes." Alfred Barr, for one, wasstunned by the number of unfamiliar artists who were included. It con-firmed for him and many others that what was happening in New Yorkrepresented "a movement" and "a scene." It was a historical phenome-non, in short, rather than just the expression of a few solitary and eccen-tric American voices. After the opening, Castelli took Barr to the Cedarand wrote down the names of the artists on the back of a photograph of theinstallation. Abstract expressionist art would not begin selling well untilthe late fifties, but for Janis and others watching the art market, the Ninth
Street show was a bellwether reminiscent of the Salon des Refuses, whenthe nineteenth-century impressionists thumbed their noses at the officialsalon. Together with a series of powerful public statements—the Biennalein Venice, the Irascibles' attack upon the Metropolitan, and the celebra-tion of American modernism at MoMA—the Ninth Street show repre-sented the jelling of a style. People talked. And in art, money often followstalk. Janis would not immediately begin signing up contemporary Ameri-can artists, but he watched the scene closely.
The excitement generated by the show only emphasized, in de Koo-ning's mind, how amateurish his current exhibition at Egan's looked. Itdid not stand out as something fresh and bold; it merely demonstrated,publicly, that he had nothing new to exhibit. Sidney Janis and Leo Castelli,by contrast, were making a strong case for American art. So de Kooningput on a jacket and tie and visited Janis that spring, casually mentioningto him that he no longer had a gallery and was thinking about what to do.(He always chose to dress the part when he went uptown; he thought itwas "corny" to affect a bohemian look.) According to Janis, "I said we'dbe delighted to take him on." De Kooning did not officially join thegallery until 1953, at the time of his first show there. "In fact," Janis toldJohn Gruen, "de Kooning was the first one we took on of the New YorkSchool painters." But the two men almost certainly worked out an infor-mal understanding in the spring of 1951, for Janis immediately beganadvancing de Kooning money for the purchase of painting supplies. Therewas no better way to his heart: de Kooning might accept living on catsup,but considered it intolerable to starve his palette. During the summer of1951 Janis wrote de Kooning twice from Europe, where he and Harrietwere vacationing and buying art, to ensure that de Kooning had adequatematerials.
De Kooning found Janis a relief after Egan. Not only was he an organ-ized businessman, but his money had the right origins—de Kooningalways preferred a self-made man. And, as in Rotterdam, de Kooning had aparticular fondness for tough-minded Jewish outsiders, identifying withtheir struggle on the edge of society and their prickly humor, which oftenridiculed social pretension. It pleased him that Janis liked art because heliked it, not because he went to the right schools. In some respects, Janismay even have reminded de Kooning of his own, money-sharp father. Itcould hardly fail to please him, too, that Janis represented the estate ofArshile Gorky.
That spring and summer, the Art Institute of Chicago began trying toreach de Kooning to discuss Excavation. A letter arrived inviting him tosubmit the picture to its juried exhibition and competition in the fall of
1951. The show was called the "60th Annual American Exhibition: Paint-ing and Sculpture at the Art Institute of Chicago/' and had a prize of$4,000. De Kooning ignored the letter; answering mail was never one ofhis strengths, and Chicago was nothing more than a vague "out there" toan immigrant from Holland who identified himself as a New Yorker.Despite his succes d'estime with the picture, he had no faith that he couldsell it. Not only had the extended Egan show failed to produce much, butno one in New York was offering to buy Excavation, the most ambitiouswork of his life. How could Chicago know better?
"What do they think I'm going to do?" de Kooning complained toConrad Fried. "Pack up the painting and ship it to Chicago and get itshipped back and told you got an honorable mention? So to hell with it."Then a second letter arrived at his studio. De Kooning ignored that, too.Finally, a representative from the Art Institute personally knocked on deKooning's studio door and, according to Fried, promised in so many wordsthat Excavation would be awarded the first prize. "That changed every-thing," said Fried. "We packed it up and sent it off." Chicago, in 1951,seemed further away than Venice, but the jury that fall, which includedHans Hofmann, awarded Excavation the first prize. Katherine Kuh, acurator at the Art Institute, immediately set out to buy the picture for themuseum. She ran into great resistance, but ultimately succeeded.
When the check for the prize money arrived, de Kooning went to abank and asked for cash. He had to wait several days for the check to clear,but eventually walked out of the bank with the entire four thousand in hispocket, by far the most money he had ever seen in his life. He was almostforty-eight years old and had just received his first serious paycheck. Afriend told him that he shouldn't walk around with that kind of money,but must instead open a checking account. De Kooning confessed that hedid not know how to write a check. Moreover, he showed no interest inlearning. Only money jingling in the pocket could make a poor boy feelrich. Until the end of his life, de Kooning maintained no faith in theabstract numbers on a bank statement and believed in putting the goldunder the mattress. (Those cataloguing de Kooning's estate after his deathfound $5,000 taped to the bottom of a drawer.) His friend nonetheless pre-vailed upon him to be sensible, and the two men opened his first bankaccount.
In the period when the Fourth Avenue studio was de Kooning's cave—notlong after his separation from Elaine, when he was painting the black-and-whites and then Woman I—he was drawn to a winsome young
woman named Mary Abbott. She brought a kind of youthful optimisminto an especially dark period. She was everything the figure in Woman Iwas not. She appeared wonderfully crisp, bright, and fresh. Not only that,but she was a sensible girl who asked nothing of de Kooning, somethingthat could not be said for either Elaine or the devouring figure in Woman I.It was in 1948 or 1949 that David Hare introduced de Kooning to Abbotton the street. She was from a prominent family—her great-granduncle wasHenry Adams, and she had come out as a debutante at the socially presti-gious Colony Club in New York City—but she had left that all behind andchose to live downtown in a cold-water flat at 88 Tenth Street. MarkRothko, Barnett Newman, and David Hare all took a special interest inher, encouraging her to hone her talents at school and become a seriouspainter.
Abbott had just separated from her husband. Sometimes, to help makeends meet, she modeled for Vogue. Before she met de Kooning, she tookclasses at the Art Students League. In the late 1940s and early '50s,Abbott, then in her late twenties, was much too reserved and stylish awoman to chase after a well-known older artist. And she never did.Instead, de Kooning gently pursued her. He liked her polish, she thought.Since there was no heat in her studio on Tenth Street, he would bring herkerosene to ensure that she stayed warm. Their affair continued on and offuntil the mid-fifties, and their friendship lasted for decades. Sometimes hewould drop in to visit her, and sometimes she would come by to see him:"That's more the way it was then. There were no dinners. There wasn'tmoney for that. Then later we went to the Cedar Bar. I didn't study withBill. I was just with him." She would also occasionally see him duringsummers on Long Island, after she had remarried and had a house inSouthampton.
De Kooning always loved talking to Abbott, who was an eager lis-tener. He would tell her that "an artist is like a homespun philosopher,"meaning, she thought, that "he has ideas that are really about living andthen he concentrates them. It has to do with thinking about living. Itmeans wondering about life. A real philosopher's system is the last partthat comes. It's a way, not any end. It's never finished." Abbott liked hismanner.
It wasn't gallant, not the pulling-out-chairs kind of manners. But pleas-ant, polite. Until he got drunk. He was very good-looking, very attrac-tive. And he was very warm. Certainly not cold or disinterested. Notwith me, he wasn't. He had great charm without putting it on. Just nat-ural charm. And magnetic. Very quiet, but magnetic. He was brighter
than the others were, and quieter about it. Didn't knock you down theway Pollock did, but he was very much a man. Not passive at all... Ididn't like Pollock much. When he was sober he didn't talk, and whenhe was drunk Bill had to keep pulling him off of me. One evening I wasat a dinner at the Rosenbergs' and I was smoking and I offered one toPollock. "Would you like one of these?" And he said, very preten-tiously, "I only smoke canvas."
According to Abbott, Bill talked "in a funny kind of way. Broken sen-tences, but very much to the point. Art was the center of his life, and thatwas it." She was deeply taken by his openness to others. "I think he mayhave liked the idea of my background. But that was one thing about Bill.He liked all kinds of people. I remember one time we were sitting at theCedar and there were a bunch of businessmen. Redneck types. I thoughtthat they were baiting him, but he was answering them. Later, he said,'You don't understand.' He was engaging with them because they were adifferent kind of person. He didn't close things off in either people orpainting. That was part of his greatness." One moment he'd be talking tothe businessmen, the next discussing Massacio or Fra Angelico.
She was no less taken by his devotion to process and craft—to themany techniques he developed for painting wet on wet, keeping a paintingfresh, and getting the texture and viscosity of the paint right: "He wascontrolling the drip." In the period after the black-and-whites, when hewas moving into color, she also watched him compose charts and recordsof how he arrived at certain colors. "He had a chart showing each mixturethat he made. Exactly what he'd mixed in each bowl." Nothing impressedher more, however, than how hard he would look at a painting. "He reallystudied it for a long time. Maybe more than anyone else. 'What do youthink?' he'd say about a painting. I'd say, 'I think it looks good.' He'd go,'Eh? I don't know about that/ He was always in doubt. He always had achair and would sit for hours looking. Even when you were there he waslooking."
About Elaine, de Kooning would just tell her, "Veil, she wouldn't be ahousewife." In contrast to Elaine, Abbott did not badger him, somethingde Kooning had rarely encountered in a woman. She understood from thefirst that he would see other women when he wanted to. (She herselfwould see other men.) She could cook, too. Twice he asked her to marryhim. He said, "I want to marry you because you're such a good cook. Butthen you couldn't paint as much." She believed at the time that he wasalmost serious and that, had she responded warmly, he might have gone
through with it. But she didn't react strongly to his proposals, and suchmoments passed. "I had the idea that Elaine—I thought very well ofElaine—I had the idea that she wasn't divorcing him because of the trou-ble he could get in. But maybe I'm being idealistic." Perhaps she alsosensed the cost and likely outcome of a long-term relationship withde Kooning. He was older, he would first have to divorce Elaine, he wasfrom a very different background—and he loved painting more than heloved her.
For de Kooning, there was nothing like a young lovely woman withadmiration in her eyes to restore, momentarily, the confidence of amiddle-aged painter. Abbott herself, though she sensed the unresolvedanger in de Kooning, was impressed by how much he genuinely likedwomen, despite the successive images that appeared on the canvas ofWoman I. She was also struck by how varied the women were that he wasattracted to in his life: "What he liked is everything. So long as womenwere good-looking." But a woman like Abbott was not what de Kooningwas wrestling with in Woman I. No one can know exactly why an artistdoes not finish a painting, but de Kooning's difficulty with Woman I laymainly with excavating an image that satisfied his feeling for a buriedtruth. A polished figure of perfect proportions made him "nauseous," ashe said of his earlier Ingresque drawings of Elaine. A veneer of platonicperfection, whether conveyed to a poor student at the academy or pre-sented by a mother, a wife, or a toothpaste smile, heightened sensationsof exclusion and, more important, betrayed the private reality that layconcealed within the figure. He told Hess that he hoped to render "theintimate proportions" of anatomy rather than its unmoving "artisticproportions"—to capture the felt, in other words, not just the seen. Thebody was more than its form.
Struggling with Woman I felt true to de Kooning, whether or not ityielded a successful picture. He believed in fighting his way into intimacywith an image,- the broken, convulsive, and awkward must be conveyed, ifthe truth was to be served. De Kooning also insisted upon contradictorymeanings. How was he to convey the many aspects of, for example, amouth? A mouth meant far more than a realistic depiction of two lips anda hole could reveal. A mouth was nourishment, smiles, frowns, sex, teeth,whispers, and shouts. It told lies and truths. It was inside and outside, alipstick pose and a revelation. Viewed this way, a mouth was an almostimpossible thing to get right. And so de Kooning snipped out the tooth-paste smiles from advertisements and placed them upon the canvas, arecognition, in part, of how prettily mouths can lie. But the cutouts were
also a way to silence a form that was all questions. De Kooning was wellaware that people would be quick to interpret his difficulty with mouths,given surrealism's fascination with castration and the vagina dentata.
I cut out a lot of mouths. First of all, I thought everything ought to havea mouth. Maybe it was like a pun. Maybe it's sexual. But whatever it is,I used to cut out a lot of mouths and then I painted those figures andthen I put the mouth more or less in the place where it was supposed tobe. It always turned out to be very beautiful and it helped meimmensely to have this rare thing. I don't know why I did it with themouth. Maybe the grin—it's rather like the Mesopotamian idols, theyalways stand up straight, looking to the sky with this smile, like theywere just astonished about the forces of nature you feel, not about prob-lems they had with one another. That I was very conscious of—thesmile was something to hang onto.
De Kooning also had great difficulty depicting the figure's hands,much as he had in the 1930s and '40s. As with the mouth, his problemwas not one of competence, but of feeling. After the eyes and mouth, thehands were the most expressive parts of the body. They could both woundand love; and de Kooning was no stranger to either a vicious tongue orhand. The hands in his women of the period were often clawlike, asthreatening as the vagina dentata or the cold public smile, but they didnot represent the full meaning of touch in the actual painting. His ownbrush was so full of touch—often loving touch—that the feeling of "hand"in the paintings was invariably ambiguous. The body, too, could notappear dry or abstracted, if it were to convey "intimate" rather than artis-tic proportions. De Kooning told Hess, "I like a nice, juicy, greasy sur-face." To create that surface, de Kooning used a medium of turpentine,stand oil, and damar varnish. (The unusual medium, together with theconstant scraping down of the painting, made Woman I a physicallyunstable painting that no longer looks the way it did in the 1950s; it haskept on "moving," literally aging with time.) He struggled to keep theentire canvas wet and "alive," so that he could work with the full image.When he stopped painting, he would press newspaper onto the image tokeep the oil wet.
Perhaps the painting would also feel untrue to de Kooning if it did notreflect his fought-over feelings about success, glamour, and celebrity. Oneof the guises of Woman I was the bitch goddess success, a devouringAmerican idol who must be propitiated. Another was the movie star orcelebrity. Still another was the hussy who offends a community's stan-
dards. De Kooning felt obliged as a leader of the downtown group to asserthis right to represent the despised figure as radically as possible. He did soin words no less than paint. During the three years when de Kooning wasstruggling and blocked—the period when abstract expressionism jelled asa recognized style—he gave three talks that, taken together, represent anavowal of artistic faith. In the period when he could not find his way, hedid his talking.
The statement of 1949—"A Desperate View"—had reflected histhoughts about the black-and-white paintings in particular, but the nexttwo were an implicit defense of Woman I. They were composed when hehad no idea whether or not he would succeed with his return to the figure,-they were his answer to the whispers in the art world and his declarationof independence from, on the one hand, the views of Clement Greenbergand, on the other, the mysticism of Newman. He gave "The Renaissanceand Order" at Studio 35 in 1950, just as he was warming up to beginWoman I. "What Abstract Art Means to Me" followed in February 1951—in the midst of his struggle with the painting—at a symposium organizedby the Museum of Modern Art on the occasion of its show "Abstract Artin America." In both, de Kooning challenged powerful prejudices thendeveloping in the art world. Art, he thought, was becoming too intellectu-ally abstract and immaterial, losing touch with both man and the visceralworld—and, in a deeper sense, with the Western tradition. The first sen-tence of "The Renaissance and Order" is "In the Renaissance, whenpeople—outside of being hung or crucified—couldn't die in the sky yet,the ideas a painter had always took place on earth." In the essay, de Koo-ning, then laying in the figure on his own canvas, chose to celebrate theearthiness of the Renaissance artist:
He could never become completely detached. He could not get man outof his mind. . . . Flesh was very important to a painter then. Both thechurch and the state recognized it. The interest in the difference of tex-tures—between silk, wood, velvet, glass, marble—was there only inrelation to flesh. Flesh was the reason why oil painting was invented.
He contrasted this earthbound perspective with the "Oriental idea ofbeauty," which is that "it isn't here. It is in a state of not being here. It isabsent. That is why it is so good. It is the same thing I don't like in Supre-matism, Purism and non-objectivity." He might have added that he alsodidn't like it very much in the vast, open color fields of Barnett Newmanand Mark Rothko, who often spoke of art as a form of transcendence. DeKooning had little patience with the platonic. He admired the Renais-
sance artist partly because he wasn't " continuously occupied with thepetulant possibilities of what 'mankind' ought to do." De Kooning pre-ferred a peasant's measure of man, distrusting the fancy talk of those whowould not dirty their hands. He was content to locate the world in thespace traced out by his own outstretched arms.
The Western outlook was, de Kooning believed, nothing to apologizefor or to progress past: "When I think of painting today, I find myselfalways thinking of that part which is connected with the Renaissance. Itis the vulgarity and fleshy part of it which seems to make it particularlyWestern. Well, you could say, 'Why should it be Western?' Well, I'm notsaying it should."
Nonetheless, he argued for an ongoing connection to an ancient, man-centered Western approach to art. It was an implied rebuke from an artistborn in Europe to those who emphasized the radical newness of present-day American art and gloried in a "boundless" American space.
There is a train track in the history of art that goes way back toMesopotamia. It skips the whole Orient, the Mayas and American Indi-ans. Duchamp is on it. Cezanne is on it. Picasso and the Cubists are onit. Giacometti, Mondrian and so many, many more—whole civiliza-tions. Like I say, it goes way in and back to Mesopotamia for maybe5,000 years, so there is no sense in calling out names. . . . But I havesome feeling about all these people—millions of them—on this enor-mous track, way into history. They had a peculiar way of measuring.They seemed to measure with a length similar to their own height. Forthat reason they could imagine themselves in almost any proportions.That is why I think Giacometti's figures are like real people.
De Kooning distrusted the hubris of artists and critics who spoke ofreordering both art and the world. Here, too, his attitude reflected an OldWorld skepticism about America's originality and arrogant, can-do faith.
The attitude that nature is chaotic and that the artist puts order into itis a very absurd point of view, I think. All that we can hope for is to putsome order into ourselves. When a man ploughs his field at the righttime, it means just that. . . . Insofar as we understand the universe—if itcan be understood—our doings must have some desire for order in them;but from the point of view of the universe, they must be very grotesque.
A year later, when the Museum of Modern Art asked de Kooningto speak on abstract art, the invitation struck him as a kind of black
joke. After all, he had now been plowing the same figurative field foralmost a year without success and at the worst possible time, asmore and more artists became "abstract." Excavation might be featuredin MoMA's show, but de Kooning himself particularly disliked ideo-logical or theoretical talk about abstraction and did not believe inwhat many people meant by "abstract art." "What Abstract Art Meansto Me" continued the themes presented in "The Renaissance andOrder," but was less oblique in its attack upon the art world's faith inabstraction.
De Kooning thought the word "abstract" belonged to the people whoconversed about art, those more interested in philosophy, politics, and arthistory than in painting. It was "talking," he wrote, "that has put 'Art'into painting. Nothing is positive about art except that it is a word." Heparticularly sought to distinguish between two kinds of "abstract." Onthe one hand, there was the mysterious, elusive quality of any great pic-ture, whatever its content; a quality alluded to by such vague words as"lyrical" or "sublime." De Kooning called this the "nothing" part in apainting, "the part that was not painted but that was there because of thethings in the picture which were painted." De Kooning loved this qualitywherever he found it:
Some painters liked to paint things already chosen by others, and afterbeing abstract about them, were called Classicists. Others wanted toselect the things themselves and, after being abstract about them, werecalled Romanticists. Of course, they got mixed up with one another alot, too. Anyhow, at that time, they were not abstract about somethingthat was already abstract.
What he objected to were those modernists, notably Greenberg, whohe believed turned the abstract into a program, creating theories andinventing "an esthetic beforehand,"
that "nothing" which was always recognized as a particular some-thing—and as something particular—they generalized, with their book-keeping minds, into circles and squares. They had the innocent ideathat the "something" existed "in spite of" and not "because of" andthat this something was the only thing that truly mattered.
De Kooning detested the idea of deductively reducing painting toform, or reaching for some higher purity. He even disagreed with criticswho thought that cubism abstracted form or reduced art to essentials. He
admired cubism, he said, because "it didn't want to get rid of what wentbefore. Instead it added something to it." De Kooning recoiled from thosemodernists who sought to "free art from itself. Until then, Art meanteverything that was in it and not what you could take out of it." Accord-ing to de Kooning, "The question, as [such modernists] saw it, was not somuch what you could paint but rather you could not paint." Obviously,the man struggling with Woman I was in no mood to take orders from the-orists. "The group instinct could be a good idea," he wrote, "but there isalways some little dictator who wants to make his instinct the groupinstinct."
Spiritually I am wherever my spirit allows me to be, and that is not nec-essarily in the future. I have no nostalgia, however. If I am confrontedwith one of those small Mesopotamian figures, I have no nostalgia for itbut, instead, I may get into a state of anxiety. Art never seems to makeme peaceful or pure. I always seem to be wrapped in the melodrama ofvulgarity. I do not think of inside or outside—or of art in general—as asituation of comfort. I know there is a terrific idea there somewhere,but whenever I want to get into it, I get a feeling of apathy and want tolie down and go to sleep. Some painters, including myself, do not carewhat chair they are sitting on. It does not even have to be a comfortableone. They are too nervous to find out where they ought to sit. They donot want to "sit in style."
"Sit in style," which suggests aristocratic comfort, also sounds like"sit in judgment." He liked neither perspective. He liked no better theidea, frequently argued in the fifties, that the rise of science led inexorablytoward abstract art. As in "The Renaissance and Order," he argued for adifferent measure:
That space of science—the space of the physicists—I am truly boredwith by now. Their lenses are so thick that seen through them, thespace gets more and more melancholy. There seems to be no end to themisery of the scientist's space. All that it contains is billions and bil-lions of hunks of matter, hot or cold, floating around in darknessaccording to a great design of aimlessness. The stars I think about, if Icould fly, I could reach in a few old-fashioned days. But physicists' starsI use as buttons, buttoning up curtains of emptiness. If I stretch myarms next to the rest of myself and wonder where my fingers are—thatis all the space I need as a painter.
De Kooning ended "The Renaissance and Order" with a parable abouta village idiot obsessed with measuring things. "What Abstract Art Meansto Me" concluded, in turn, with a parable about abstraction.
About twenty-four years ago, I knew a man in Hoboken, a German whoused to visit us in the Dutch Seaman's Home. As far as he couldremember, he was always hungry in Europe. He found a place in Hobo-ken where bread was sold a few days old—all kinds of bread: Frenchbread, German bread, Italian bread, Dutch bread, Greek bread, Ameri-can bread and particularly Russian black bread. He bought big stacks ofit for very little money, and let it get good and hard and then he crum-pled it and spread it on the floor in his flat and walked on it as on a softcarpet. I lost sight of him, but found out many years later that one of theother fellows met him again around 86th street. He had become somekind of a Jugend Bund leader and took boys and girls to Bear Mountainon Sundays. He is still alive but quite old and is now a Communist. Icould never figure him out, but now when I think of him, all that I canremember is that he had a very abstract look on his face.
Not surprisingly, a picture as fraught with ambitious complication asWoman I did not easily resolve into a good and tidy painting. Thatwas de Kooning's final, great difficulty with Woman I: he knew what a"resolved" painting looked like, but his feeling for the truth did notallow for such resolutions. In January or February 1952, more than a yearand a half after he began the picture, de Kooning almost found an imagethat satisfied him. And yet, not quite. "There followed a few hours ofviolent disaffection," said Hess. In the end, de Kooning angrily rippedWoman I off the frame and left it in the hallway by his door, with a stackof old cardboard and odds and ends of wood. He seemed finally to haveaccepted failure in that one picture. He did not abandon the struggle,however, or return to abstraction. Instead, he began three other Womanpictures.
Later that year, the art historian Meyer Schapiro walked up the stairsof de Kooning's Fourth Avenue studio and knocked on the door. Whilesuch a visit was not unheard of—Schapiro, like many writers, critics, andpainters in Greenwich Village, sometimes made studio visits—it was alsonot routine. Schapiro, a busy scholar who taught at Columbia University,was not a close friend of de Kooning's and did not frequent the Cedar ormake the rounds of the studios the way Harold Rosenberg did. However,
among serious artists, Schapiro was the most respected art historian of thetime. He was famously learned, maintaining interests ranging from theRomanesque to abstract art, and a celebrated lecturer who could bring artvividly to life. What distinguished him downtown, though, was that hewas not a worthy drudge locked in the academy. Schapiro was passion-ately modern, his mind steeped in the issues of his time. Not only did heknow his Marx and Freud, he sympathized deeply with the spiritual,moral, and aesthetic challenges faced by individual artists in Western cul-ture, of whatever time period.
One of Schapiro's passions was van Gogh. In essays about the strug-gling Dutch painter, who had left Holland to go to France, Schapiro repeat-edly described Vincent's art as an "avowal." He could hardly fail tosympathize with the predicaments of another tormented Dutch immi-grant who, far from home, was struggling with his demons and creatingstorms in the paint. It may be that Hess, Motherwell, or Elaine suggestedthat Schapiro visit de Kooning's studio, with the hope that the scholarwould provide some words of encouragement. But Schapiro himself haddoubtless heard of de Kooning's difficulty in finishing Woman I, for healready respected both de Kooning's art and his turn of mind.
De Kooning, as was his habit, offered his guest a cup of boiled and verystrong coffee. During their talk, the scholar brought up the abandonedcanvas. "Let's talk about this," he said, encouraging de Kooning to bringthe picture back into the studio. What exactly Schapiro said is not known,though he remembered telling de Kooning that he thought the paintingwas fine the way it was. But Schapiro was a brilliant teacher who wasfamously inspiring when he lectured. No doubt his eyes lit up, his wordsbegan to flow, and the room around him seemed to swell with possibili-ties. Schapiro's spirited conversation in front of the picture probably gavede Kooning the reassurance no one else around the painter had been ableto provide. In contrast to the critics of the period, engaged in the battles ofthe day, Schapiro was a scholar whose vision encompassed both the pastand the present. If he approved of de Kooning's eccentric Woman I, thenperhaps the picture would not have to stand ashamed before history,as some painters and critics said. Perhaps its tensions were not justoutlandish or embarrassing or unresolved. Perhaps its spit-in-the-eye"imperfections" were part of its power. Perhaps it was even an important"avowal" in the tradition of van Gogh. Schapiro distrusted highly aes-theticized approaches to art, preferring artists whose work erupted intoform out of personal necessity. If Soutine gave courage to de Kooning atthe outset of his struggle with Woman I, no one was better positionedthan Schapiro to embolden de Kooning at the end.
Schapiro's spring visit lifted the darkness around de Kooning. Heput Woman I back on his painting frame, made some further changes,and declared it finished in mid-June 1952. He had been blocked forthree years. He began work on the three other Women with renewed con-viction, able to complete them rapidly now that he could accept theircharacter.
Nothing better suggested the sudden brightening of mood than deKooning's decision to abandon the studio on Fourth Avenue. The oldspace was steeped in struggle, pain, and exhaustion. It was there that hehad passed the cruel war years when his marriage unraveled and povertypressed upon him; there that his heart raced out of control as he createdhis black-and-white style and searched for his fearsome Woman. Herecoiled from its dinginess and disliked sharing a porous wall withanother painter. With Woman I completed, he could uproot himself onceagain and start afresh. (The sale of Excavation also momentarily enrichedhim.) He often visited the painter Esteban Vicente, who had moved into anearby studio at 88 East Tenth Street the year before, and de Kooningasked him to let him know if something became available in the building.Vicente, like de Kooning, was an immigrant (from Spain) who shared deKooning's Old World training and respect for tradition. Mary Abbott hadalso once lived in that row of houses.
De Kooning liked the neighborhood. Fourth Avenue was crowdedwith used book shops and browsing intellectuals: on the northeast cornerof Fourth Avenue and Tenth Street was a large used bookstore, and on thesoutheast a dive called the Terrific Bar—"terrific" was one of his favoriteAmerican words. There was also a German restaurant and a Polish saloon.A couple of what the painter Mike Goldberg called "bum's bars" occupiedthe ground floor and basements of the walkups; no doubt de Kooning likedthat the block "belonged to the bums," as Pat Passlof put it. When thespace on the top floor across from Vicente became available, de Kooningdecided to rent it.
In the same period, Leo Castelli and his wife, Ileana Sonnabend,invited de Kooning and Elaine to spend several weeks with them in theirlarge old shingled house on Jericho Road on the outskirts of East Hamp-ton, a village on the eastern end of Long Island that was an elegant sum-mer retreat for New Yorkers. De Kooning and Elaine now lived separately,but had no difficulty with a temporary arrangement of this kind; theyremained married, still saw each other frequently at social events, andsometimes went places as a couple. The invitation from Castelli wasanother indication of de Kooning's acceptance in the art world, and it gaveElaine and de Kooning the chance to visit a place where increasing num-
bers of New York artists and writers were settling in the summer. Pollocklived year-round in the Springs, a few miles from East Hampton; Rosen-berg, Motherwell, and many others were nearby. Besides, a Dutchmanwho loved the water and had grown up in a flat landscape near the seawould naturally like the eastern end of Long Island: there were even wind-mills in the area.
De Kooning set up a studio on a screened porch. "Since he wantedquiet and isolation," said Castelli, "he made a wall to separate his studiofrom the rest of the house." Elaine worked in a more open part of theporch, moving inside whenever it rained. (During one period of badweather, she painted a portrait of Castelli.) Now that Woman I was com-plete—perhaps—de Kooning was eager to begin work on other pictures inthe series. He did not want to lose his focus and kept to himself during theday, refusing invitations to join the crowd that went to the beach. Instead,when he was restless, he would bicycle around the area, a typically Dutchpractice. Castelli said de Kooning completed little while he was in EastHampton. He mostly spent his time drawing and making what Hesscalled "relaxed, light-hearted pastels." But he still worked very hard, andthe summer in East Hampton was probably responsible for giving some ofthe Women a country air. His palette began to lighten, with more pastelhues, and the paint became somewhat more watery. One famous imagefrom the series, Woman and Bicycle, contains hints of water. In any case,de Kooning, wherever he happened to be living, was always ready to bringthe sea into a picture. He told Rosenberg:
Woman I, for instance, reminded me very much of my childhood, beingin Holland and near all that water. Nobody saw that particularly, exceptJoop Sanders. He started singing a little Dutch song. I said, "Why doyou sing that song?" Then he said, "Well, it looks like she is sittingthere." The song had to do with a brook. It was a gag and he was laugh-ing, but he could see it. . . . It's just like she is sitting on one of thosecanals there in the countryside." In Rotterdam you could walk forabout 20 minutes and be in the open country.
Although de Kooning loved the Long Island landscape, he recoiledfrom the polished, old-money atmosphere of East Hampton. It remindedhim of the wealthy families in Rotterdam who controlled the business ofart. Once, when he was riding his bicycle, a woman waved him over andasked him if he was her neighbor's "man." When de Kooning said no, thewoman nonetheless ordered him to tell his employer that if his dogs kept
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bothering her cats she'd call the police. (De Kooning later said he neverwanted to live in a place where people had "a man.") De Kooning preferredthe Springs, a working-class hamlet just beyond East Hampton where Pol-lock lived in a small house: he felt comfortable in this simpler area nearthe sea.
On summer nights the Castelli house filled with friends and laughter.Artists in the area often came for drinks and dinner. So did a mixture ofothers, including writers, collectors, and even some of the wealthy peoplein the Hamptons who did not have a direct connection to art. This socialmixture was something new for de Kooning. His world had been com-posed almost entirely of working artists. Even the Cedar, in 1952, waspopulated mostly by downtown artists. (The outsiders who came to drinkwith artists had not yet arrived.) Although de Kooning had never feltcomfortable around socially ambitious or prominent people in America,
he discovered, now, that he had more than enough status to fascinate peo-ple who were not members of his world. At the Castelli dinner parties, deKooning sometimes said little, in itself interesting to outsiders. What wasthis painter, who spent all day on the porch creating strange images ofwomen, thinking? De Kooning found that it was not necessary to carryon a polite conversation. No one expected him to. Besides, Elaine couldtalk enough for them both. When de Kooning did talk, he would oftenlight upon something—and send it spinning in some unexpected direc-tion. The guests were not always sure what he meant, but they loved thesurprise of it.
A regular guest at the Castelli house was Harold Rosenberg, whohad a summer cottage in the Springs. Although Rosenberg had knownde Kooning for many years and had visited his studio, the two men werenot particularly close during the thirties and forties. Rosenberg directedmost of his early critical work toward Gorky, Pollock, Baziotes, and Hof-mann. During that summer, however, the friendship between Rosenbergand de Kooning deepened, in part because de Kooning loved eccentric,outsize characters. The two men's conversational styles were comple-mentary. Rosenberg loved to propound, lecture, and, in his nasal andhigh-pitched voice, just talk, talk, talk the night away; de Kooning's dart-ing way with the elliptical or unexpected observation would, in turn, popany gathering pretension and stimulate Rosenberg into creating fresh cas-tles in the air. Serious intellectuals were often skeptical of Rosenberg'sconversation. According to William Barrett, a key figure at PartisanReview, Rosenberg "had the bewildering habit, even while he dazzledyou, of leaving any subject more complicated and puzzling than when hetook it up." But de Kooning relished exactly that ambivalent effect; heappreciated intellectual talk so long as it was open-ended and seemed toinvent itself as it went along. "I don't think writers are necessarily moreintelligent or better speakers than artists," he said, "but I find their con-versation very stimulating. Sometimes I could say of myself that Ipainted with a good ear, because their talk, the words they used, made apicture in my mind."
Just as important, the cultural moment made the two men allies.Unlike Greenberg, Rosenberg believed that, in 1952, a major painter wasstill free to depict the figure. Indeed, he insisted upon that freedom. Incontrast to Greenberg, who respected art more than artists and empha-sized what the historical evolution of form demanded of original art at anyparticular moment, Rosenberg instead stressed the moral position of theartist in a debased society—especially the willingness of the alienated
artist to challenge that society by freely developing his individual vision.He was outraged by Greenberg's imperious dictats. As a social philoso-pher and literary critic who revered Dostoevsky, Rosenberg thought deKooning was wrestling with his furies in ideal Dostoevskian fashion. Itwas not easy for Rosenberg to find an artist-hero who could wear the exis-tential crown that, in the early fifties, the critic longed to bestow. Gorkywas dead. Rothko, Rosenberg thought, had "a business-man's manner-ism." And Pollock appeared increasingly lost—either desperately drunkor, when he was on the wagon, desperately wanting to be drunk. Why notde Kooning?
Rosenberg was growing increasingly disenchanted with Pollock. Theartist's wife, Lee Krasner, disturbed by her husband's problems yet fiercelyprotective of his reputation as the most significant American painter ofhis generation, sensed that Rosenberg and others were beginning to turnaway from him. At parties, she and Elaine would circle around each other,superficially friendly, but wary as cats, each fixated upon her husband'sgenius. And now, Castelli had invited the de Koonings to live at his bighouse in fashionable East Hampton and was giving parties to which Leeand Jackson were often not invited, largely because of Pollock's surlybehavior. Lee's resentment was sharpened by her great respect for deKooning as a painter—a lesser figure would not have similarly aroused hercompetitive ire—and a long-ago romantic slight. In the late thirties, Lee, aproud and highly sensitive woman, had become infatuated with de Koo-ning. Not only did she regard him as a brilliant artist, but she also foundhim handsome, charming, sociable, and funny. She "adored" him andsometimes followed him around the galleries. At a New Year's party inthe late thirties, she sat on his lap, acting kittenish. Then, according to thePollock biographers Naif eh and Smith, "at the climactic moment. . . justas she was about to kiss him he opened his knees and let her drop comi-cally to the floor, humiliating her in front of friends and fellow artists.After drowning her shame in drink, she began to rail at him, calling him 'aphony' and 'a shit,' until Fritz Bultman dragged her away and forced herinto the shower with all her clothes on."
Pollock would regularly show up unannounced at the Castelli house,sometimes stumbling with drink, to visit de Kooning. He would leave hisModel A running in the driveway, shaking and rattling like an old teapot,as he roamed through the house shouting for Bill. The purpose of the vis-its, which Lee objected to, was never quite clear. Pollock may have sensedthat the art world was beginning to take sides; the politicking may havedisturbed him. De Kooning would always spend some time with Pollock,
but, like most of the art world, he did not know how to handle the dis-traught painter. In any case, neither Pollock nor de Kooning was the sortof man who could banish competition, end neurotic nonsense, and tellwives and others to stop meddling.
Pollock's boorish behavior was beginning to make him unwelcome inthe Castelli house even during the day. A year or two later, when Pollockvisited Rosenberg in the Springs and began "acting drunk and pissy,"Rosenberg stood up and, according to one observer, "got a very tall glass,filled it to the top with straight booze and gave it to Jackson, ordering himto drink it. It was very cruel and humiliating. Jackson took a couple ofsmall sips and then left."
In the fall, de Kooning moved to 88 East Tenth Street, across the hall fromVicente, who faced the street. The building, on the south side of theblock, pushed out in back beyond the building east of it. De Kooning'sspace was long and narrow. His painting wall was in the rear, where thebuilding jutted into an unkempt garden. To the left and right of this wallwere windows, the west one opening onto an air shaft and the east oneoverlooking some scroungy city trees and a mass of tangled greenery thatwas home to dozens of alley cats. He blacked out the air shaft window,which faced a small factory where young women worked. Unlike histreatment of the Fourth Avenue space, de Kooning took pains with thenew studio. In addition to bringing his kerosene stove and battered oldcupboard with him, he carefully built a new table on which to set hispaints, talking to friends as he worked. Milton Resnick sometimesstopped by to help him fix things up. (Resnick himself soon rented a stu-dio in the building.) Harold Rosenberg, now a fast friend, dropped in sev-eral times a week to talk about art and to encourage de Kooning to pursuehis elusive vision. Rosenberg often brought a bottle.
In the new studio, de Kooning took yet another look at the Womanseries, and resumed making changes. Then, in December 1952, just beforesending the pictures off to the Sidney Janis Gallery, he once more attackedthe original image, Woman I. When first laying in the picture, he hadintentionally used more canvas than the image required, to give himselfsome flexibility if he should wish to change the size of the painting or thepositioning of the figure. He covered the unused edges in aluminum paintso they would not "make a plane." Now, he decided to include those eightadded inches on the right, thereby putting the figure more off center andadding some aluminum-colored open space to the image.
Sidney Janis knew, ofcourse, of de Kooning's strug-gle with Woman I, and hopedit was a phase he would ulti-mately abandon. The artistwhom he had asked to join hisgallery was the painter ofExcavation, after all, not thepainter of weirdly ferociousfemale idols,- as a champion ofabstract art, particularly thatof Mondrian, Janis was wellaware that many serious crit-ics and painters believed thatabstract art owned the future.He was only just beginning toshow contemporary Americanart and wanted to present pic-tures that, to his eye and thatof the collectors he knew,could live comfortably withthe forward-looking master-pieces of European modernism.The abstract black-and-whitepaintings were perfect for thispurpose. It made no sense tothe art dealer that de Kooningwould turn away from Exca-vation. Of course, de Kooningcould   add   color   and   tinker
with scale, but why abandon altogether such a magnificent style? Hadn'tMondrian spent decades refining a particular look? Now, this Americanpainter was asking him to exhibit some of the most difficult figurativepaintings of the century. Even Castelli, who maintained closer relationsthan Janis did with artists downtown, preferred the black-and-whites tothe Women. In any case, de Kooning was slow to want a show,- Janis hadto prod him. Once, when Robert Jonas happened to be visiting the studio,Janis came by to encourage his painter. De Kooning, Jonas said, "treatedhim very coolly and said he wasn't ready."
Despite Janis's misgivings, de Kooning took genuine satisfaction in
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Woman I. His treatment of the theme gave him the sensation of a truththat was plural, never pure, and powerfully informed by the awkward andthe paradoxical—elements somewhat concealed by the gorgeous fluencyof his black-and-white paintings. When Janis, on another visit to de Koo-ning's studio, asked him to return to an abstract style now that he had got-ten this "Woman" out of his system, the painter complained to friendsthat the art dealer did not know what he was talking about. But Janisagreed to show the outrageous pictures in March 1953.
Woman I
"I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world," announced WaltWhitman in Song of Myself. The barbaric yawp of American painting isWoman I, the most unsettling painting of the postwar period and one thatsometimes seems as difficult to look at as it was to make. Fifty years afterthey were completed, the drip paintings of Jackson Pollock fit comfortablyinto the museums, as do the black-and-whites of de Kooning. And cura-tors can present without a second thought the most extreme statementsof sexual anger or outrage. But Woman I still appears eternally out ofplace—homeless among the masterpieces at the Museum of Modern Art.Woman I is personally, socially, culturally, and artistically fraught withuncertainty. Its anxiety is irreducible. It breaks all rules of safety, eventhose of the avant-garde.
Woman I was an eruption, opening a Pandora's box that not only lib-erated the demons of one man, but also released many essential issuesthat would bedevil art and culture during the last half of the twentiethcentury. At the heart of the anxiety in the painting was the fear that some-thing shockingly unexpected might fly out. A woman, a picture, art itself,might explode into the unexpected or embarrassing. Alcopley once askedde Kooning why, when he was surrounded by so many attractive women,he chose to paint Woman I as he did. De Kooning said, " Al, go to Klein's [adepartment store on Union Square]. Go to the bargain center."
And I saw how these women were—how greedy and nasty they are. Itwas much worse than he had told me. Women were just tearing the bar-gains to pieces. I looked at their faces; he had painted from memorywhat he had seen. It was this woman. Otherwise you see them in thisstore and they are all elegant. And then they come to the bargain tableand are like animals. I don't know why, but this attracted him. Perhaps
he had some memories of certain women who were otherwise angelicand lovely and became like this.
De Kooning's remark that he intended to paint a beautiful woman—but that she changed, willy-nilly, into a monster—described such anunanticipated transformation. When he was a child, de Kooning's motheroften burst into unpredictable and violent rages. A mother who couldnot be depended upon, who would erupt into furious anger, could wellbecome an idol who must be propitiated and a symbol that no security ortrust can be found in this world. (The high heels in many of the Womenlook like potential weapons.) Even as an adult, de Kooning was uncon-sciously on guard against the unexpected attack: Conrad Fried once inno-cently raised his hand, and de Kooning flinched as if he were about to bestruck.
But Woman I is far from being just the respectful propitiation of agreat power. Critics have made a mistake when they overemphasized thefemale figure in the painting, isolating her for discussion, for Woman I isthe depiction of a relationship. It suggests two figures locked in struggle. Ifthe artist himself is not literally described, he is present nonetheless inthe slashing and furious brushstroke. The perspective is that of a childlooking up at an adult. The calligraphic line, as personal as any in art,dances in furious attendance upon the figure. Yet she remains almostimmovable, her outsized eyes and toothy leer seemingly fixed in placewhile everything around her erupts in mayhem. There is no better sugges-tion in art of a tantrum, no truer rendering of the child who knows onlythat he wants—and is desolate—as he hurls himself back and forth againstan unyielding strength. De Kooning's mother did not like to touch chil-dren, except for public show, which may help explain why he had such dif-ficulty depicting hands. In the Women, hands are typically either hard tofind or reddish claws. Yet the terror and hatred in Woman I are interestingbecause de Kooning succeeded in conveying, at the same time, so muchphysical longing. The sculptor Isamu Noguchi once said, rightly, "I won-der whether he really hates women. Perhaps he loves them too much."
The sexual anxiety in Woman I is palpable. It almost forces the eyeaway, as one would turn away from another's sudden and unexpectedembarrassment. It seems visceral, frank, unabashed, humiliating—and farmore immediate than that found in the European surrealism of the twen-ties and thirties, where the sexual tension often looks calculated or book-ish, as if it came from a drawer. The teeth of Woman I are, not the Latinatevagina dentata-, they are smiling American choppers without a con-science. In Woman and Bicycle, the female figure even has two sets of
teeth, the lower one becoming a necklace above her breasts, as if she wereready to snap should any pathetic boy wish to suckle. And yet, as always,de Kooning's brush also caresses.
In Woman I, the eruptions and ambiguities are not just personal. Thepicture is temporally unstable as well, sliding uneasily between past andpresent, evoking both the ancient icons and the modern goddesses of massculture, whom Hess called "the American female idols in cigarette adver-tisements . . . the girls whose photographs are paraded through the city onthe sides of mail trucks, pinup girls with their extraordinary breasts." Partof the picture's instability comes from the way de Kooning collapsed thegrandeur of ancient and primitive art into the present. A bedrock figure ofhuman consciousness—the female idol—becomes the cause of intensecontemporary anxiety. There is nothing left in Woman I of the fertile andreassuring earth mother, nothing of the still, Olympian presence of a god-dess—although it is clear from the cubist underlay of the picture that theartist understands stability and structure. Instead, she is the mistress ofthe monstrous visual flux of the modern. Are the cutie on the billboardand the siren on the screen concealing their true nature? Will their feralspirit escape from behind the beautiful banality of Hollywood's mask?
For those concerned with the modernist proprieties, however, thegreatest anxiety aroused by Woman I came from de Kooning's fierceassault on taste. It was sometimes believed by modernists—who admiredabove all things the revolt of nineteenth-century avant-garde art againstbourgeois society—that only the stuffy bourgeoisie suffered from goodtaste. But "good taste" could form in all intellectual circles and socialenvironments, on the left no less than the right, and in Woman I de Koo-ning managed to challenge almost every standard. It went without sayingthat in 1952, when the argument "my nine-year-old could do that" wasstill being seriously made against modernism, middle-class Americanswould hate this picture. But Woman I also offended serious collectors andcurators—people of discernment—in part because it seemed to bringtogether qualities that should still remain apart, or when brought togetherdone so with irony and tact. A serious or trained eye in 1952 would haveimmediately seen that de Kooning was a brilliant draftsman and a painterwho loved both Rubens and the cubists. Why would such an artist janglethose traditions into this grotesque scrawl of a woman? It was one thing toshout "Fuck you!" It was quite another to shout it in elegant French. Inthe Women, the elegant and the vulgar became indistinguishable, animpure mating that many found more disturbing than the mixture ofhatred and love in the series.
In Woman I, de Kooning first expressed his class anger in a matureform, one directed as much at highbrow modernists like Greenberg as atbluebloods in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. De Kooning knew in hisbones that taste often betrays truth—or at least his truth. Earlier in hislife, de Kooning occasionally called upon the rude or goofy. He always rel-ished cartoons (as a young man, he drew them). Some of his goggle-eyedwomen from the late thirties and early forties were bizarre. In Woman I,however, de Kooning emerged as the master of a Rabelaisian strain ofgrotesquerie that was traditionally very important in the Low Countriesand was found in those scenes of drunkenness and debauchery that, what-ever their overt moralizing, served to counter an often oppressively smugDutch Calvinism or august Catholicism. It was an essentially petit bour-geois art that provided recognition, in short, for the earthy life livedbeyond the pale of manners and taste. The figure in Woman I does nothave breasts; she has boobs. No American critic of the period recognizedde Kooning's transposition of this Dutch and Flemish perspective intoAmerican art. Neither the Puritan cast of American culture nor the newdetermination to show that American art could be as "high" as any othernation's permitted frank enjoyment of the sublime vulgarity of Woman I.Many in the art world could accept manly brawniness as a quality thatmight distinguish American truth from European taste, but not this rudecatcall in the temple. A man like Leo Castelli could easily admire Excava-tion, for example, as he would one day admire the smart ironies in Amer-ican pop. But Woman U He recoiled. It was too vulgar, too petit bourgeois,for an educated European.
A kind of manic, hooting, and inelegant laughter attends Woman I.De Kooning himself, when asked about the painting, insisted upon "thehilariousness of it. I do think that if I don't look upon life that way, I won'tknow how to keep on being around." "Beauty," he said elsewhere,"becomes petulant to me. I like the grotesque. It's more joyous." Thelaughter recalled the roughhouse joy of de Kooning and his friends whenthey tried, in the thirties, to adopt the classical poses of Nijinsky. DeKooning even found the teeth of the American cuties that he scissored outof magazines desperately funny. They were impossibly straight, perfectlywhite, a symbol of purity that could hurt and humiliate. And these teethwere so unlike his own.
There is a final desperation in Woman I, one that has grown morepoignant over time. In 1952, de Kooning sensed that the possibilities forpainting in the last half of the twentieth century were narrowing. Whatwere the great formal issues that might yet stimulate major work once
de Kooning
cubism and surrealism were brought together in Excavation—and tran-scended in the manner of Pollock, Rothko, and Newman? And what wasto become of the individual self in modern society if art now sought toleave behind the personal brushstroke and flirt with infinite spaces? WithWoman I, de Kooning began to place enormous pressure upon both theconventions of painting and upon the romantic cult of the individual, notto destroy them, as later artists and critics felt driven to do, but to pre-serve them. In Woman I, he celebrated, with "go to hell" conviction, hisknow-how, his love for the idiosyncratic brushstroke, and his devotion totraditional iconographies.
In Woman I, art seemed to have no settled home. There was no illu-sion that art was moving step by historical step toward some future desti-nation or that the figure could be firmly situated in modern space. Therewas no reassuring settlement, finally, of any of the modern dilemmas—not from this immigrant painter. The picture was constructed of para-doxes, not the least of which was that it was at once radical andconservative. It conveyed de Kooning's quarrel with a tyrannical, devour-ing, and hilarious muse, and, more important, embodied his frustratingconviction that in contemporary culture a "resolved painting" mightamount to a lie. What Schapiro inspired in de Kooning was, above all, thethought that perhaps, just perhaps, a picture should not appear fullyresolved: perhaps the forms should not settle into a finished "composi-tion"; perhaps there should be something fundamentally broken in theimage if you were to convey the ambiguous meanings of modernity. If deKooning played the good boy in Excavation, exquisitely balancing thetwin inheritance of cubism and surrealism, in Woman I the two traditionsbanged and scraped against each other. His "personal mark" shredded thecubist grid; the grid, in turn, became a rattling and imperfect cage. Theremust be no final reconciliation. As de Kooning said:
For many years I was not interested in making a good painting—as onemight say, "Now this is a really good painting" or a "perfect work." Ididn't want to pin it down at all. I was interested in that before, but Ifound out it was not my nature. I didn't work with the idea of perfec-tion, but to see how far one could go.
This approach, of course, was highly dangerous. It could be used tojustify failed or sloppy work. Many people believed—and have continuedto believe—that de Kooning after Excavation fell into decline. ClementGreenberg would soon argue that the work de Kooning made after theblack-and-white paintings reflected a failure of responsibility and, ulti-
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mately, of character. The painter's sensibility went slack, Greenbergthought, when he refused to respect the evolving demands of history andthe visual requirements of serious composition and, instead, merelyindulged his genius as a draftsman. But when an artist of de Kooning'spower, who knows very well what formal resolution is, chooses forexpressive reasons not to fully resolve his pictures, the image develops ahaunting power. Woman I contains the implication of a well-made paint-ing, the ghostly air of the rejected resolution. That is perhaps its singlemost disturbing aspect: he can, but he won't.
24. Our Gang
There's no way of looking at a work of art by itself. It's not self-evident—itneeds a history, it needs a lot of talking about; it's part of a whole man's life.
During de Kooning's long and public struggle with Woman I, Elainewould sometimes twist her face into a look of comic indignation—she had the quick features of an actress—and declare to friends thatit was obviously not she who was the model for the fearsome figure in thepainting. No, if anyone was responsible, it was Bill's mother, whom Elaineoften likened to the imposing and busty figurehead on the prow of a ship.But anyway, she implied, it was absurdly corny and vulgar to argue that agreat artist like Bill would ever deign to be so literal. Only earnest drudgesand bush-league critics would take such a view. She herself loved theseries of Women. They were yet another example of Bill's genius. Andweren't some of them funny?
Both Elaine and her brighter friends understood, of course, that thisapproach to the Women was somewhat disingenuous. Woman I mightindeed be both no woman and Everywoman, at once the mother from helland the whore in the door; indeed, she might be whatever an imaginativeintelligence found in her. But she could not also fail to be, in some part, areflection of Elaine's marriage to Bill. A sensibility as alive to the emo-tional resonance of the female form as de Kooning's could not help but letinchoate feelings about the marriage find expression in this paintedwoman whom he had so much trouble "resolving." The air of revelatoryshock could suggest, among other things, that here the real truth hademerged gloating and grinning from behind the mask of marriage.
Elaine's jokey dismissal of any comparison between herself andWoman I therefore served an important social purpose. It sent a signal tothe world about the character of her marriage, implicitly ridiculing thegossip and the unspoken thoughts of friends who might suppose thatsomething was essentially wrong in the relationship, or that, in de Koo-ning's mind, Elaine had turned into his mother. She even asked the pho-tographer Hans Namuth to take a photograph of her beside the painting. "Isaid, 'Take one of me in front of the painting to demonstrate, once and forall, that it has nothing to do with me.' Hans snapped me standing in frontof the painting and I was fascinated to discover that I became part of the
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painting, as though I were the Woman's daughter and she had her hand,protectively, on my shoulder."
In other words, she was more de Kooning's sister than mother. No onecould conclude from her attitude of laughing dismissal that de Kooninghated women in general or Elaine in particular. In the meantime, she con-tinued to talk about "Bill" constantly. He was so much a part of her con-versation—what Bill said yesterday to Franz at the Cedar, what new brushBill had just bought, what that bastard Clem was saying about Bill—thatanyone listening to her could easily assume that she had just left de Koo-ning's studio a few minutes ago. She gave the impression that it did notmatter to her that they did not live as the usual "man and wife." Indeed,she made it a point of pride. Among the artists and poets at the Cedar, lit-tle or no respect was paid to the conventions of marriage or family. Theimportant life was lived in the studio and the bar, not in the home. Thesituation of wives—especially those raising a family on an uncertainincome—was very difficult. The status of "wife" counted for little whencompared to that of "artist," and many men doubted that a woman couldbe a serious artist. Those wives who were also artists were expected as amatter of course to sacrifice their art to husband and family. (AnnaleeNewman, the wife of Barnett Newman, was regarded as saintly for sup-porting her husband for decades by working as a stenography teacher.)And few male artists tolerated any conventional limits placed upon theirsexual freedom. Staying out all night with the new girl met at the bar wasone of the privileges of the profession.
The strongest female figures of the period, refusing to be pitied,became remarkably tough survivors. They often did so not by rejecting themacho of the period, but by embracing it, showing the world that theycould out-boy the boys. Lee Krasner was manly-looking and had a bluntmanner. Louise Nevelson seemed to live behind a wall of royal self-confidence. Joan Mitchell had a mouth that could shame a marine andcould be especially cutting about other women. She called Helen Franken-thaler, who was known for staining her unprimed canvas with mistywashes of paint, "that tampon painter." Elaine, in turn, drank as hard asany man, played the field like a male artist, and adamantly refused toaccept the part of meek wife or mistress. She regularly repeated de Koo-ning's famous quip: "Vat we need is a wife."
Elaine's behavior implied that she and Bill were past all that, havingtranscended the conventional jealousies and claustrophobic arrangementsof bourgeois society. It made a fine image to set against Woman I. Theexample of Simone de Beauvoir, who had published The Second Sex in1949, probably reinforced Elaine's attitude. De Beauvoir was well known
for her apparently free and unconstrained relationship with the existen-tialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre—then a hero to many New Yorkpainters and intellectuals—and the couple had toured the United Statestogether. Although Elaine was not an early feminist, she would naturallyapprove of this European arrangement, in which two people could be bothfree and committed to each other. Among admiring friends, many of themrefugees from the traditional war between the sexes, Elaine's relationshipwith de Kooning began to seem a fashionable ideal and a model for mod-ern artists.
In the late 1940s and '50s, Elaine even had affairs with de Kooning'stwo main critical champions, a brief fling with Rosenberg, and a longer,more substantive relationship with Hess that extended well into thedecade. And yet, no one doubted that de Kooning remained the mostimportant man in her life. Many, in fact, believed that she chose to sleepwith the two critics in order to promote her husband's career. That act ofdevotion was, however, unnecessary; they were already committed to deKooning. The truth was probably simpler. Elaine was an appealing andseductive woman who was separated from de Kooning and chose not totake sex very seriously; if she had done so, her life with de Kooning wouldhave been too wounding.
At the Cedar, the new air of success around American art togetherwith the loosening of restraints created by drinking brought a specialswagger to evenings. It was hardly surprising that middle-aged maleartists, making up for lost time, should play cock of the walk. De Kooningwas no exception and casually saw different women. A few representedliaisons of a night, two nights, or a week. Occasionally, he would be seeingseveral women at once. In the early fifties, he set up a bell system at hisstudio to protect his privacy and sort out his girlfriends, giving each a dif-ferent signal, such as one or two or three rings. That way he could be out,when necessary, while at home. Although he may have felt under somepressure to join in the cowboy swagger, de Kooning was still not generallyregarded as sexually aggressive. He could even be courtly and old-fashioned; like many Dutchmen, he enjoyed giving flowers. The art world,moreover, was still a small and remote place. The women who lookmainly for power, money, and celebrity had not yet arrived upon thescene. De Kooning's liaisons continued to be with old friends, artists andaspiring artists, and those who, as one woman put it, were looking for agreat soul, not just great power or great sex.
What de Kooning loved most was the flare of the quick infatuation.That seemed to nourish his work; the intensity of the early days of a rela-
tionship could carry over into the paint. He could be almost feminine inhis intuitions about a person he was interested in and extraordinarilyreceptive to the mood of the moment. (The next day he might be coollyaloof.) In his more sustained relationships, he also had a remarkable giftfor finding a woman who could strengthen him in some fashion, providingjust what he needed at that particular moment. During one of his bleakestperiods, for example, when art hardly seemed worth the struggle, MaryAbbott brought a sensible, bright, and youthful good cheer into the darkFourth Avenue studio.
The most important woman to enter de Kooning's life in the earlyfifties was Joan Ward. She and her twin, Nancy, began dropping into theCedar in the winter and spring of 1951-52, when they were in their mid-twenties. De Kooning immediately liked Joan's down-to-earth manner.She had a good brassy laugh and was very bright, but not intellectual, witha pleasing suspicion of cant and mumbo-jumbo and a humorous twinklein her eye. Perhaps she reminded him of women from Rotterdam whoworked and played hard and were quick to mock Amsterdam airs. Warddisliked the relentless and airy theorizing of Harold Rosenberg—"thatthin nasal voice"—whenever he dropped by the studio. She thought a JohnCage concert was preposterous. She didn't like snobs of any kind. DeKooning found her refreshing, in part because some piece of him remainedeternally suspicious of the big city and its pretensions. Like his barkeepmother, he did not want to be sold a bill of goods by a fast talker. Andespecially in 1952 and 1953, he was sensitive to the slights and snubs ofhigh-minded intellectuals. He knew many artists and critics recoiled fromthe American vulgarity of his Women. Joan was not that way.
The Ward sisters were commercial artists who came to New York in1945 from Clark's Green, a small town near Scranton, Pennsylvania.Their father, who was English, grew up performing in music halls. He mettheir mother, who was from a well-off Welsh family in Scranton, whileboth were taking classes at the Art Students League. (Before the marriage,their mother dated Alexander Calder.) During the Depression, the couplewas unable to make ends meet, and they split up. The twins' father joinedthe U.S. Army, and they rarely saw him; their mother moved with thegirls to rural Pennsylvania. The twins spent much of their childhooddrawing. "We were raised on commercial art," said Ward. "We loved thegreat illustrators." In 1945, after their graduation from high school, theymoved to New York and, like their mother before them, enrolled in theArt Students League. Their father decorated a studio apartment for themin the legendary Artists' Building on Tenth Street, built to provide studio
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space for nineteenth-century American artists. Their apartment had nobathroom, no kitchen, and was often freezing cold—in short, it was, idealfor two adventurous and high-spirited girls just starting out in New York.The Ward sisters soon found work as sketch artists. Joan was hired bythe J. M. Mathes advertising agency, whose largest account was CanadaDry Ginger Ale. By 1952, they were both successful career women. At theCedar, they were very popular. Young and pretty women were still fairlyrare in that artist and workingman's bar. Some of the more sour spiritsmuttered that they weren't "proper" artists. Both de Kooning and Kline,however, had worked as commercial artists and respected the field. Thegenial Kline—who, like the Wards, was from Pennsylvania—took a spe-cial liking to them. According to one friend,
The Ward sisters had a certain mystique. These two little artists whocame down to New York, and they had voluptuous delicious little fig-ures. Tiny wasp waist and voluptuous while also being dainty. Nancysaid sweetly she had shoulders to make strong men weep. They coulddance marvelously. They could make money at a time when everyonewas hard up. And they had that lively Welsh talk.
Quick to laugh at a good story, Joan and Nancy could also enjoy adrink and party long into the night. There was something of the flapper intheir youthful merriness and a devil-may-care charm that excited themiddle-aged artists, who had not been able to enjoy the Roaring Twenties.Of the two, Joan was born first, and Kline said, describing the differencebetween them, that "Joan always knew where to put the furniture."Nancy—who had a five-year affair with Kline in the early to mid-fifties—
was considered the more outgoing and free-spirited. When Alcopley wasleaving for Europe in 1952, the cry went up at a going-away party for pres-ents for the departing artist. Nancy reached into her blouse, pulled out herbrassiere, and tossed it to the artist.
In the spring of 1952, Joan occasionally visited de Kooning at hisFourth Avenue studio, and he visited her at her apartment on East EighthStreet. The painter George McNeil was also interested in her. After deKooning returned from East Hampton in the fall, he was in good spirits.He moved into his new and larger studio on Tenth Street and rapidlybegan painting many of the Women in the series. It was at this moment,when life once more seemed to be opening up before him but manydoubted his achievement, that his relationship with Ward began.Although Joan was considered slightly more "serious" than Nancy, shewas no less fun-loving than her sister. She would drop by after work andwatch him fix up his new studio. She admired how deft he was with hishands. He was not like many of the critics, poets, and painters at theCedar who seemed made of nothing but talk.
Sometimes, when she stopped by after work, de Kooning would walkacross the street to the liquor store and buy a pint of whiskey, althoughthere was not yet any bingeing. They would share the pint and, perhapslater, drop by the Cedar. De Kooning was smitten for a time, but there wasno question on his part of an enduring love affair. However, Ward felldeeply in love: "There was never," she said, "anyone else for me." In 1953,Ward told him she might be pregnant. She was "petrified" by the prospect.The morning she told him the news, as they walked down the street afterleaving the Eighth Street Automat, de Kooning kept nervously wrappingand unwrapping a piece of string around his hand. But it was not her con-dition, she realized, that was making him anxious. It was that his paintingwas not going well. That was where his heart was, even at that moment.
Everyone assumed she would have an abortion: that is what singlewomen in the art world were expected to do and had done for decades.They had little choice, if they intended eventually to marry or to continueworking as artists. Married women in the art world often did the same,Elaine's abortions being a typical example. So Ward followed the conven-tional practice in her milieu. De Kooning found a doctor. But Ward did notrecover as quickly as most did. She remained physically healthy after-wards, but found the process sordid and degrading and fell into a long-lasting depression, spending the next year, she said, as "a wreck." Nancyoften came by her apartment to care for her. "If I could have afforded it,"she said, "I would have had a nervous breakdown."
De Kooning remained on good terms with Joan, but was not especially
sympathetic to her plight. He had made no commitment to her, abortionswere common, and few painters spent much time worrying about theirgirlfriends' pregnancies. Except on those occasions when he was head overheels in love, moreover, de Kooning was inclined to keep seeing other peo-ple. And yet this passing moment with Ward would have profound conse-quences. She would become, for reasons he never anticipated, a woman hecould not leave.
In the fall of 1952, not only Sidney Janis but also de Kooning's closefriends knew that the Women were immensely risky pictures. It seemedcertain that the public would dislike them, though this did not necessarilymatter: the public was expected to make errors in judgment about avant-garde art. Of much greater concern was the response of critics, painters,and other insiders. Clement Greenberg, a strong supporter of de Kooning'sblack-and-white paintings, continued to insist that de Kooning was mak-ing a major mistake by trying to reinstate the figure. Would it be left toGreenberg and his followers to shape the serious response to the new figu-rative turn in de Kooning's art?
That fall, de Kooning's two main critical admirers, Rosenberg andHess, each wrote an extraordinary paean to the artist. There is no proofthat the critics intentionally mounted a preemptive strike on the opposi-tion, but it seems likely that they resolved that here, with de Kooning'sWomen, they would make their stand and battle Greenberg's domineeringtaste. In all likelihood, Elaine encouraged them. Taken together, the twoarticles seemed to make any quarrel with de Kooning's work appear cheapand low-minded. Both pieces appeared in ArtNews, where Hess was theeditor. Both were hagiographic. The first, published three months beforede Kooning's first show with Janis, deliberately mentioned no artist byname but announced the coming of what could be mistaken for a newmessiah in painting. The second appeared the same month as the openingand treated the particular details of de Kooning's struggle over Women Iwith awestruck reverence.
Harold Rosenberg's "The American Action Painters"—his first influ-ential essay as an art critic—came out in December 1952. For the small artworld of the time, the essay was less a piece of criticism than a clash ofcymbals, announcing the arrival of a great new American hero who wouldrise above the gray-flannel fifties. The "action painter" did not bear theburdens of the past and belonged to no "school" in the traditional sense:"What they [the action painters] think in common is represented only by
what they do separately." They were individualists who did not emergefrom an aesthetic response to earlier art, as Greenberg might argue, orfrom a Marxist-inspired desire to change society. As Rosenberg put it,"The Great Works of the Past and the Good Life of the Future becameequally nil."
With a few important exceptions, most of the artists of this vanguardfound their way to their present work by being cut in two. Their type isnot a young painter but a reborn one. The man may be over forty, thepainter around seven. The diagonal of a grand crisis separates him fromhis personal and artistic past.
Many of the painters were ''Marxists" (WPA unions, artists' con-gresses)—they had been trying to paint Society. Others had been tryingto paint Art (Cubism, Post-Impressionism]—it amounts to the samething.
The big moment came when it was decided to paint. . . Just toPaint. The gesture on the canvas was a gesture of liberation, fromValue—political, aesthetic, moral.
The new painting, far from being a conventional picture of the world,embodied an "event" or an "action" that transmitted "the same meta-physical substance as the artist's existence. The new painting has brokendown every distinction between art and life." It was "inseparable from thebiography of the artist. . . . What matters always is the revelation con-tained in the act. It is to be taken for granted that in the final effect, theimage, whatever be or be not in it, will be a tension." The new painters,recoiling from the "intellectual and moral exhaustion" of the postwarperiod, did not aspire to better the world. Instead, they hoped to create aworld. "Based on the phenomenon of conversion the new movement is,with the majority of painters, essentially a religious movement. In everycase, however, the conversion has been experienced in secular terms. Theresult has been the creation of private myths."
The decision not to mention the names of individual artists in theessay only made Rosenberg's preferences more pointed and titillating tothe knowledgeable. No one believed that Rosenberg, who relished intel-lectual combat, was reluctant to name names or that he was above playingthe politics of reputation. The art world, reading between the lines, knewwho "Harold" liked best of all, the artist whom he visited almost everyday and admired without reservation: de Kooning. Insiders also knewwhom Rosenberg disliked and immediately recognized his attack upon
de Kooning's rivals, including Jackson Pollock. The article brought to thesurface what would become the ugliest and most vulgar quarrel of the1950s—"de Kooning against Pollock."
The early part of Rosenberg's essay seemed to laud Pollock, whichonly made the eventual deflation more devastating. In the end, Rosenbergimplied, Pollock succumbed to the corruption of middle-class society. Todistinguish the true hero from spiritual quacks, Rosenberg fiercelyattacked what he called "apocalyptic wallpaper," the sort of histrionic ornovelty-based mysticism that lacked adequate tension and became justanother way to score in a debased society. "When a tube of paint issqueezed by the Absolute," he said, "the result can only be success"; "theman who started to remake himself has made himself into a commoditywith a trademark." It was these lines, among others, that were read as anattack on the first abstract expressionist to "make it" in American societyand the artist whose drip paintings were indeed regarded by many as a"trademark" style. The phrase "apocalyptic wallpaper," which parodiedPollock and Greenberg's aspiration for an "all-over" composition, wasespecially cruel. However one measured his achievement, Pollock, anartist deeply interested in mystical experience, did not think like an inte-rior decorator or play the poodle for the rich. At the moment, moreover,he was foundering in alcoholism and bravely struggling not to repeathimself.
The art world knew that de Kooning was not an ambitious mysticwho made apocalyptic "wallpaper." Of course, he was also not an "actionpainter" in any physical sense: he spent hours studying an evolving com-position and carefully worked and reworked his pictures. But de Kooning'sslashing stroke certainly appeared to be the work of an "action painter,"and much else in the essay seemed to elevate de Kooning's particular sen-sibility, especially as it was reflected in Woman I. De Kooning, like Rosen-berg, rejected "purity" and good taste. He celebrated "tension." Hewelcomed the explosive mixture of sources in an artwork and, at theeasel, embodied the biographical struggle of the artist with his personaland psychological demons. Rosenberg's aphorisms even had the eclat of deKooning's gestural brushstroke, and some of the writing describes the tor-mented, back-and-forth creation of Woman I:
The canvas has "talked back" to the artist not to quiet him withSibylline murmurs or to stun him with Dionysian outcries but to pro-voke him into a dramatic dialogue. Each stroke had to be a decision thatwas answered by a new question. By its very nature, action painting ispainting in the medium of difficulties.
What the new painters required, Rosenberg argued—well before mostof them had received any notable recognition or paycheck—was an under-standing audience rather than publicity, a market, or "the taste bureau-cracies of Modern Art." Rosenberg ended this way:
In our form of society, audience and understanding for advanced paint-ing have been produced, both here and abroad, first of all by the tiny cir-cle of poets, musicians, theoreticians, men of letters, who have sensedin their own work the presence of the new creative principle.
So far, the silence of American literature on the new paintingamounts to a scandal.
The declamatory style of Rosenberg's essay was as significant as itsgist. This was a masculine prose hammered out for American men of"action." It honored the man who did not succumb to the corrupt andpetty seductions of his society, but instead found his way to the revelatorytruth. Filled with capitalized words and italic emphases, it was martial inspirit—"A sketch can have the function of a skirmish"—and dismissedthe "professional enlighteners" and effete appreciators of art: "You don'tlet taste decide the firing of a pistol or the building of a maze." With thisessay, Rosenberg transmitted the ideological and moral fervor of the thir-ties and forties, when revolutionaries and intellectuals battled bourgeoissociety, into the art world of the fifties, but without the socialist agenda.Since politics had failed so many intellectuals of the Left, "the artist" wasnow called upon to assume and preserve the role of the disaffected, incor-ruptible hero. The spirit of Dostoevsky and of Trotsky, the most seductiveof communist outsiders, would pass to artists like de Kooning. He wouldbe "understood" only by a small circle of forward-looking people.
There were skeptics in the art world, even among admirers of Rosen-berg, who regarded the article as thunderous bullshit. (It was not forgottenthat Rosenberg worked for the Advertising Council for twenty years,inventing such icons as Smokey the Bear.) The article might celebrate acertain kind of individual, but it had little to do with the actual practice ofmaking art and even less to do with judging the quality of a picture.Nonetheless, the rhetoric was powerfully seductive. What red-bloodedartist would not want to be such an action hero?
Hess's article "De Kooning Paints a Picture" appeared only threemonths later, in the March 1953 issue of ArtNews, just before de Koo-ning's opening at the Sidney Janis Gallery. Like Rosenberg, Hess made anexistential hero of de Kooning, portraying him as a man who, disdainingthe easy success, pursues an ideal that can never be finally attained. If
Rosenberg outlined the general profile of the new hero, Hess now filled inthe details. Because both Rudy Burckhardt and Frank Auerbach had pho-tographed versions of Woman I, Hess was able to depict several stages inde Kooning's struggle with the painting, which he likened in his article toa "voyage,- not a mission or an errand, but one of those Romantic ventureswhich so attracted poets, from Byron, Baudelaire, through Lewis Carroll'sSnark, to Mallarme and Rimbaud (Ingres' harem, Delacroix's Barque, VanGogh's Berceuse who was to accompany lonely sailors are parallels inpainting)."
These were not the only high-flown comparisons. De Kooning'simprovisatory method of taking apart and reassembling the body, thecritic said, resembled that of Procrustes, the giant of the Greek myth whofit visitors to his bed by trimming or stretching their legs. Hess comparedthe smile of Woman I to the "lips of the Greek Kouros and mediaeval Vir-gin." If the painting had a "resoundingly affirmative presence," it also hada "vacillating Hamlet-like quality." (There was no mood, Hess implies, ofwhich de Kooning was not the master.) De Kooning required doubt "tokeep off-balance" and "Ambiguity exactingly sought and exactingly leftundefined has been the recurrent theme in Woman." Not only was deKooning a voyager in the great romantic tradition, but—lest that seem toonostalgic—he was also entirely modern, unsentimental, and of his time.Hess anticipated all the criticisms that could be directed at Woman I inorder to banish them from serious discussion. There were sophisticatedeyes, for example, that still thought de Kooning was too devoted a child ofPicasso, and unsophisticated eyes that still thought that their child coulddraw as well. Hess answered:
Parenthetically, it should be added that de Kooning's dissatisfactionwith conventional proportions—which have satisfied such older re-inventors of anatomy as Picasso—is based on long experience withthem. Years of training at the Academy of his and a later period of whatmight be termed lyrical Ingrism, gave him the mastery of traditionessential to discarding or changing convention.
Hess also defended de Kooning, widely acknowledged as a draftsmanof genius, against those who did not consider him a great colorist. He evenrefused to concede that de Kooning's radical approach to his subject mat-ter—the sheer ferocity of his presentation—could disturb any seriousviewer or critic. He wrote many paragraphs on the artist's formal practice,but addressed de Kooning's fraught relation to the theme of "Woman"only in a passing, lighthearted manner. "De Kooning's perceptions focus
on the New York he daily observes, populated by bird-like Puerto Ricans,fat mamas in bombazine or a lop-sided blond at a bar." Hess referred toWoman I's "air of opulence, violence and laughter." Such a picture shouldbe "fixed to the sides of trucks" or used on a billboard, he suggested,replacing those "more than beautiful girls" who usually served as models.He argued that there were no elements of sentimentality or caricature inthe expressionist forms.
How successful Woman I was as a painting—judged by conventionalcriteria—finally seemed beside the point. It was the journey, not the finaldestination, that mattered. The stages of the painting "illustrate arbitrar-ily, even haphazardly, some of the stops on route—like cities that werevisited, friends that were met." The image of the artist as romantic voy-ager should enthrall the mind's eye, not just the postcard left behind.
The figure in Woman I would often, over the years, be likened to anidol. Here, her creator was also idolized: the man became the masterpiece.
The inflated tone of both essays made abundantly clear that de Kooningwas now first among equals in the New York art world. The city's radi-cal intellectuals, represented by Rosenberg, stood aligned with the oldmoney, taste, and power represented by Hess, the wealthy WASP whoedited ArtNews. Only a fool would have actually called de Kooning "num-ber one" or played with the meaning of his Dutch name, "the king," forthat would have violated an unspoken understanding of an art world that,in recognition of the years of shared obscurity, could not easily toleratesuch overt distinctions. But no one else was able to play the leading role:Gorky was dead; Pollock was succumbing to alcoholism,- Rothko, New-man, and Still often seemed like apocalyptic cranks.
Apart from their genuine regard for the artist, Hess and Rosenbergeach found in de Kooning a way to build a reputation: a critic often entershistory on the back of a great artist. In their articles, each distinguishedhimself from Greenberg, who was closely associated with Pollock. WhenRosenberg referred contemptuously to artists who tried "to paint Art" andto "the expanding caste of professional enlighteners," he was attackingGreenberg, whose arrogance only increased the determination of an intel-lectual streetfighter like Rosenberg. But Rosenberg and Hess also recog-nized and brought to the surface important elements emerging in art thatGreenberg did not take seriously. The desire to use art to confront main-stream culture with existential gestures was becoming increasinglyimportant. And the coming to America of a stylish "master" in the Euro-pean sense, who, in addition to everything else, brought a joyful and
unabashed tastiness to art—that was also something new, which Hesscould celebrate in his passionate and purple prose.
Still, it was the power play of the two critics, the way they publiclycrowned their favorite, that impressed the art world. Even before the arti-cles appeared, ArtNews was becoming, in the eyes of many, a house organfor de Kooning. From the early fifties onward it was rare to read an articlein the magazine on a contemporary painter that did not contain at least apassing mention of de Kooning or a reminder of his prominence. Elaine'saffairs with Rosenberg and Hess only increased the whispering about aconspiracy. In the end, the victory of Woman I seemed easily gained, forno real public opposition developed at the time to de Kooning. In intellec-tual circles, only Greenberg could have publicly challenged Rosenberg andHess with any success. However, while Greenberg regarded Rosenberg'sarticle as beneath contempt and disliked de Kooning's Women, he alsohad nothing good to say about Pollock's recent paintings. He saw no rea-son to get involved in an angry public quarrel with Rosenberg, who wasobviously eager for a fight.
De Kooning's close friends sometimes wondered what his own posi-tion was about the politicking. Was he as innocent or otherworldly as hesometimes seemed? Or was he secretly pulling the strings? De Kooningwas not naive about success in America. Had he wanted to, he could havestopped Elaine, Rosenberg, and Hess from promoting him so actively. Buthe let them go ahead. He was an easy hero to tolerate, in any case, for suc-cess did not seem to go to his head: he still cleaned up the dishes at theClub and was always just one of the gang at the Cedar. Even ClementGreenberg said it was hard to "write against him." And so, most artistsacceded to the growing hero worship, and enjoyed the reflected glory.
On March 16, 1953, the art world thronged to the opening of theWomen show at the Sidney Janis Gallery. Six large Women oils were hungin one room of the gallery; in another room there were sixteen small pas-tels and drawings on the same theme. De Kooning was still retouchingsome of the paintings, said Robert Jonas, when they were already hangingin the gallery. Many people were shocked by the paintings, giving theexhibition the added appeal of a succes de scandale-, an article in Time,entitled "Big City Dames," reported that "even the initiates . . . came outreeling a little." The critics at The New Yorker and the New York Timeswrote cautiously, expressing interest but also warning that the picturesperhaps went too far and were not quite resolved. Like Hess, HowardDevree of the Times refused even to acknowledge the explosive charge ofthe work, writing loftily: "May one go farther and feel that the figures arethe outcome of highly cerebral concepts rather than emotional reactions
to the theme?" The guarded responses of the mainstream press did notharm de Kooning's reputation in the art world, which believed that van-guard art should provoke some controversy and not be welcomed withopen arms by establishment critics at Time, The New Yorker, and the NewYork Times.
In the art world, it was those close to Pollock who approached theshow with the greatest suspicion. And none more so than Lee Krasner,who was infuriated by Rosenberg's article and Greenberg's failure to cometo her husband's defense. Tigerish in her protection of her tormented hus-band and dogged in her assertion of his position in the New York school,she regarded Rosenberg's article as a personal betrayal, the natural resultof his turn toward de Kooning the previous summer. Shortly after the arti-cle appeared—still three months before the show—de Kooning and PhilipPavia innocently paid a visit to the Pollock house and found Lee railingagainst Rosenberg. De Kooning "announced his liking for the article,"which further inflamed Lee and, probably, only confirmed her suspicionsthat a conspiracy was afoot to raise de Kooning above her husband in theeyes of the world. Pollock did not initially discern an attack upon himselfin the article; indeed, he believed that he had given Rosenberg the phrase"action painting." But he was soon persuaded by Lee that the critic hadattacked him.
But Pollock would never accept that de Kooning was part of any suchconspiracy. The two painters might compete, as brothers would, but theywould also continue to admire each other as relations worsened betweentheir camps. Pollock would sometimes acknowledge that de Kooning wasthe better painter, in a way that suggested that he, Pollock, was thegreater artist. "You know more," Pollock told de Kooning, "but I feelmore." (De Kooning was very sensitive to such slights: Pollock's distinc-tion was similar to Gorky's way of using "very interesting" to mean "toointeresting.") The writer Lionel Abel put the relation between the twopainters best: "They were competitive, but there was a lot of generositylurking in that competitiveness." On one evening cherished by the artworld, the two painters stumbled out of the Cedar, sat down on the curb,and began passing a bottle back and forth like two old bums, while paro-dying the conflict between them. "Jackson, you're the greatest painter inAmerica," de Kooning would declare, taking a swig and handing the bottleto Pollock. "No, Bill," Pollock would answer, "you're the greatest painterin America."
But they could not always escape the struggle around them. At theparty after the opening of the Women paintings, amid the backslappingand gossip and easy praise, Pollock, drinking heavily as usual, suddenly
yelled at de Kooning: "Bill, you betrayed it. You're doing the figure, you'restill doing the same goddamn thing. You know you never got out of beinga figure painter." The room grew quiet. De Kooning, remaining friendly,answered, "Well, what are you doing, Jackson?" De Kooning probablyintended to suggest that Pollock, too, was now experimenting with thefigure. But, as Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith suggested in theirbiography of Pollock, "Jackson took it another way": as a derisive refer-ence to his current inability to paint much of anything. Pollock stormedout of the party in a drunken rage. The moment appeared symbolic. Powerin the New York art world had tilted toward de Kooning.
The success that attended the exhibition seemed surreal, almost miracu-lous, to de Kooning. Less than a year before, he had still been mired inWoman J, working on a painting that he was confident few would like.The struggle had damaged his health, he believed, and friends told himthat he was harming his career. Now, all around, friends, painters, andhangers-on congratulated him. The Museum of Modern Art was buyingWoman I, and Blanchette Rockefeller, the wife of John D. Rockefeller IIIand a great patron of the Museum of Modern Art, was buying Woman II.Blanchette Rockefeller! A symbol of class, privilege, and inherited wealth.A graceful woman of impeccable manners. (About this time, de Kooningwas introduced to Blanchette. Often nervous when in the presence of thelofty rich, de Kooning, wanting to make a good impression, was tongue-tied for a moment. Then he let out "You look like a million bucks!") Whocould have predicted that Blanchette Rockefeller would one day bestowapproval upon a de Kooning Womanl An unimaginable gulf lay betweentwo such women. De Kooning had come a long way from North Rotter-dam, and his triumph seemed complete. And then, like a ghostly Greekmessenger come to warn the king of hubris, a slight figure appeared at deKooning's door.
No one in New York admired de Kooning more than the young RobertRauschenberg or better understood what de Kooning was bringing to con-temporary art. Rauschenberg loved all the usual things that people appre-ciated in de Kooning's work—the vital, brushy touch, the spiriteddraftsmanship, and the unmistakable bravura. And, like so many youngartists of the time, he respected the many years of struggle. But Rauschen-berg also admired in Woman I precisely those things that made the artworld uncomfortable. Rauschenberg believed in its clash of high and lowand its messy embrace of the open-ended. Most of all, perhaps, he lovedthe rude parodic squawk in the temple of art. That was the American
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sound of modernity. Later critics who would one day admire Woman Irarely acknowledged how important the picture was not just to Rauschen-berg, but to the evolution of pop and later American art.
Nonetheless, Rauschenberg knew that the older artist would notappreciate this particular errand. "I was hoping to God," he said, "that hewouldn't be home." Rauschenberg brought along a bottle of liquor to bol-ster his courage. "I was completely prepared to share it with him." But deKooning was home and greeted Rauschenberg affectionately. Accustomedto visits by young artists, de Kooning was friendly and willing to talk. Heparticularly enjoyed this playful young man. How could he not? Apartfrom Rauschenberg's winning manner and mischievous smile—he lookedlike a boy with his hand eternally caught in the cookie jar—much of theyoung artist's work was an homage to de Kooning. For a while, the twomen engaged in small talk. And then Rauschenberg, hemming and haw-ing, asked the older man if he might have a drawing. That in itself was notunusual. Artist friends often exchanged work. But Rauschenberg wantedthe drawing not to hang in his studio, but to erase.
There was a moment of silence. The younger man wanted de Kooningto hurry up and just give him a minor drawing so he could quickly leave.But de Kooning instead chose to take his time. He went to the door andleaned a painting against it, in order to ensure that the two artists wouldnot be disturbed. He told Rauschenberg: "I know what you're doing."
De Kooning was referring, in part, to Rauschenberg's recent mono-chromatic paintings; erasing a drawing would create a ghostly monochro-matic work without imagery. But de Kooning was doubtless aware of themany other implications of Rauschenberg's request. The young artist wasengaged in a symbolic act of generational and Oedipal murder, at oncecomic and deadly serious. He was ridding himself of a burdensome father.He was doing so, moreover, in the joking language of Dada, a movementthat did not respect the sanctity of the art object or celebrate the romanticpassion of de Kooning's generation. He was declaring that, for ambitiousart, de Kooning stood in the way. He must be erased. Rauschenberg'serrand had little charm for a middle-aged painter who had spent decadesstruggling to escape from Picasso's shadow. Wasn't he, de Kooning, theemerging artist? To date, de Kooning had enjoyed only three or four yearsof modest recognition and was still trying to make ends meet. Now, hismoment having just arrived, he found a young artist at his door anxious toannounce the death of the old man—and lampoon collectors for theirdesire to own "a de Kooning."
De Kooning probably sensed, too, that Rauschenberg's visit was anomen. It would not be long before art would turn away from de Kooning,
for in the end it was young artists and not writers who performed theessential acts of criticism, clarifying what is fresh and challenging what isstale. (The greatest critic of Cezanne was Picasso during his cubist period.The most devastating critique of academic French art issued from theplayful brush and mind of Manet.) Rauschenberg would retain much of deKooning for the future—his rude American vitality, his open-endedness,and his devotion to a process of permutation and change—but Rauschen-berg had to escape from the air of Old World connoisseurship and privatetouch that was inevitably a part of a de Kooning drawing. Rauschenbergcould not make conventional "drawings" or "paintings," much as heloved them, because he did not believe they contained the contemporarytruth. He had to erase that part of de Kooning.
De Kooning recognized that Rauschenberg's request was a deep if dis-turbing compliment: the son loves the father he must kill. And so, hereturned the compliment, playing out his part in the Oedipal game withsurpassing generosity. He did not let the affair become just an inside jokethat could be easily dismissed. He made the younger artist squirm, for thedeath of a father must not come too easily to a son, especially if that son isan artist. "He really made me suffer," Rauschenberg said, referring to theelaborate process that de Kooning established for the execution. De Koo-ning brought over a portfolio of drawings and began leafing through them.At last, he seemed to settle on one. He looked at it. But then he slipped thedrawing back into the portfolio. "No," he said, "I want to give you onethat 111 miss."
De Kooning brought over a second portfolio. He leafed through it asslowly as he had the first, examining one drawing and then the next."These I would miss," he said. "I like them." He seemed to settle on a par-ticular image. "No," he said at last, "I want it to be very hard to erase." Hebrought over a third portfolio. Finally, he selected an important, fleshydrawing for sacrifice—a dense mixed-media image that contained,Rauschenberg said, "charcoal, lead, everything. It took me two monthsand even then it wasn't completely erased. I wore out a lot of erasers."Later, de Kooning became angry when the younger artist publicly exhib-ited Erased de Kooning. De Kooning believed the murder should haveremained private, a personal affair between artists, rather than splashedbefore the public. He was from an older generation.
25. High Style
de kooning: I wouldn't say that Rubens is a greater painter than Rembrandt,but I would differ with your point of view by calling him just as great a one.
selden rodman: On what grounds?
de kooning: For creating a great style and working in it with completeconviction and reckless abandon.
After a lecture or panel at the Club, de Kooning would usually walkto the Cedar with a group of friends, some of whom might carry thearguments of the evening onto the street. On a busy night familiargreetings would ring out from old friends when de Kooning entered thebar. "Hiya, fellas/' de Kooning would say. "Hiya, fellas/' People he knewand others whom he was just beginning to know—poets, youngerpainters, admirers—would glance up: in 1954, someone might say, "That'sde Kooning." From the crowd, Elaine, smoking and chatting, would tosshim a wave. Rauschenberg would smile. Frank O'Hara and Mercedes Mat-ter would make room for him at the bar.
The Cedar smelled of spilled beer and tobacco smoke. The air wasthick, the light a "bilious yellow-green," said one Cedar regular, "thatmade everyone look worse than they already looked." In the low light,you could not be sure, at first, who was sitting in the booths along thewall. The Cedar—reminiscent of the "brown bars" of Rotterdam that deKooning grew up with—was a working-class bar entirely without distinc-tion. And that, in the New York of the 1950s, was precisely its distinction.It appealed to the downtown painters because it was not French, not taste-ful, not smooth, not witty, not, that is, a Parisian cafe where artists chat-ted and sipped. These were important "nots" to painters determined todeclare their independence from Paris: the Americans were hard drinkersat a dive whose existential aura owed more to Brando on the docks than toSartre at Deux Magots. The Cedar represented a perfect blend of high andlow, of proletarian circumstance and intellectual aspiration. English hunt-ing prints in elegant black frames hung, absurdly, on the dingy walls.
Often, de Kooning would belly up beside Franz Kline at the bar. Klinealways seemed to be finishing one beer and calling to Sam or John, the own-ers, for another. Franz, people were beginning to say, lived on beer the way a
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baby lived on mother'smilk. De Kooning, likeother regulars, would justlay a bill on the bar andbegin to run a tab. Whilewaiting for Sam to fix hisdrink, he might make asmall crack about the con-versation at the Club—"Yaaah, it was a lot ofbaloney"—as if to brushaside the fancy philos-ophizing of poseurs andget down to the more seri-ous business of discussingpaint. In the circle aroundde Kooning and Kline,there was a working-classsuspicion of the newcom-ers, who talked big but didnot know firsthand whatit meant to be a day-to-day artist during the hardyears. Although de Koo-ning usually changed into clean clothes when he went to a party or to anevent at the Club, he sometimes wore his paint-stained overalls to theCedar. The poets and younger artists beginning to show up at the bar aftertheir graduation from college regarded the stains with reverence.
De Kooning, nowadays, would order Scotch, the new drink amongpainters. Scotch was stronger and cost more than beer,- it was a symbol ofthe changing conditions of art in the mid-fifties. Unfailingly generous, deKooning would buy everyone around him a drink if he had the money. Herarely said much at first, especially since Kline, in particular, was a mar-velous conversationalist. By the mid-fifties, Kline, warmed by drink, hadinvented a kind of fantastic double-talk. His stories did not have a tradi-tional beginning, middle, or end. They would wander and curl back inupon themselves, a kind of storytelling through free association. Accord-ing to Conrad Marca-Relli:
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        With the artist John Chamberlain at the Cedar inthe 1950s
At the Club we had a meeting and people were asking questions . . . andall of a sudden Franz raised his hand and said, "I just was curious about
what you meant by the fact that cubism was more important than ..."whatever it was. He asked a question that nobody could understand.Complete double-talk. When it was over people applauded. ... Hewould never answer a question straight. "How old are you?" "When Iwas eighteen I was a young man." Very provocative, the way he did it.
After a drink or two, de Kooning found it easier to enter into the backand forth of conversation, and he would add teasing or wry asides andbegin telling stories. He became increasingly aware of the way otherslooked at him. The people he did not know well, such as the poets and theyounger artists, stared with unfamiliar intensity. The loose eyes in aroom, which never before fastened upon the Dutchman in the dumpyclothes, often turned his way.
The middle years of the fifties, following the success of the Women,were a halcyon moment in the life of both de Kooning and the New Yorkart world. Success, still fresh and unexpected, had not yet imposed its bur-dens, and the future remained rich in possibility. De Kooning was muchtoo tense—and much too committed to the difficulties of art—to relaxeasily or pursue any version of the good life without ambivalence. But heseemed during this period to live in a happier light. Not only had he leftbehind the gloomy Fourth Avenue studio, where he painted his great cavepaintings, the black-and-whites, and struggled endlessly over the darklymythic Woman I, but he had risked revealing his demons to the world andearned praise rather than rebuke. Working in the brighter space of TenthStreet, he had swept through the remaining paintings of the series withoutsuffering any major blocks, while making dozens and dozens of beautifuldrawings on the same theme. Now, he was moving into a new series oflarge abstractions. His marriage to an American girl had collapsed, butwithout blighting his life; Elaine remained his friend and supporter in theart world. Around four or five p.m., before going to the Cedar, de Kooningwould sometimes climb down his fire escape and rap on the back door of aneighbor, the painter Al Kotin. The two would have a drink, toasting thework of the day.
Many in the art world were in a mood to celebrate with him. Thefifties would serve as a second Roaring Twenties for the group of Ameri-can painters who were roughly the same generation as Ernest Hemingwayand F. Scott Fitzgerald, but who, unlike those writers, had not enjoyedyouthful success and now appeared determined to make up for lost time.The New York painters at the Cedar lived in a way that others wished toemulate, much as the names Hemingway and Fitzgerald, if mentioned inthe same breath as "Paris," would immediately arouse an intense longing
in many people. It was during this time that de Kooning's way of thinking,talking, and behaving became the essential model for many younger NewYork artists and poets. That model depended above all upon the pleasuresof subversion and the violated boundary. For the old-timers at the Cedar,it had a different import than for the young people pushing through thedoor. De Kooning's edgy existence, in which he instinctively upendedconventional wisdom and settled authority, was not a style or affectationIt was rooted in both his private history and in the risky personal experi-ence of the New York painters during the Depression and war years, whenthey made a very big bet with their lives, enduring poverty in order to takea shot at making important art in a provincial country. To find the courageto live poor and unknown required a compensatory bravado, a subversiveand swaggering "We'll show 'em," attitude toward the presiding powers ofEuropean and American culture. It was an attitude developed less to con-vince others—since no one was watching or listening—than to emboldenthemselves.
But now that someone was listening, now that even a painting likeWoman I found a respectful audience, the challenge to authority was nolonger so risky. The bet was won. What began as a way to keep going—developed over endless late-night cups of nickel coffee—could nowbecome a cafe manner adopted by the young. What was once desperatecould become marvelous. The subversive could be smooth, polished, andplayful. Alcohol helped power the change. It not only enabled a privateman like de Kooning to assume a more public role,- it also encouraged oth-ers around him to strike a pose and believe in an extraordinary "scene."The feelings of individual omnipotence that it fostered could help inspirean artist to take chances and cross boundaries. And wasn't that theessence of America in general and abstract expressionism in particular—that the individual refused to be contained by the conventional bound-aries established by either European or middle-class taste?
With alcohol came a fashion for violence, usually not serious vio-lence, but, instead, the kind of barroom swagger that Hemingway inspiredin young writers. Pollock was celebrated for ripping the men's-room dooroff its hinges at the Cedar. He would glower into his drink, greet men with"Fuck you" and women with "Wanna fuck?" and often pick fights. Buteven Pollock, a man in serious psychological trouble, recognized that thetough-guy stuff was mostly a pose. Once, in the Cedar, Pollock began tor-menting Kline from behind, knocking him off his barstool. He did it once,he did it twice, and then Kline suddenly turned on Pollock, slammed himagainst the wall, and slugged him in the gut with a left and then a right."Jackson was much taller," said an observer,  "and so surprised, and
happy—he laughed in his pain and bent over, as Franz told me, [and] whis-pered, 'Not so hard.' " Drinking also made de Kooning pugnacious. Hewas quick to lose his temper, and he would sometimes take a drunkensock at people who offended him, including, on occasion, Pollock. At theCedar, de Kooning and another painter once took turns slapping eachother as hard as they could across the cheek, the idea being to take the hitwithout flinching.
De Kooning did not paint while drinking, but the alcohol-enhancedexuberance of the period could not fail to affect him. He usually went tothe Cedar two or three times a week. As more artists were given exhibi-tions, there were also more openings and celebrations with liquor. Elainebelieved that it was these parties, together with Rosenberg's habit of stop-ping by the studio with a bottle, that tipped the crowd-shy de Kooninginto alcoholism. Even so, he still drank less in 1954 and 1955 than manyothers, notably Rosenberg, who seemed to have a limitless capacity.(Friends always joked that the booze drained into the bum leg of theexceedingly tall critic.) Kline was already drinking very heavily, as wasElaine herself. After two drinks, a close friend said, de Kooning became abrilliant raconteur and conversationalist. Before that he was too reserved;later, too drunk. This kind of fine distinction was often voiced in the hard-drinking fifties. Businessmen took pride in three-martini lunches, andmany painters believed that alcohol could stimulate art, conversation,and sexual desire. Who in the fifties would not take on Pollock's afflic-tions if they brought Pollock's genius?
In the middle fifties, the New York art world, like de Kooning, wasstill in the two-drink stage of its party. Pollock was regarded as the pio-neer, the man who broke the limits of conventional European practice notonly in his painting but also in his cowboy-on-a-spree drunks. De Koo-ning, the immigrant from Europe, forever caught betwixt and between cul-tures, engaged in a more subtle and poetic subversion than Pollock's. Aftertwo drinks, de Kooning began to talk in a way that seemed to undermineauthority, confront unspoken rules and crack language itself into surpris-ing new pieces. The poets who were now starting to come regularly to theCedar—much younger, as a rule, than the first generation of abstractexpressionist painters—delighted in de Kooning and Kline's slangy andunexpected way with language. Frank O'Hara, then the poet closest to theart world, worked as a guard at the Museum of Modern Art and also wrotecriticism. Fey and funny, he sometimes enjoyed baiting the old bears atthe bar, who liked him not only for his boyish charm but for his boundlessadmiration for abstract expressionism. O'Hara so loved de Kooning'sDutch accent, edgy wit, and earthiness that he would teasingly parody
them. Saul Steinberg, one of the great wits of the time, also relished deKooning's accent and way with words, as when de Kooning called the rich"the htz." He studied de Kooning's talk closely:
The marvelous thing was his homemade eloquence. It was a real act ofcreation. ... I would watch him starting to say something partlybecause of the fume of the drink, partly because he was bored. Then hewould make a U-turn in midair. What it amounts to is to be able tocatch up with your thinking while talking. Also to think while you'retalking. . . . The secret of interesting talk is not to deliver lines but toinvent. . . .
He mostly spoke in malaprops, but they were beautiful. The factthat he used primitive English for refined purposes is the essence ofpoetry. There was a poetry of improvisation caused by puns both inideas and in the language. ... He used vulgarity—four-letter words—with great ability, and with courage. He used it when it was essential toaccentuate something.
Part of the acrobatic pleasure of conversation was to court danger. DeKooning once gave a drunken speech about "the Jews" in front of Stein-berg, who had fled the Nazis from his native Romania, and Rosenberg,the prototype of the Jewish intellectual in New York. What captivatedSteinberg was that de Kooning did not temper the speech with irony orcaricature. That would have been too easy. He chose instead to skirtdangerously close to true anti-Semitism. In his Dutch accent—whichsounded vaguely German to Americans—he announced that he loved allthe Jews dearly, yah he did, some of his best friends were Jews, except forHarold and Saul. "We knew what it meant," Steinberg said. "He had tosay that because he was free to say it. He knew it was funny and he knewhe was playing with danger." De Kooning would have known, too, thatboth Steinberg and Rosenberg shared his taste for subversive language andrecognized its subtextual codes. Both enjoyed the high-wire act.
Like his painting, Kooning's two-drink style was pungent, unex-pected, and utterly distinctive. There was something sui generis in hismanner, or, as Steinberg put it, "homemade." The New York of the mid-fifties revered this kind of individuality, which stood out powerfully inan era that was otherwise conformist in outlook. Steinberg said the effectof Rosenberg's conversation, for example, was that, "At the end you don'tknow what he's talking about, but it is very precise. It's a poetic preci-sion that inebriates you. Having talked nonsense gives you the courageto continue." Not surprisingly, de Kooning's distinctive manner began to
attract imitators. The butt of many jokes was the painter's old friendfrom the thirties, Milton Resnick, who some thought went so far as toimitate de Kooning's Dutch accent. In fact, this was unfair: Resnick hada slight speech impediment that explained the ''accent." But like manyartists of the time, he did pick up some of the speech patterns and affec-tion for slang that de Kooning made his own—such as the use of theword "terrific" and "How do you like thatl"—and he lived directlybelow de Kooning at 88 East Tenth Street. De Kooning himself, who wasknown for his prodigious sneezes, would sometimes complain that hecouldn't sneeze without hearing an echoing sneeze from the studiodownstairs.
The most common form of imitation was a self-conscious desire onthe part of many younger artists and poets to present themselves asnotable "individuals" who violated boundaries in the manner of Pollockand de Kooning. This crowding toward the individual had just begun inthe early fifties; it was not long before Rosenberg would dryly refer to the"herd of independent minds." Although both Pollock and de Kooningserved as models of such individuality, Pollock was more difficult to imi-tate as a painter. His drip paintings did not have a "handwriting" or brush-stroke as personal as de Kooning's, and his paintings maintained a certainclassical distance despite their Sturm und Drang. No young painter coulduse Pollock's technique without being accused of overt copying. But deKooning's brushstroke celebrated a kind of personal handwriting, a livingrecord of one's feelings and sensations. At a certain moment, to move abrush like de Kooning seemed to represent the epitome of grace underpressure. His brushstroke was manly, beautiful, despairing; and heattracted followers much as Hemingway did. "De Kooning really took awhole generation with him," said Clement Greenberg, "like the fluteplayer of the fairy tale." Other painters of the period dreamed of develop-ing a brushstroke as personal. According to the painter Al Held, "DeKooning provided a language you could write your own sentences with.Pollock didn't do that."
And yet, it was not merely the charm of his idiosyncratic style,or even the appeal of his art, that explains why de Kooning became formany in this period such an inspiring figure. Artists also loved his work-ingman's attitude and unpretentious manner. He worked hard. He suf-fered hard. He played hard. The photographer Robert Frank, who was nota hero worshipper or a sentimental man, could see into de Kooning'sTenth Street studio from where he lived and said that he would some-times simply watch, filled with admiration, as de Kooning struggled witha painting.
I'd see him with his hands behind his back, his head bent, pacing up anddown the length of his studio. I could see the easel standing there andTd wonder if he ever would get to paint and stop walking up and down.Quite often I think of that image now. That was the time when I was aphotographer, doing jobs or going out on my own to photograph in thestreets. Then it seemed to me I was making a big effort. Now thinkingof de Kooning, I understand better what it is, to face a white sheet ofcanvas,- to face something which does not respond to my movements,all will have to come from inside me. No help looking through theviewfinder and choosing the Decisive Moment. . .
Many painters especially admired the open-endedness of de Kooning'sapproach, which seemed to fill the world with possibility. His decision toreturn to the Women was inspiring to those who, searching for their ownway, feared or disliked the dictats of a critic like Greenberg. "Bill had theattitude, T want to reverse it all the time. So give me something toreverse/ " said Marca-Relli. "He was not a guy who was going to find adogmatic idea, invent one image and stay with that, like Rothko andNewman." There was also a certain poignancy in de Kooning's two-drinkstyle. Many at the bar knew that his drinking was also a form of release, away of spilling some of the tension that made his heart race. Alcohol gavehim a moment's ease. It was a form of indulgence, even, sometimes, ofprotection. De Kooning, everyone instinctively knew, was not just a per-former. He could not finally depend upon stylish games of irony or thefashions of the young. He was an acrobat working without the net. He hadpaid dues and come a long way, an immigrant with no choice but to inventhimself. A New Yorker by necessity.
In 1954, de Kooning had a brief relationship with Marisol Escobar, a tal-ented sculptor whom many likened to an idol or a beautiful sphinx. Foryears, he invariably referred to Marisol as "that lady" when he passed herbuilding. Born in Paris of Venezuelan parents, Marisol, who had not yetshown her work, already intrigued the art world. She appeared splendidlyremote—like the reincarnation of an ancient queen—though some saidshe was simply shy. She could remain preternaturally still. She was givento long silences, magnificent fits of temper, and occasional highly eccen-tric actions. She was ideally suited to a period that revered Jung and Freudand loved a good story. In his memoir of the period, The Party's Over Now,John Gruen described a time when Marisol remained so quiet and motion-less during the course of an afternoon that a spider slowly spun a web
upon her body. Another time, she went to the Club wearing a mask and,when everyone demanded that she take it off, she did so—only to revealyet another mask.
De Kooning and Marisol did not see each other every day during theiraffair. "He always seemed to have three women," she said. "It was embar-rassing to visit him, because often the others were there." They soondrifted back into friendship. However, it seemed fated that de Kooning, apainter of iconic female figures, would be drawn to a woman who evokedso many archetypes. (She could also be the smoldering Latin lover or theseductive enchantress.) Marisol, in turn, considered de Kooning not only agreat artist, but also in some way "a very pure person."
There was something about him that was like a little boy. Something inhis face, expression. Also the way he would walk. He also liked youngpeople. There was an affinity there. . . . He had that socialist air. Hedressed in overalls. He had been a commercial artist. They were aDepression generation. Poverty in those days wasn't sad. They hadenough to eat and it didn't matter to have a beautiful loft. It representeda kind of honesty.
However, Marisol also sensed a terrible new pressure building withinde Kooning. Something was constantly troubling him. She could not quitedefine the trouble, but it came from the changing art world. De Kooningmight be politically adept in that new world, Marisol said, allowing Elaineand others to further his interests, but he also stayed somehow aloof anduntouched. He remained a man of the thirties and forties even as thefifties put him on a pedestal. It was not easy, however, to live in this para-doxical situation. At the time of their affair in the spring of 1954, de Koo-ning was starting to drink more consistently and heavily. When he wasdrunk, Marisol said, his face would develop an expression of great suffer-ing and also anger, "like a deep brooding." He would still sometimesbecome convinced that he was dying. Once, de Kooning and Marisoldrank together all night; and then, about six in the morning, de Kooningthought the pebbles in the street were floating about. "He wanted to betaken to the doctor then and there. Bill thought he was dying."
More than he could ever have imagined, de Kooning was becoming aman in the spotlight. In May 1954, Huntington Hartford II, the heir to theA & P fortune and a collector of conservative salon painting, boughtadvertising space in newspapers across America and published "The Pub-lic Be Damned?," an angry polemic about modern art in general andabstract expressionism in particular. He was particularly contemptuous of
de Kooning and Woman I. In a way, de Kooning and his friends could nothave asked for a more useful enemy. Like the earlier snub from the Metro-politan Museum of Art, the attack placed the abstract expressionists onceagain in the heroic role of the misunderstood impressionists. The polemiconly focused more attention upon de Kooning and the artists at the Cedar,making them appear young and exciting and rebellious. Certainly, no oneat the Cedar could have invented a better or more comic name than Hunt-ington Hartford II, which sounded like the perfect definition of a stuffedshirt. Attacks from the right could, of course, become a serious matterduring the McCarthy era. But the abstract expressionists were not an iso-lated or defenseless group without friends. They had the support, forexample, of wealthy and established tastemakers at the Museum of Mod-ern Art. During the mid-fifties, the U.S. State Department began to workclosely with MoMA in an effort to promote abstract expressionism andAmerican art throughout the world. Established American power wantedto ally itself with the downtown painters, hoping to counter Soviet propa-ganda and socialist realism with vivid examples of American individual-ity and cultural strength.
Not long after the Hartford polemic appeared, de Kooning, togetherwith Elaine and some friends from the Club and the Cedar, decided to renta house on Long Island for the summer. De Kooning could probably havejoined Castelli once again in East Hampton, where he had spent the previ-ous two summers, but he now had a little money of his own with which torent a house. He and his friends heard about a dark red, gingerbread Victo-rian in Bridgehampton, a village between Southampton and East Hamptonthat was then mainly a farming community with a small summer colony.Some remember the cost of the rental as $200, others as $300. De Kooningasked around, seeing who wanted to chip in. In the end, de Kooning, FranzKline, Ludwig Sander, Elaine, and Nancy Ward, who was seeing Kline,rented the house. It had very little furniture, and the artists disliked itswallpaper. (When Philip Pavia found reams of abandoned graph paper in adumpster in the city, they papered the walls with it.) Elaine described it as"that crazy house, that most unusual house on the road, the famous redhouse on the road at the edge of Bridgehampton, ridiculously cheap . . .and each of us had a room with two doors, an entrance and an exit. Theexits appealed to us most. There was a living room, a sort of communalroom, and then to the right of that the kitchen . . . Bill painted out in thegarage behind the house/'
Even before the summer was over, the time at "the Red House"became idealized as part of the lore of American art. It was the party thatfollowed the long winter of struggle. At the Red House, life was a drink, a
laugh, and a trip to the beach. All summer long, the screen door wouldcreak open and slap shut as friends, and friends of friends, dropped in tosee what was going on. Barefoot artists in shorts sat around drinking beer,-a party always seemed to be in the offing. The sweet and fussy Victorian,which looked like a Gothic version of a Grandma Moses, became thecountry Cedar, an open bar without the noise and pressures of New York.De Kooning did not have a particular girlfriend that summer. He andElaine stayed, and slept, separately. Joan Ward, still distraught from herabortion, came to visit de Kooning and Nancy during her two weeks ofvacation from the advertising agency where she worked. Nancy asked her,"Are you sure you want to come?" Joan and de Kooning did not resumetheir relationship, but they remained friendly. De Kooning gave her hisbedroom and moved into a smaller room. The daily pattern at the RedHouse did not vary much. Money was chronically short. They had so lit-tle money, Elaine said, that they used paper plates and then washed them.For de Kooning, every morning began slowly, as always: he would sip hismug of coffee. The frequent late-night partying did not make waking upany easier. Even in the morning, however, the mood of the house wasplayful and flirtatious. Ludwig Sander, in particular, was a great gossip andtease. According to Joan Ward:
Lutz had a lot of girlfriends. The ladies liked Lutzie. They were all stillvery poor, you know, but always some rich lady was coming to whiskLutzie off. Buffie Johnson in her big car. Bill and Franz would be stand-ing there, sort of unkempt. Lutz had a charm. Quite frankly, the way hetalked, it was sort of salacious. He'd say, "Get a steak. Get one big as atoilet seat." Or he'd refer to "chicken-shit yellow."
De Kooning went to the beach less often than his friends. He dislikedthe glare at midday, and, since he was very fair and did not swim, he"would just get hot and sticky and sandy and sun-burned." Instead, heliked to go to the beach in the late afternoon and at dusk, when the breezecame up and the light glanced across the water. He would sometimesbicycle or get a ride to the Bridgehampton town beach late in the day orjoin in the evening clambakes and barbecues by the ocean. Not muchwork was done in the garage studio, since there were so many visitors anddistractions, but he would make drawings and enjoy the beautiful, sea-rinsed light. Often, the artists in the house and any visitors and childrenwould set up games in the afternoon that seemed, in retrospect, a light-hearted relief from the growing competitive spirit in the New York artworld. Kline, who particularly loved games, was usually the chief impre-
sario and cheerleader. Croquet was a favorite, but the gang also sometimesplayed softball. Many artists not that long off the boat—such as theDutchman de Kooning, the Romanian Steinberg, the Italian Pavia, and theSpaniard Vicente—cultivated a comic appreciation for the Americansport. They would often play in the yard at the Zogbaums' in the Springs.Vicente recalled one particular game, which occurred either that summeror shortly afterward, in which Elaine came up to him with a plan.
We got three balls—two grapefruits and a coconut—and painted themwhite. I was the pitcher. Nobody else knew but Elaine and me. Paviawas the champion hitter. I threw the first grapefruit to Pavia. He hitit—juice everywhere. But nobody knew anything. Then I threw thecoconut—pieces everywhere. So then Kline rushes to me and says,"What the hell are you doing? Let's be serious" and pushes me out. Istill had the second grapefruit.
Pollock brought an occasional dark and cloudy note to the bright sum-mer days. During the previous summer, many artists chose to avoid himaltogether. The social life of the Hamptons art world was intensifying,with increasing numbers of artists vacationing there, just as Pollockbecame more and more isolated. Although he was not particularly wel-come at the parties thrown by the Castellis and others, the Red House wasan artists' house—and Bill was there—so it became a particular magnetfor Pollock when he wanted to hang around with the guys. He would oftendrive over in his Ford and drop in unannounced to see de Kooning or who-ever else happened to be around, grabbing several beers from the icebox.Sometimes, he arrived in the evening when there was no party. Ward saidhe would join the artists huddled around the small TV set upstairs, watch-ing the flickering black-and-white image. Television was still new, espe-cially for the downtown artists, and de Kooning, in particular, foundhimself fascinated by the moving, static-filled pictures.
Early in the summer, Pollock drove over one afternoon when de Koo-ning, Kline, and Sander happened to be in East Hampton picking up furni-ture that friends, Carol and Don Braider, were loaning them. Pollock hadbeen drinking. He was brooding. According to Nafieh and Smith:
Sensing trouble, Elaine de Kooning called her husband in East Hamp-ton. When de Kooning and Kline arrived, "they threw their armsaround Jackson," Elaine later recalled, "and began to horse around."Locking each other in a rigid embrace, Jackson and de Kooning stag-gered blindly around the yard until they stepped into the path that led
from the back door to the garage and the outhouse. Worn down by yearsof use, the path had become a virtual "trench/' recalls Philip Pavia,who was standing nearby and it caught Jackson by surprise. He stum-bled and fell heavily to the ground. De Kooning fell on top of him.Under their combined weight, Jackson's ankle snapped.
De Kooning and the others took Pollock to the clinic in East Hamp-ton. Not surprisingly, Lee blamed de Kooning and his gang for the injury.Gossips had something new to talk about: increasingly "de Kooning vs.Pollock" sounded like a title fight. For much of the summer, Pollock waslaid up and unable to drive his car to the Red House. On those occasionswhen he did get out, especially when he could drive again, de Kooning andthe others treated him with increasing concern and, perhaps, condescen-sion, as if, Marca-Relli said, he were an "orphan."
Elaine found something disturbing about the summer in the RedHouse. It was the beginning, she thought, of a manic stage in the artworld's party. The Red House, she later told the writer Joseph Liss,"attracted people like a little pile of honey attracts flies."
It was a kind of pleasant but nightmarish summer, parties every night,entertaining in the way a nightmare could be entertaining, if you knowwhat I mean. ... I mean a tremendous amount of social life. An artistneeds his isolation even if you enjoy people's company: There is such athing as too many friends, too much talk, too much booze, too much ofa good thing. These are problems of the City, and the City was broughtto the Red House in Bridgehampton.
At the end of the summer, a huge storm, Hurricane Carol, slammedinto Long Island. Great trees lay uprooted in the villages, branches werescattered over the sandy roads, houses lost their roofs along the beach.The aftermath of such storms was always particularly beautiful, when thelight was sharp and the air ocean-fresh. The artists at the Red House gavean end-of-the-summer party that no one who was there has ever forgotten.Joan Ward arrived right before the party was to begin and preparationswere desperately late. De Kooning was painting the outhouse seats. Elaineand Nancy Ward, in old clothes, were making large paper flowers andwiring them to the house and trees and bushes and then—to add the illu-sion of nature to artifice—spraying them with perfume. Then they wentupstairs to get dressed. According to Joan Ward, they were acting like such"girls!. . . Nancy had quite a figure at that stage, a lot of cleavage. AndElaine came down ready to go all in white ruffles. Nancy had her stole on
and a little black dress and took the stole off and teased Elaine. 'Elaine, I'llgive you one chance!7 "
Every artist, writer, and hanger-on in the Hamptons seemed to showup at the party, parking their cars in a long line down both edges of Mon-tauk Highway. The garden in back was soon elbow to elbow with peopledrinking, many with a strange intensity. "That Saturday, it was very beau-tiful," said the painter Michael Goldberg, "and people were very drunkand crawling off into the corners." For many people, one particular imagestood out. A woman "of considerable girth" began slowly spinning in cir-cles, finally crashing into the table that held all the liquor and glasses. Herboyfriend staggered over and tried to haul her to her feet, the two of themseesawing back and forth. "The next morning there were people in thebushes," said Joan Ward. "Three days later they found a couple still in theattic. I don't know what they did. Maybe they went up and down the stairsand nobody noticed."
One unexpected guest that summer was de Kooning's mother, Cornelia.She and Marie still wrote regularly to de Kooning. He rarely replied,but occasionally sent them small gifts of money. His Dutch family some-times heard news of his growing success from relatives who passedthrough New York. Cornelia had not visited the United States since 1935and, almost a decade after the conclusion of World War II, was eager to seeher son. What could de Kooning say? By all accounts he was now a suc-cessful artist in America with, occasionally, some spending money. If deKooning would not stir up the past by visiting Holland, the seventy-seven-year-old Cornelia had every right to cross the ocean to see him, if shewanted to.
De Kooning was ambivalent, of course, about the prospect of seeing hismother. But there were aspects of the visit that he could look forward to.The sweetest and simplest part of success for a man like de Kooning wasshowing his family that he had made it in America. That counted for some-thing in the old neighborhood. But there was one irksome problem: hedidn't have the cash to buy Cornelia a ticket. Sidney Janis agreed to advancehim $300, but then Janis and his wife, Harriet, left for Europe withoutauthorizing the disbursal of the money. And so de Kooning sold several pic-tures to an ambitious young art dealer named Martha Jackson, who wasvisiting the studios on Long Island, spreading cash around by purchasingpictures directly from the artists. (One person estimated that de Kooningearned $4,000 and was then angered to hear, not long after the sale, thatJackson resold a single work to the Guggenheim for that same amount.)
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        De Kooning's mother and sister, Marie, at home inRotterdam in the 1950s. Portraits of Elaine and de Kooningare behind them.
It probably did notoccur to de Kooning,who had no head forbusiness, that Janiswould disapprove ofsales to other deal-ers,- in any case, hewould never toleratethe idea that some-one could tell himwhat to do with hisown work. The infu-sion of cash madehim feel as well offas he had been atA. S. Beck, when hecould buy the mirac-ulous record player.
With Elaine's sis-ter, Marjorie, de Kooning and Elaine drove to Hoboken to meet Cornelia,who had come by ship, and take her directly to the Red House. De Koo-ning's friends were delighted to welcome Cornelia, about whose characterthey had all speculated. She was certainly a more exotic addition to theircircle than just another artist or girlfriend. Most found her amusing andpolite. Cornelia was now an elderly white-haired lady, small and birdlikeexcept for a formidable bust, but as intense, domineering, and energetic asever. She and her son would speak Dutch together, but his Dutch was nowbroken and halting and she complained that he "didn't understand." She,in turn, would speak Dutch at a rapid rate to everyone she saw—her son,his friends, shopkeepers—as if they should understand her even if theycouldn't. Ludwig Sander, who spoke German, helped with crude transla-tions.
The household found it slightly comic to see the fifty-year-old artistplay the part of a dutiful son and, every evening, take his respectable mut-ter for a walk up and down the main street of Bridgehampton. During theday Elaine and de Kooning and various friends toured Cornelia around thevillages of the eastern end of Long Island. The painter Robert Dash remem-bered her posing for a photograph beside the windmill in Watermill. DeKooning no doubt enjoyed this joke about her Dutch background, thoughhe may also have wryly wondered if the image symbolized the impossibil-ity of ever escaping from Holland to a New World. (Dash observed that
"New York was also New Amsterdam.") Joop Sanders, who saw Corneliain the city, found her conversation both amusing and disturbing: "Sheentertained us one entire evening at dinner with how she cleaned thegarbage can. And how this bitch of a neighbor of hers tried to imply thatshe was the one who had the unclean garbage can when as a matter of factyou could lick her garbage can." At the Red House, the elderly Corneliawould get up at six in the morning and scrub the stairs. Along with herDutch obsession for cleanliness, she unintentionally revealed to Sandersjust how cloying and smothering she must have been as a mother. Cor-nelia told him that "nothing's ever really changed between them, he's stillher darling." She spoke "in terms almost of being a young girl, my heartgoes bang, bang, bang waiting for him to arrive when he's a little late. Theywould go to the movies, she said, and hold hands."
Cornelia also baited her son, constantly, as if he were somehow dis-reputable. She might be proud of his growing eminence and financial suc-cess—as she was proud of his half brother's success as the maitre d' of theRotterdam yacht club—but she dismissed out of hand his current work asan artist. She had strong views about what was appropriate and "nice." Apainting such as Excavation, not to mention Woman I, offended her senseof what was proper, and she was not reluctant to let the world know howshe felt. She managed to convey to everyone around her, despite her lackof English, that the pictures her son made as a student in Holland weremuch better than his current monstrosities. More important, she oftenexpressed her deep disapproval of de Kooning's irregular way of life.Although Bill and Elaine kept up a pretense of being happily married, Cor-nelia probably saw through their performance. And she harped upon herson's drinking. She could recognize the signs of alcoholism and, like manybartenders, regarded heavy drinkers with contempt. Although de Kooningoften appeared somewhat embarrassed by his mother, he could get alongwith her when he was sober. But when he made himself a drink—and shesharply told him to watch it, that he was drinking too much—they wouldbegin fighting as if they had never been separated for a day. According toJoan Ward:
Most of the time he knew what was going on—she kind of clawed athim—but he would get a couple of drinks in him and finally they'd startscreaming at each other and there'd be this argument in Dutch. Both ofthem at the top of their voices. He would retire sadder and she wouldretire completely happy. She'd had his full attention. She loved a goodscreaming match.
De Kooning and his mother even had a rousing public argument dur-ing the legendary end-of-the-summer party at the Red House. A chic andwell-put-together friend of Joan Ward's, who worked at the same adver-tising agency in New York, was so taken aback by the argument that shetold her friend, "For God's sake, Joan, why don't you get yourself a decentboyfriend instead of that crazy screaming Dutchman in the dirty shirt?"
Rather than return to Holland after the summer ended, Corneliastayed in America for several more months. She did not live with de Koo-ning and Elaine in New York, since Elaine was now on East Twenty-eighth Street and de Kooning on Tenth Street. Instead, she lived for a timewith Elaine's sister and also with a Dutch artist named Martha Bourdrez,whose husband was head of the Netherlands Information Office in NewYork. Cornelia served as an occasional nanny and babysitter and spokeDutch to the children. "She stayed with us," Bourdrez said, "because theydidn't know where to put her up and she didn't talk a word of English. Adifficult woman. She was so crazy about Bill but so opinionated. Thiswasn't good and that wasn't good. Constant criticism." She even com-plained, after a visit to the Cedar, that artists did not know how to havefun when drinking. They looked too "sinister" and unhappy. (She did notrecognize, of course, the existential burden of being an artist.) De Kooningvisited his mother regularly, taking her to the movies and out to dinner.He did not hide her from the art world. "She was very intelligent for atotally uneducated person," said Sanders. "Of course, life had educatedher. And she fitted in beautifully, in one sense, everywhere. Bill took herto a party that Nelson Rockefeller was giving. She talked Dutch to every-body and everybody thought she was wonderful. Of course, the womanwas accustomed to mixing because she had a bar." Still, she continued tofight with the son she adored. Once, while Cornelia was staying at theLuyckx apartment, Marjorie invited de Kooning and his mother to lunchwith some relatives. The fight that ensued was an example of the physicalviolence that underlay the relationship between mother and son. Accord-ing to Conrad Fried,
Bill comes in and is very well dressed. He has a highball, a few drinks,gets a bit sloshed. Then he and his mother had heated words. Billthrows about half a highball into his mother's face—he was capable ofdoing that when drunk. His mother, by now an old lady who was sober,then takes a coffee cup filled with hot coffee and hurls the whole thingat his head. He ducks and it breaks and shatters into a million pieces onJ:he shelf behind him.
After Cornelia returned home, de Kooning's sister, Marie, wrote him ascolding letter about his drinking. The letter infuriated de Kooning. Heexpected a more understanding response from the beloved big sister whohad always been his ally and provided a sympathetic ear during the yearsspent with a tyrannical mother. But Marie, it seemed, had now joinedwith Cornelia in order to criticize him. De Kooning, after the 1954 visit,appeared to want to forget his family altogether. Once, when Elaine sug-gested wiring flowers to Cornelia on her birthday, his response was, ''Theson of a bitch is trying to outlive me."
During the partying summer of 1954, de Kooning, always intenselyresponsive to his surroundings, began making pictures in which thefemale figure and the countryside mingled so intimately that they becamealmost inseparable. In de Kooning's art, if not in his life, there could be noseparation or escape from the female figure. She was the environment; shewas the fleshy brushstroke. "The landscape is in the woman," he said dur-ing this period, "and there is Woman in the Landscapes." As usual, deKooning did not himself think of such pictures becoming more or less"figurative" or "abstract"; that was a distinction for critics and historians.But the blending of figure and place now yielded pictures that werebecoming more conventionally abstract. Then, back in New York in thefall of 1954, de Kooning once more brought the city strongly into his pic-tures, creating over the next year and a half what Hess called "abstracturban landscapes," with such names as Gotham News, Saturday Night,Street Corner Incident, Police Gazette, and The Time of the Fire.
Artists and critics immediately recognized, in these paintings, themean streets of downtown New York. De Kooning slashed the gritty sur-faces with various tools and whipped lines of charcoal through the paint.The visual rhythms were discordant; the planes clashed against oneanother; the light of the garish city was both shady and overbright. DeKooning himself referred to the overheated "circus" colors in the pictures.Even their titles could be tabloid headlines. De Kooning had a passion forcrime stories, and not the genteel English kind. He preferred "BLONDEFOUND DEAD IN BACK ALLEY." The tough-guy air of film noir contin-ued to appeal to him, and he loved the explosive light of the flashbulbs,the splayed limbs of the corpses, and the mythic feeling of night-menacefound in the images of the great tabloid photographer Weegee. The paint-ings themselves had a "She was a tough dame" look and seem redolent ofthe dimestore detective novels and magazines that de Kooning sometimesread.
In this series of pictures, de Kooning created a third major "NewYork" style, one that followed upon his haunted, Depression-era men andhis discordant symphony of postwar New York, Excavation. What wassurprising was that, during this period of growing renown and high styl-ishness, de Kooning should be so powerfully drawn to the idea of crimeand catastrophe. In part, the pictures continued the proud assault on"good taste" represented in Woman I—a crime against art intended to rat-tle the teacups of connoisseurs. Like the Women, the "Weegee" paintingscelebrated a robust, petit bourgeois joy in the kitschy and lurid. And yet, itwas probably not coincidental that de Kooning painted these pictures dur-ing and shortly after Cornelia's visit. He had discovered that nothing hadreally changed, that she still picked at him as she had when he was a child.What could be more grotesquely lurid than this relationship between anold woman and her son, who screamed at each other, hurled things at eachother, declared that they loved each other? How could de Kooning not,like Raskolnikov, dream of murder? Of course, he never found it necessaryto be literal; no one can find "the body" in these urban abstractions. Andde Kooning made only a few pictures in this lurid vein. More important,the last of these urban abstractions was very different from its predeces-sors. It was a picture in the grand style, in which he dreamed of new life aswell as death.
Easter Monday
Easter Monday could be the title of a poem by Frank O'Hara: the phraseperfectly captures the characteristic outlook of the painters and poets whofrequented the Cedar, as they sought to turn the expected on its head ormake a surprising or witty marriage of opposites. If Easter invariablyoccurred on a Sunday and was the holiest and most joyful day of the Chris-tian year—a time of resurrection when man transcends his base nature—Monday was the day when people returned to work. Calling a pictureEaster Monday clapped together, like a pair of cymbals, the transcendentand the vernacular, at a time when the New York school celebrated boththe lofty dreams of Rothko and Newman and the gritty working-classspirit of the Cedar.
De Kooning, who respected earth more than heaven, was not one ofthe period's mystics. Religious themes occasionally entered his oeuvreand he admitted to a lifelong fascination with the Crucifixion. But thehigher reaches of religion made him anxious. To this most tactile of
de Kooning
painters, religious reverie seemed too airy and intangible; literally out oftouch. He would have been one of the boys in the congregation who won-ders what people could possibly find to do in heaven. It irked him thatcontemporaries continued to puff up their art with the high-flown impor-tance of "myth" or "transcendence" or "history." And so, the phrase mayalso have appealed to him as a way to participate in the mythic chorus ofabstract expressionism while also teasing its more earnest apostles,reminding them that the day after the miracle must also be accounted for.The phrase had a way of twisting the tail of meaning—of turning back indoubt—that complemented de Kooning's hooking brushstroke.
De Kooning's titles were rarely intended as guides to the meaning of apicture. And this one may have little more than the inspiration of amoment, happened upon because de Kooning's second one-man show atthe Sidney Janis Gallery was scheduled to open on April 3, 1956, the dayafter Easter—on, that is, "Easter Monday." He was struggling to make thedeadline; he apparently finished the picture on the day of the opening.Even so, de Kooning probably did have Easter in mind during the finalstages of work. Like the previous urban abstractions, Easter Mondayevoked the mean streets. It was built upon a grid pushed and twisted by aslashing brush, conveying an impression of the kaleidoscopic jumpinessof the city. And, as was de Kooning's habit, the painting had sometimesbeen covered with newspaper to keep the paint wet, which left behind theghostly shimmer of newsprint in the final image. If Easter Monday sug-gested a crime, however, it was one that far transcended the cheap mur-ders in de Kooning's detective stories. It recalled instead the greatestcrime in Christendom—the Crucifixion.
The verticality of the picture and some geometric, angular brush-strokes evoked the cross, even if they did not describe it. The flesh tonesand the violent twisting of the brush suggested both the convulsive phys-ical agony and the transcendent spirit of Christ; a gash of red even recalledthe lance wound in Christ's left side. This crime, however, ended in joy—the resurrection. Easter Monday was far more elevated in feeling than deKooning's other urban abstractions. It was larger and more vertical andseemed to reflect the light glancing off the sky, not just the lurid glow ofthe streets. The paint was less beaten and clotted, the palette softer andmore springlike. The pinks, whites, and light blues are as dressy as anEaster outfit. Still, mainly secular resurrections were being celebrated inEaster Monday. There was, of course, de Kooning's personal sense of res-urrection. In the forties, lost in despair, de Kooning painted a great black-and-white called Black Friday that evoked the Crucifixion. By themid-fifties, however, de Kooning was no longer being figuratively cruci-
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fied. He had certainly risen in the world, becoming a kind of secular deityamong the artists of New York. In his review of the 1956 show thatincluded Easter Monday, Hess wrote that de Kooning "had replacedPicasso and Miro as the most influential painter at work today." NewYork, too, was elevated. The brushstroke in Easter Monday rose above thestreets, at once celebrating and transcending the artist's adopted city. Andthe downtown milieu of artists and poets in New York, which had suf-fered such neglect and ignominy in the thirties and forties, also found itsparadoxical moment of resurrection. The artists and poets at the Cedar, in1956, were no longer a struggling underground. Whatever the particularcircumstances of individuals, the group as a whole was becoming success-ful and admired. Abstract expressionism was now a dominant style, enter-ing a period of glorification rather than of discovery.
Easter Monday was de Kooning's first truly mainstream painting. Hewas no longer a tormented explorer in this picture, but an artist in controlof his time, place, and style. Even the painting's ambiguities appeared styl-ishly confident: he was in full command of his contradictions. In the mid-fifties, de Kooning, the most individual of painters, was beginning todream of a grand style that could transcend, as well as embody, the per-sonal. He would have known T. S. Eliot's essay "Tradition and the Indi-vidual Talent," which was influential at the time among critics and whichfamously argued:
Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion,- itis not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality. But,of course, only those who have personality and emotions know what itmeans to want to escape from these things.
De Kooning aspired to the art of Rubens, not Rembrandt, in the mid-fifties. Americans had always preferred the Protestant individuality ofRembrandt to the more Catholic, aristocratic stylishness of Rubens. Butde Kooning, a working-class immigrant who still fit awkwardly into hisnew country, understood the glory of a grand style. He once calledRubens, admiringly, "that show-off." De Kooning in Easter Mondaysought a heightened fluency in which he could work, like Rubens, "withcomplete conviction and reckless abandon." That was a resurrection, andrelease, worth the years of personal struggle and hardship.
26. Other Lives
There is no such thing as being anonymous.
The resurrections celebrated in Easter Monday came three monthsafter de Kooning's own life underwent a profound transformation:on January 29, Joan Ward gave birth to his daughter, Johanna Lisbethde Kooning.
The birth did not mark the resumption of a serious relationshipbetween Ward and de Kooning. Although de Kooning was the love ofJoan's life, he still did not reciprocate her feelings, regarding her as a "goodfriend" rather than as a serious lover or a potential wife. Nonetheless,they had continued to see each other occasionally. In later years, neitherWard nor de Kooning could recall the circumstances that led, in 1955, toher second pregnancy. It was apparently the result of a moment's fancy, atumble into bed, perhaps, after a day or night of drinking. The art worldtalk, spread by Elaine, was that Joan showed up at lunchtime with "apitcher of martinis." De Kooning assumed she would have another abor-tion, as did Elaine, who told her, "Well, you know, Bill and I always intendto have children." But Ward was too wounded by her first experience withabortion to have a second. "I couldn't," she said. "I couldn't, again." Gos-sips wondered if she had tried to become pregnant in order to "catch Bill,"but Ward herself saw nothing reassuring in the future. She knew that shecould not depend upon de Kooning for either emotional or financial sup-port. She would have to give up the job she loved, moreover, to raise thebaby. "I was at a crossroads," she said. "I was terrified." She consideredthe pregnancy "a nightmare."
When Ward told de Kooning that she planned to have the baby, hisresponse, she said, was "oblique." "He never said yes," Ward said, "but henever said no, and he was somehow more for than against." De Kooningalways had a soft spot for children, though he knew that he was not suitedto be a father and, in the past, whenever the prospect of fatherhood arose,an abortion was the predictable result. If Joan herself insisted upon havingthe child, however, he seemed to think, well, why not?
During the pregnancy, de Kooning did not help Ward much. At fivemonths, when she could no longer conceal her condition, she resignedfrom the job she had held for ten years. She began to collect unemploy-
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merit insurance, which helped her pay the rent on a small apartment onLeroy Street. When labor began, she called her sister, and Nancy and FranzKline took her to the hospital. The baby was born an hour or two aftermidnight. De Kooning arrived at the hospital in the morning, and, nothaving heard the news, crept into Ward's room looking, she said, "like thewhite rabbit." It was one of the few times, she said, "that I've seen Bill intotal shock." He hurried to see the baby. An Italian-American couple, thesculptor James Rosati and his wife, Carmen, found de Kooning standingbehind the glass gazing into the nursery at his newborn daughter. He wasrocking back and forth, his hands behind his back, softly humming tohimself, "Hmmmm . . . hmmmm." The Italians, who had four children,looked through the glass and said, "Isn't the de Kooning baby beautiful?"De Kooning beamed: Italian families, like the Randolfis in Rotterdam,knew children. He continued to rock back and forth, humming to himself,sometimes repeating, "She's beautiful. . . she's beautiful." According toJoan, "Once she was born he fell in love forever."
Joan was mainly responsible for naming the baby. She wanted a Dutchname. She checked various possibilities with de Kooning, who had noparticular preference, except that he disliked "Nellie" because, he said, "itsounded too much like a maid." "Johanna" was a common name in the deKooning family, and "Lisbeth" was Dutch for Elizabeth.
De Kooning took great pleasure in showing his friends the apple-cheeked baby, whom one and all said looked Dutch. He would often dropin to see her at Joan's apartment, and he tacked up her photograph on hisstudio wall, among the reproductions of paintings, magazine ads, draw-ings, and pinups. He would proudly point out the picture to visitors. Therewas no doubt that he loved the baby. But there was also no doubt that hewould not fundamentally alter the pattern of his life. As before, he slept inhis studio, worked on his paintings when he wanted to, and drank awaythe nights with his friends at the Cedar.
When his old friend the artist and scientist Alcopley returned to NewYork in the spring of 1956 after several years in Europe, de Kooning invitedhim to have dinner at Joan's and see the baby, nicknamed Lisa. Early in theevening, Alcopley dropped by de Kooning's studio to pick him up, andthe two friends decided to walk to Ward's apartment. As they passed theCedar, de Kooning said, "Let's just go in for one drink." "I don't think weshould do this," Alcopley said, "because Joan expects us for dinner." ButBill said, "We'll only stay for one little drink." Inside the bar, there was achorus of greetings: "Oh Bill, Bill, Bill!" According to Alcopley:
He had not one drink but several drinks. It seemed like he paid a fewhundred dollars for everyone to have drinks. When we finally arrived atLeroy Street he was dead drunk and Joan was crying. She was afraid tolet him hold the baby, but he insisted. So I put my arms under the babyas Bill held her so that she wouldn't fall.
Ward's tears represented not just her disappointment over the ruin ofone evening, but, more tellingly, her recognition that the birth of Lisawould not transform de Kooning into a responsible father or renew hislove for her. De Kooning, it was clear, was simply not going to inconven-ience himself—or his art—to accommodate other lives. It would insteadbe Joan and Elaine, the women with the greatest claim upon him, whoselives would be upended. Joan naturally dreamed that de Kooning wouldmarry the mother of his child; at the very least, she hoped he would helpher create a stable home for Lisa. Now, her darker apprehensions seemedto be coming true. She might well be left a single mother, raising Lisaalone on an uncertain income and forced to nag de Kooning for help. Thedemands of raising a child would not allow her to resume her job or tolaugh with the art world at the Cedar. De Kooning would continue toparty without her, whether or not she put dinner on the table. The NewYork art world had little interest in a mother with a baby.
The situation was just as troubling to Elaine, though she did her bestnot to show it. Professing herself delighted that Bill was a father, sheimmediately went to the hospital to see the baby and congratulate Joan.There, she found a chilling portent: Joan was admitted under the name of"Mrs. de Kooning." The words forced Elaine to confront—perhaps for thefirst time—what Lisa's birth might mean for her. She could not fail to behurt and angry. She was Mrs. de Kooning. It seemed outrageous to her thatJoan Ward would assume her name and, possibly, supplant her position inde Kooning's life. To Elaine, Joan was just another fetching young thing, agirl in the bar, a passing fancy—whereas she, Elaine, had been with Bill foryears, during the hard times. But Joan now had the one claim upon Billthat Elaine could never match, that of a shared child. During the preg-nancy, Elaine did not let herself believe that an accident like a baby wouldever threaten their widely admired artists' marriage. But she now recog-nized that the marriage might actually collapse. In order to make Lisamore "legitimate," de Kooning might divorce her.
Elaine knew that de Kooning could be old-fashioned about suchthings: he might decide that the parents of his "little angel" should bemarried. As a result, she might lose the man who remained the centerof her life. And she was thirty-eight years old. It did not make her
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feel any better that she and deKooning had discussed having achild together; or that she had hadthree abortions; or that she had justhad a hysterectomy, making chil-dren an impossibility. She also knewin her bones the terror and despera-tion that aging and loss could bringto a woman. Her mother's near mad-ness—the painted face and dramaticmoods and desperate search for "theartistic"—were probably never farfrom her thoughts, even as shemaintained the witty air and publicsense of control that Marie alwaysdemanded. Elaine later said thatshe raised the issue of a divorce her-self rather than waiting for de Koo-ning to bring it up, a version of events contradicted by her brother. Butde Kooning would probably have responded to the prospect of a divorcethe way he usually did to issues about which he was ambivalent, bydoing nothing. He might have wanted to get divorced because of Lisa,- buthe did not want to marry Joan. Besides, he was always made anxious byanything official. A divorce would call attention to his legal status inAmerica.
Elaine, equally true to form, transformed her difficult emotional situ-ation into an occasion for stylish wit and storytelling. It was a way of mas-tering the problem and earning respect rather than pity. According to astory that made the rounds of the art world, Elaine, when she went to thehospital and saw Joan identified as "Mrs. de Kooning," immediatelyquipped, "Oh . . . Bill and I always wanted a child." The line was worthyof Dorothy Parker (although Joan did not recall Elaine saying it). Elaineappeared breezily at ease during the painfully awkward visit to the hospi-tal. She cluck-clucked over the newborn, whose face was temporarilyscrunched up by the passage through the birth canal. Joan, anxious atLisa's appearance, suddenly joked, "Well, the baby actually looks sort oflike Jackson Pollock!" Elaine seized upon the remark, telling everyone atthe Cedar, as if it were the funniest thing in the world, "The baby lookslike Jackson!" She loved the story because it playfully suggested the babywas not really Bill's, and that Joan was the kind of girl who did not neces-sarily know who the father was. The stories about the "pitcher of marti-
nis" and the baby "looking like Jackson Pollock" and Joan's presentationas "Mrs. de Kooning" not only served to put Joan in her place, but alsoassured the world that the baby would not change her relationship to deKooning. Soon, Elaine developed a charming way of explaining away thebusiness of "having a baby." She preferred to be a "fairy godmother." Chil-dren were marvelous, of course, but the onerous day-to-day responsibilityof raising them was something no truly clever or magical person—and cer-tainly no committed artist—could accept.
Elaine's friends noted that she was drinking more and more. Shewould often begin the morning with a shot in her coffee and was startingto drink throughout the day. Joan, too, was a drinker. For those around deKooning, the party in the art world was beginning to change character bythe mid-fifties. Alcohol was used less to celebrate good times than toescape from burdensome personal pressures. This was particularly true ofde Kooning himself, whose drinking was developing a new intensity astime passed. He would increasingly fail to call it a night, staying out untilhe was sloshed; sometimes he drank until he passed out. He also left thestudio more regularly in the evening, hitting the Cedar, or, occasionally,other bars when he and his friends found themselves at an opening or aparty elsewhere in town. After two drinks, de Kooning might become amarvelous raconteur. But after five or six, his mood, like Pollock's, couldinstantly darken. Then he would grow surly, brooding above his glass. Inhis eyes, a shade seemed pulled down partway. Sometimes he lashed outunexpectedly.
De Kooning was becoming a binge drinker. There were times when hewould pass out, awake hungover, kill the hangover with another drink,and then begin drinking heavily again. No one could control him during abinge. It could go on for a week or more, until exhaustion felled him. Hisbehavior seemed different from the practice of ordinary alcoholics, whodrank consistently every day. The binges seemed explosive, as if they werethe only way to discharge unbearable internal stress. In addition to thedaily pressure he felt to create strong new art, de Kooning now had theadded responsibility of being a father, both to Lisa and to the New Yorkschool. He did not know how to sort out the politics of painters, wives,girlfriends, and mothers. Lisa's birth threatened to awaken memoriesfrom his own childhood of claustrophobic anxiety and an angry, brokenfamily. His marriage to Elaine had not been a conventional success,- now,his official wife was not the mother of his child, his daughter was "illegit-imate, " and the disappointed Joan—who loved him but with whom he didnot wish to live—berated him over his obligations as a father. All his life,de Kooning without fail instinctively rebelled against the expectations of
others. He could love Lisa without reservation. He could want to be a goodfather. He could even maintain an old-fashioned belief in the proprieties,as in "a man must look after his family." But he could not, finally, submitto the demands of other lives.
As a teenager, de Kooning fled from his suffocating family at the firstopportunity, adopting in its place the community of artists and out-siders struggling to scrape by in an alien world. This "family" sustained deKooning both in Rotterdam and in New York. He made the floating groupof "have-nots" his true home. But de Kooning's adopted family was nowbecoming unrecognizable. The competitive air of the new art world, exac-erbated by critics, dealers, and hangers-on, disturbed him. De Kooningwanted to be successful; but he also wanted the artists7 world to remainintact, characterized by an equality born of common struggle. The scale ofthe New York art world was growing, its air becoming more moneyed andrarefied. De Kooning could not help feeling somewhat out of place—animpostor king. It may be that, paradoxically, the binges helped restoresome measure and balance to his life, for on those occasions he became,once again, another beat-up man of the streets.
In April 1956, de Kooning exhibited his mid-decade abstractions,including Easter Monday, at the Sidney Janis Gallery. The show was anenormous success. Not surprisingly, Janis was delighted that de Kooninghad "returned" to abstraction. Collectors clamored for the new work. Thepress was laudatory. A certain unreality attended the hoopla around theshow, at least for de Kooning. He was pleased, but the opening on Fifty-seventh Street was not anything like the gathering of friends that onceconstituted an artist's opening. There were many people whom he did notknow or recognize. And while he could always count upon being sur-rounded by old friends and youthful admirers, he could not fail to noticethat even some old-timers were beginning to look at him sharply. It hadlong been obvious that the "gentleman's" clique of uptown artists disap-proved of the "bum's" clique at the Cedar. Now, however, there was an airof resentment surfacing among some artists, especially those less fortu-nate than the leading figures. They were becoming disgusted by the bigparties, the big prices, and the ongoing adulation of de Kooning.
Even some admirers of de Kooning, such as Conrad Marca-Relli, beganto voice reservations about him. If they once took de Kooning's friendli-ness for granted, they now wondered whether his willingness to praiseyoung artists or to clean the cups at the Club represented the politickingof a man determined to get ahead. Artists talked often about this. The
playing out of de Kooning's life had, for many, a symbolic import. Accord-ing to Marca-Relli:
Bill kept two levels. He mentioned it once. One was friendship, theother was his ambition as a painter, the professional. I even asked himonce when he was getting a lot of success. "How do you think? We hadnothing and then all of a sudden ..." He said, "It's another world. I'mstill the same in one way with friends. That's another activity. I look atit as another kind of thing."
Marca-Relli considered de Kooning "shrewd" in his relations with thelarger world.
I guess that goes with it. If you want to be the top banana, you've got tohave these qualities in you. Like Picasso. Picasso was a great painter. Atthe same time, he was the greatest operator. Between Tom Hess andHarold Rosenberg and Elaine who promoted him ... I tell you, Bill wasso involved. Unquestionably he had this dynamic of making sure ofhow it goes and how it works and what the system is here. Don't forget,this is a Dutch boy who came here on a boat. He's going to make it. Hehad more drive to make it than someone born here who was morerelaxed. He knew that this was a tough place to break through. And heused all the power in him. . . . Once I remember Lee Eastman [de Koo-ning's lawyer] said to me on the beach, "Isn't it wonderful how a guylike Bill, so simple and so timid, could get all this success?" I looked athim and said, "Are you joking?" But it's very difficult to pin down Billon that. Because if he were to walk in right now his presence wouldalmost disqualify everything I'm saying because he would be so sweetand so generous.
One of de Kooning's oldest friends, Milton Resnick—who first ques-tioned de Kooning's motives as early as 1950, after the insiders' session atStudio 35—now openly despised de Kooning as a sellout. The painter AdReinhardt, an artist who combined a powerful drive toward aestheticpurity with a bitterly satirical view of the evolution of the art world, alsotook a skeptical view of de Kooning's advance. While Reinhardt alwaysmaintained a measure of respect for de Kooning, he could not abide eitherthe fancy rhetoric about "the meaning" of abstract expressionism or theway in which painters were beginning to flirt with dealers, collectors, andsocialites. In an exhibition chronology of his life, which Reinhardt wrotehimself, he described the mid-fifties in this way:
1952 Debates for several weeks on "The Hess Problem" at Artists' Club.
1952 Farouk abdicates Egyptian throne.
1953 Gives up principles of asymmetry and irregularity in painting.1953 Visits Greece.
1953 Paints last paintings in bright colors.
1954 Daughter born.
1954 Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam achieve independence.
1954 MacDonald Wright returns to Abstract Art.
1955 Listed in Fortune Magazine as one of top twelve investments in artmarket.
1956 Borrows money from bank to travel.1956 Suez crisis.
1956 Makes last cartoon, a mandala.
1957 Willem de Kooning says in the Chuck Wagon, "The rich are all right."1957 Buys Pearl Bailey's record "They're Good Enough for me."
1957 Forms SPOAF (Society for the Protection of Our Artist Friends) (fromthemselves), after reading "Nature in Abstraction" statements.
It was not just the curdling of gossip and the resentments over successthat poisoned de Kooning's sense of family and increased the pressure onhim. Serious resistance to his art was also developing in the mid-fifties,and de Kooning, despite the praise lavished upon him, was sensitive tosuch criticism. Clement Greenberg remained the best-known skeptic.The art world knew that he disliked the Women; the critic told de Koo-ning to his face what he thought. But most people reduced Greenberg'sargument to gossip: he was engaged in the marquee fight "Jackson vs.Bill" or "Abstract vs. Figurative," or "Clem vs. Harold." The argumentwith de Kooning, many thought, was essentially personal, since the twomen continually found new ways to insult each other. (Once when Green-berg was visiting de Kooning's studio, for example, the painter offered thecritic a sketch he had admired, perhaps in an effort to patch things up.Greenberg turned it down.) In fact, Greenberg was engaged in somethingmore threatening than gossip: he was developing a serious and influentialchallenge to de Kooning's art. Greenberg was too wily a critic to damnwith faint praise. He damned, instead, with encomiums to de Kooning'sgenius—his failed genius. It was so disappointing, Greenberg would sug-gest, that de Kooning should ultimately fail to bring his great gift tofruition.
It would not be until the early sixties that Greenberg would directlyand harshly attack de Kooning in print, but in conversation the outlines ofhis critique were already clear by the mid-fifties, and it was not difficult to
read between the lines of his prose. In 1953, Greenberg had written anadmiring foreword for a small de Kooning retrospective at the WorkshopCenter for the Arts in Washington, D.C., in which he argued that de Koo-ning was trying to make "advanced" art that did not break from the past.
De Kooning strives for synthesis, and in more ways than one. He wantsto re-charge advanced painting, which has largely abandoned the illu-sion of depth and volume, with something of the old power of the sculp-tural contour. He wants also to make it accommodate bulging, twistingplanes like those seen in Tintoretto and Rubens. And by these meanshe wants in the end to recover a distinct image of the human figure, yetwithout sacrificing anything of abstract painting's decorative and phys-ical force. Obviously, this is highly ambitious art, and indeed de Koo-ning's ambition is perhaps the largest, or at least the most profoundlysophisticated, ever to be seen in a painter domiciled in this country.
This is painting in the grand style, the grand style in the sense oftradition but not itself a traditional style, attempted by a man whosegifts amount to what I am not afraid to call genius (his ability as a col-orist is larger than even his admirers ordinarily recognize). No wonderde Kooning has had such a tremendous impact on American painting inthe last several years. He is one of the important reasons, moreover,why that painting has ceased to be a provincial one and become a factorin the mainstream of Western art today.
Despite its air of praise, however, this small essay seemed full ofthoughts left portentously unsaid. Nowhere did Greenberg suggest that deKooning succeeded in this synthesis or in his desire to recharge advancedpainting. Instead, de Kooning "strives" for synthesis and "wants" to cre-ate "something of the old power of the sculptural contour." The critic'suse of "something" was a rhetorical dagger, subtly applied. The famousstruggle over the return to the figure and Woman I was not mentioned;the circumspection stuck out like a thumb. Whatever the painter's suc-cess or failure, however, de Kooning's "ambition" was "perhaps thelargest" in American art—or, if not, then the "most profoundly sophisti-cated." The phrase "profoundly sophisticated" was also two-edged,almost an oxymoron. It suggested that de Kooning might be deeplyschooled, yet lacked the depth and authenticity that were part of the"largest" ambition.
In the landmark essay of 1955 called " 'American-Type' Painting," inwhich Greenberg laid out his views on the work of the first generation ofthe New York school, he was somewhat more direct. But the words were
still those of a critic knocking an artist off a high perch. Once again,Greenberg emphasized de Kooning's ambition, saying that the painter had"both the advantages and the liabilities—which may be greater—of anaspiration larger and more sophisticated, up to a certain point, than that ofany other living artists I know of except Picasso." As the dig about "liabil-ities" suggested, Greenberg seemed to think that de Kooning had merelyproposed, but not realized, "a synthesis of modernism and tradition." Byinvoking the figurative contours of the past, the painter "risks" a "second-hand effect." And, like Picasso, de Kooning "hankers after terribilita"—another brilliantly cutting phrase, for no one who actually possessesterribilita would ever hanker after it. Also like Picasso, de Kooning had a"nostalgia for tradition"—which is not the same thing, of course, as main-taining a tradition. "And it would seem," Greenberg wrote, "that therewas even more Luciferian pride behind de Kooning's ambition: were he torealize it, all other ambitious painting would have to stop for a whilebecause he would have set its forward as well as its backward limits for ageneration to come."
Luciferian pride may be large, but it is hardly admirable. And otherambitious painting had not, of course, stopped for a while, the implicationbeing that de Kooning had therefore not realized his Luciferian ambition."If de Kooning's art has found a readier acceptance than most other formsof abstract expressionism," Greenberg continued, "it is because his needto include the past as well as forestall the future reassures most of us."Another cutting sentence: no vanguard modernist wanted either to "fore-stall the future" or to "reassure." Greenberg would not even concede thatthe Women were disturbing, for "the methods by which these savage dis-sections were carried out were patently Cubist." In other words, theywere safe and old-fashioned. Not surprisingly, Greenberg ended by oncemore concealing a rebuke behind what seemed a generous celebration ofgenius. The critic preferred some of the artist's later, smaller Women, hesaid, to the larger Woman I and her sisters. "In certain of his latestWomen, which are smaller than the preceding ones, the brilliance of thesuccess achieved demonstrates what resources that tradition has leftwhen used by an artist of genius. But de Kooning has still to spread the fullmeasure of that genius on canvas."
Greenberg's words were wounding because, more than any other criticof the time, he was constructing a modernist pantheon. He was attempt-ing to establish who and what really mattered in modern American art. Itwas clear that de Kooning, for all his talents, would not be admitted tothis pantheon as an authentic successor to the masters of the past. For acritic of Greenberg's sensibility, de Kooning, trapped between traditions,
in love with both the past and present, was finally too impure in outlookand too unclear about the historical responsibilities of genius. (Eventually,Greenberg would come to believe that de Kooning's failure was essentiallyone of character—that he went soft and showy.] It was probably less thecritic's condescension that galled de Kooning than his refusal to under-stand and respect what impurity could mean: it was exactly the impuri-ties of life and art that excited in de Kooning the sensation of truth.
There were other pantheons beginning to rise in the mid-fifties thatalso excluded de Kooning. Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko, Clyfford Still,Adolph Gottlieb, and William Baziotes were proposing a kind of temple.They were visionaries with little patience for an appetite like de Koo-ning's. To such artists de Kooning seemed not only trapped in the past butalso unable to sound the sublime chords of myth that they believedshould animate art. And some hinted that de Kooning should not occupya central place in American art because he was not, finally, Americanenough. They believed he was essentially French in outlook, a chef-painter of the School of Paris who created an art of tasty effects lacking inthe rough-hewn force and visionary convictions of true American art.
As for younger artists—there, too, a challenge was developing. Many"second-generation" painters aped de Kooning's style and passion, butthere were also young painters with an ironic, laughing eye. Not only hadRauschenberg erased a de Kooning drawing, but he continued to satirizeabstract expressionism. A fresh appreciation for irony and wit, togetherwith an unabashed interest in American pop culture, was beginning toenter the studios of some young artists. Rauschenberg's close friend JasperJohns painted his celebrated Flag in 1955 (although it was not exhibiteduntil 1958), and John Cage was a ubiquitous questioner of all holy plati-tudes and grandiose pantheons. Among the younger painters and poets atthe Cedar were a number of wits, notably Frank O'Hara, who, while rever-ing de Kooning, also maintained an irreverent taste for camp that seemedvery "knowing." De Kooning worried that "They have no innocence."
But above all, his contemporary Jackson Pollock reminded de Kooningthat, in America, there was an inner circle that he could never quite pene-trate. In the mid-fifties, Pollock was in a period of near collapse, wrackedby alcoholism and floundering as a painter. Even Greenberg, his greatestchampion, would not write in support of his most recent work. In" 'American-Type' Painting," Greenberg was almost as tough on Pollockas he was on de Kooning, refusing to grant Pollock a preeminent positionin American art. And yet, even Pollock's self-destruction had a kind ofgrandeur that many in the art world respected. Pollock seemed a purely
American figure, an authentic visionary, cowboy, and maverick. Com-pared to Pollock, de Kooning could not help but feel both old-school andold-country. The "immigrant" might have been as important to Americanhistory as the "cowboy," but he did not possess the same seductiveromance. If few doubted that de Kooning was the superior painter, manyconsidered Pollock the greater artist and more authentic American.
De Kooning was not a man secure in the role of "insider." And thesmall circle of doubters in the art world, questioning his motives or wish-ing to exclude his art from high praise—arguing that his painting was notin the vanguard, not visionary, not American, not quite authentic—onlyseemed to grow larger the more famous and celebrated he became.
In the spring of 1956, Joan Ward decided to spend the summer onMartha's Vineyard rather than on Long Island. The social life of theHamptons art world was too intense and distracting for a mother with asix-month-old baby. More important, Joan hoped in this quieter setting toconvince de Kooning to settle down and become a family man. Perhapshere, on an island removed from the art world, she would bring Bill, her-self, and Lisa together, and create a genuine household. She even began towear a wedding ring.
De Kooning agreed to spend much of the summer on the Vineyardwith Joan and Lisa. A close friend of Joan's offered to share a rented housewith the family. On the island, de Kooning was not entirely cut off fromthe art world. A number of writers and artists traditionally summeredthere, and one of de Kooning's casual friends from the Cedar, the painterHerman Cherry, rented a house just down the road. There could be nodoubt, however, that the pressures of New York were further away on theVineyard than they were on Long Island. De Kooning spent the daysworking on the porch of the house, mostly making drawings, and hedoted on the baby. On August 12, Cherry stopped by their house withsome news. According to Joan:
Bill was painting on the porch and I was inside. Herman, with his facedown to his knees, says, "Bill here?" I said, "Yeah, he's out on theporch." He went out with heavy shoulders sagging. I heard voices goingon. About ten minutes later they come in, Bill looking rather startled,rather like the White Rabbit, you know, "What am I supposed to bedoing here." Then he said, "I guess we better tell Joanie. Jackson Pol-lock was killed last night in an automobile accident."
There was a long pause. Joan said "How terrible," and glanced at Billfor help, as if he could provide the right response. "Bill just looked at mekind of round-eyed. But Herman, I tell you, I thought he was going to say,'And now he belongs to the ages.' The way Herman was acting, I thoughtwe were supposed to cast ourselves into the sea." Cherry decided to char-ter a plane in order to attend the funeral. De Kooning agreed to go along,while Joan stayed behind with the baby. Cherry and de Kooning flew toEast Hampton and found the art world gathering in the Springs for thefuneral. Neither Pollock's death nor its cause came without warning. Pol-lock had been drinking himself to death, and his friends often worriedabout his drunken driving. Unfortunately, he had not only killed himself.He had decided to take his lover Ruth Kligman and her friend, Edith Metz-ger, to East Hampton. He did not feel well, however, and chose to returnto the Springs. On the way back, he was driving too fast—terrifying thetwo women—and finally lost control, smashing into the trees. Metzgerwas crushed to death under the car. Kligman was thrown free and sur-vived. Pollock hurtled into a tree and was killed instantly.
For the art world, Pollock's death immediately assumed a kind ofmythical power. If he was the first to succeed, he was also the first of themajor figures, with the exception of Gorky, to die. His end complementedhis life and art. The violence and self-destruction were not, in his case, apose or something for show. In death as in art, Pollock seemed to set thestandard. He had gone all the way. He was first. Although many in the artworld were prepared to make a dark romance of his death, some observers(notably Greenberg) insisted upon its sad and sordid aspect. Pollock wasalso a drunk who killed a young woman.
Not surprisingly, Pollock's death disoriented the living. How wouldthe art world fit together with such a large and essential piece removed?Had an era passed? Was abstract expressionism coming to an end? At thegatherings and the funeral, de Kooning was extremely quiet. He seemedmoody. Pollock, like Gorky, was family. Like every serious figure in theart world, de Kooning was forced by the death to think about first princi-ples and the scale of artistic achievement. He talked for a while to Elaine,who had been with him during the hard years. He appeared in no hurry tofly back to Martha's Vineyard. After the death of this passionate, outsizefigure, he could not easily return to his small domestic life on Martha'sVineyard, with its nagging expectations and responsibilities.
Elaine joined de Kooning and Cherry on the charter flight back toMartha's Vineyard. Her arrival came as a shock to Joan. De Kooning didnot warn Joan that he was bringing Elaine with him or tell her what it
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meant. He had not called Joan from Long Island the way a husband mighthave, even after a couple of days, and Joan had no idea what he was doingor when he would return. (At last, she had called Nancy to ask where deKooning was, and Nancy, perhaps sensing what was happening, said only,"I don't know, but Elaine was here.") Once they arrived on Martha's Vine-yard, de Kooning and Elaine moved into Cherry's house. After two days,the friend sharing the house with Joan said, "I know what we're going todo. We're going to give a party. Put on a good face."
Elaine came to the party, but de Kooning did not. Joan could not standthe situation for long. She went up to a friend and asked her to tell Elaineto leave. Elaine responded by walking up to Joan and saying with a smile,"I understand I'm being asked to leave," as if the idea were a big joke. Thefollowing day, Joan's friend, who had a car, saw Cherry and de Kooning ata gas station. De Kooning got out of Cherry's car and into the friend's, say-ing, "Let's go home now." Back at Joan's house, de Kooning and Wardimmediately quarreled. The next day, Elaine came to the house. This timeshe was not in a joking mood. She told Joan, "You wear a phony weddingring." Joan answered, "It's no phonier than yours." Elaine said, "You littlegirl from Scranton!" Joan answered, "I'm not from Scranton, for God'ssake. Somebody from Brooklyn isn't going to tell me what to do." Finally,Joan picked up Lisa—a baby was even better than the last word in an argu-ment with Elaine—and shut herself in her bedroom. Outside, Elaine triedto talk to de Kooning, but he refused to engage her in serious conversation.Elaine, furious, then left for the airport and flew back to New York.
It was not the first time that de Kooning had set up a conflict betweentwo women who loved him. In this instance it sent an oblique but unmis-takable signal to both Joan and Elaine: each must understand that neithercould own him. But the death of his great rival and friend also left deKooning more troubled by internal pressures than ever before. Now, inaddition to everything else, he would become first among equals in theNew York school. It was something he both wanted and did not want.During the next few years, the stress of great expectations occasionally ledde Kooning to behave in an uncharacteristic way, especially when he wasdrinking. Conrad Marca-Relli, who lived near Pollock's house in theSprings, told a chilling story about the aftermath of Pollock's funeral.
Jackson's dogs came into my house because they were looking for theirmaster. It gave me the creeps. I said something and Bill said, "It's allright. That's enough. I saw Jackson in his grave. And he's dead. It's over.I'm number one." I said, "Bill, come on. This is something else."
De Kooning, who would boast only when drunk, went into the gar-den. Eleanor Ward followed him to see what was wrong and returned, say-ing, "He's crying. He's in a very bad mood." De Kooning was crying notover Pollock, Marca-Relli said, but over his own isolation. He felt aban-doned, lost at the top. "What's wrong?" Marca-Relli asked him. "Whydon't you back me up?" de Kooning answered. "I told him 'You've goteverything, for God's sake. Why do I have to back you up?' But this wasthe way his mind was working. He felt everyone was supposed to backhim up for being number one."
27. Imperial New York
It's not so much that I'm an American: I'm a New Yorker.
In the mid- to late fifties, Picasso became the genius-king of Westernculture, surrounded by a court of admirers and sycophants. His life onthe Riviera, his succession of mistresses, his bull-like visage and smol-dering stare, entranced writers and photographers. He did not appearbound by the ordinary rules of either art or life. He did not pay the bill atrestaurants, it was said, but instead left behind a doodle. The superstarsupplanted the modernist.
The New York that de Kooning returned to in the fall of 1956, follow-ing the death of Jackson Pollock, was similarly prepared to crown the manwho, more than thirty years before, had stolen onto a ship in Rotterdam.Its critics and painters were now routinely proclaiming that New Yorkhad replaced Paris as the center of art. If New York could not have Picasso,it must nonetheless have its own superstar. De Kooning did not have thereputation of Picasso, of course—no living artist did—and he could notsuccessfully compete with the sainted dead, such as Pollock. But the cam-era loved de Kooning, as it did Picasso, and de Kooning, too, led an intrigu-ing private life sparked by a succession of mistresses. His drinking boutswere becoming legendary, and behind his fair countenance seemed to lie abrooding darkness that the sentimental could regard as romantic, forweren't geniuses supposed to suffer? He had a court of devoted acolytesand a scribe. Hess regularly wrote of the "second generation" and Vecolede Kooning.
In 1957, the Museum of Modern Art presented a large Picasso retro-spective on the occasion of that artist's seventy-fifth birthday. The exhibi-tion, a kind of apotheosis of Picasso, traveled around the country. At thesame time, MoMA was preparing a show of abstract expressionist art tosend to cities across Europe that would not only attract crowds but sendabroad the implicit message that the art of New York now dominated highculture. The New York art world was beginning to glitter. It was notimpossible that, on some stray evening, a fashionable person like GloriaVanderbilt would show up at the Cedar, although that was still not therule. Sidney Janis began aggressively taking on additional contemporary
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artists, such as Philip Guston, and successfully selling their work. LeoCastelli, recognizing the burgeoning market, planned to open a gallery.
The New York scene jelled on de Kooning's doorstep. Throughout the1950s, young artists were pouring into the city, typically settling in thearea becoming known generally as "Tenth Street," a low-rent section ofthe Village between Eighth and Twelfth Streets and First and SixthAvenues. The center of the district was de Kooning's street; a number ofthe more established artists of the period lived on his block between Thirdand Fourth Avenue, including Esteban Vicente, Philip Guston, MichaelGoldberg, and Milton Resnick. Not surprisingly, newcomers arriving inNew York, many of whom went to art schools in the area, wanted toexhibit their work. Early in the fifties, the Hansa Gallery, the StableGallery, the Martha Jackson Gallery, and the Tibor de Nagy Gallery beganshowing the art of emerging artists. As the art scene grew, young artistsalso began to open cooperative galleries, managed and financed by theartists themselves, around Tenth Street. The first to open was the TanagerGallery in 1952. By 1957, the Camino, Brata, March, and Area Gallerieshad joined the Tanager on de Kooning's block. Although some youngartists in the Tenth Street galleries resisted de Kooning's influence, manyadopted his gestural "language" and almost all revered him. De Kooning'smain hangouts, the Cedar and the Club, were also in the neighborhood,further intensifying the air of cultural excitement and celebrity.
De Kooning not only accepted, but sought, the spotlight. At no othertime in his life did he step forward in this fashion. Some admirers haverefused to mark the interlude, continuing to regard him as untainted byany ambition beyond art. They have tried not to notice that sometimes heplayed to the grandstands; or they have blamed such behavior on drinking.Drinking did usually precipitate such behavior, but it went beyond bar-room bravado. For a time, de Kooning's head was turned. Not every day,and not with everyone, but often enough to make the period seem a verystrange and histrionic parenthesis in his life. It would have been remark-able, of course, if de Kooning had ignored the blandishments of celebrity.He was ambivalent about almost everything. Why not fame? His difficultyouth, his anxiety as an immigrant, his years of struggle, and his desire tosucceed in the New World made it unlikely that he would simply turn hisback on attention. The money and renown must have seemed, in part, akind of miraculous gift.
Marca-Relli remembered coming upon de Kooning one day at the Jew-ish Museum, which organized a number of important shows of contempo-rary art during the late fifties. Although de Kooning stood by himself, helooked like he was posing, playing the role of the isolated genius for those
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        De Kooning on his stoop on Tenth Street, the center of the art world in the late i^sos
regarding him with fascination. He remained obsessed with Jackson Pol-lock, who in some respects was a more formidable rival dead than alive.De Kooning's outburst after Pollock's funeral was not an aberration. Dur-ing a panel at the Club called "An Evening with Jackson Pollock," held onNovember 30, 1956, he again refused to play the part of a mourningadmirer and mythmaker. At openings, he was almost always a center ofattention. The Tenth Street galleries often organized joint openings on Fri-day evenings, creating a kind of floating cocktail party along Tenth Street.De Kooning, as he came down the high stoop from his studio, wasacknowledged as a modern master at work in New York. He was unfail-ingly encouraging to the new kids on the block and usually found some-thing respectful to say about their work, whatever his private doubts, evenif it was just his trademark, "Terrific, terrific." As he made the rounds,
people called out "Hi, Bill," and tried to take him aside. They listened toohard to what he said. Young artists watched him. Everywhere he turnedon Tenth Street he came upon complimentary reflections of himself, as ifhe lived surrounded by admiring mirrors. He saw his importance not justin the eyes of artists and hangers-on but in the paintings of followers whoworked in Vecole de Kooning, which hung on the walls of the Tenth Streetgalleries. Frank O'Hara divided the American art kingdom between Pol-lock and de Kooning, calling Pollock the period's Ingres and de Kooning itsDelacroix. In his poem "Radio," written on December 3, 1955, in whichhe longed "for a little reminder of immortal energy," instead of the"dreary music" from the radio, O'Hara ended with:
Well, I have my beautiful de Kooningto aspire to. I think it has an orangebed in it, more than the ear can hold.
At the openings or at the Cedar, de Kooning could not fail to noticethe stares of young women. They were coming into the Village, womenpainters and poets intoxicated by the idea of art, eager to sleep with anAmerican Picasso. Kline and de Kooning were special targets. In onefamous story from the period, told by Herman Cherry, a woman spent thenight drinking and flirting with Cherry at the Cedar and then agreed to gohome with him. When they woke up in the morning and he asked howshe liked her eggs, she murmured, "Any way that you do, Franz." Somewomen mailed de Kooning naked pictures of themselves. Whether or nothe was in a sustained relationship with one woman, de Kooning continu-ously slept with others. As the decade wore on, de Kooning picked upwomen more aggressively than he did before, but was rarely as crude ordismissive as some imagined. He would fall into conversation with awoman; he would be charming, take an interest in her work, and inviteher to drop by for a studio visit—a difficult invitation to resist. If thewoman did come by the studio, she was usually interested in him; and hemight initiate an affair after coffee and talk. He might also go home withsomeone from the Cedar whom he had seen a few weeks or monthsbefore.
One woman with whom de Kooning had a casual liaison in the latefifties was Shirley Stoler, an actress with an unusually independent andbalanced perspective, perhaps because she was not part of the art world orthe Cedar crowd. Her moment with de Kooning was typical of his briefaffairs. She first met him at a party where Larry Rivers was playing theclarinet. "It was not an aggressive pickup or anything from either side. It
just seemed to happen." Their affair lasted two weeks. Since she was not ayoung painter eager to visit his studio, he would visit her at her walkup onAvenue C, six flights up. The first time he went to her place he did notseem in a hurry. He immediately went over to a small still-life andadmired it. "Yah," he told her, "I used to make pictures like that in theacademy." According to Stoler, "He didn't seem to be painting much dur-ing that two-week period. We'd wake up midday and go to the JumbleShop for brunch. Then he'd go to the Cedar, usually." She might join himthere for a while, but, not being a heavy drinker, would leave early. Hewould join her again after midnight. "It was all very casual, in the way ofthat period. A period when the word 'relationship' didn't even exist." Hebought her, spontaneously, a dark green jade bracelet and a string of fire-eater beads from a Greenwich Village shop. He often talked about hisdaughter, Lisa—"he was crazy about her"—and "seemed surprised by hissuccess." At one point he tried to give her a drawing, but she would notaccept it. "He kept saying, 'I want to give you a present,' and I would say,'You're my present.' He'd say, 'No, no, I'm nobody's present.' " Stoler con-sidered de Kooning "sweet, gentle, interested in me, quite virile and agood lover." Like many women, she was also taken by his appearance."He looked like he was in a morality tale, playing the Good One. Not anAdonis, not ravishing, but a handsomeness that was inner." But she couldnot accept, finally, either his heavy drinking ("he became absent") or theway the world insisted upon treating her as his "adjunct, his girl of themoment." And so she left him. There was no confrontation, nothing offi-cial. She just stopped going to the places where they ran into each other,and their moment together drifted past.
With a woman like Stoler, de Kooning never acted important. Sheconsidered him unfailingly "modest." But de Kooning was not the sameman to all women. The young women at the Cedar or the Tenth Streetopenings were not groupies, as is sometimes suggested, but more like idol-aters—eager for the touch of genius. In her book Elaine and Bill, Lee Hallquotes one anonymous woman artist who was typical of the women whoarrived in New York looking for something special and fell into a casualaffair with de Kooning. "I came to New York to get away from unimpor-tant things," she said. "I really chased [Bill]. He didn't run, though, not atall. I was young. I was sure as hell naive. I convinced myself that he wasinterested in me as a creative person, as an equal—as someone who under-stood him and who could share his life."
In retrospect, however, she came to believe that the older artists lovedonly themselves, "in the way soldiers or outlaws who've been through alot together love each other. They were ambitious. They were against the
world. They saw themselves as romantic figures, like the French ForeignLegion or something." Like many of the women at the Cedar, she had anabortion; over time, the flashy public style of the late fifties came to dis-gust her. She felt screwed.
However, the women who developed a sustained relationship with deKooning—whether that of a wife or a long-term lover—never regardedhim with such bitterness. Once the relationship ended, they might speakabout him ruefully, but none of them regretted the time spent.
In this extravagant period, the star of the scene took a theatrical lover.Hardly anyone at the Cedar who heard, in 1957, that de Kooning was see-ing Ruth Kligman could believe it. Or perhaps it was poetic injustice. Klig-man was the survivor of the car crash that killed Pollock and Kligman'sfriend, Edith Metzger. In the eyes of most artists, she was the hot youngthing who had swooped into the drunken Pollock's deteriorating life, driv-ing away his wife, Lee Krasner, and behaving with a va-va-voom flamboy-ance new to the art world. Elaine called her "pink mink." Franz Klinepreferred "Miss Grand Concourse." What understandably excited andimpressed the armchair psychiatrists at the Cedar was how psychologi-cally strange and revealing the relationship appeared. Was Bill still com-peting with Pollock, even now, after Jackson's death? "Going with Ruthreally put the stone on Jackson's grave," said Anne Schwertley, who was afriend of Joan Ward's, "and it was often regarded that way at the time."Ward herself, still hoping to establish some kind of family life with deKooning, was appalled by the turn of events.
Ruth herself seemed made for the gossips. She had about her the air ofthe earthy, voluptuous movie stars of the era, such as Elizabeth Taylor orSophia Loren. She wore clingy dresses and a sultry, "Kiss me, you fool"expression, and her voice was throaty and seductive, as if it were made forsharing secrets. To the older men at the bar, especially, certain slangwords and expressions came up when describing her. "That dame's trou-ble." "Ruthie, she's been around the block." Kligman had few qualmsabout sleeping with married men. According to one friend, "She once toldme that when wives or girlfriends heard she was coming to a party theywould go out and buy a dress." De Kooning himself liked to say about her:"She really puts lead in my pencil." Kligman came to New York fullyintending to capture a great artist, according to the painter Audrey Flack,and asked Flack whom she considered the three most important painters.Flack answered, Pollock, de Kooning, and Kline. Ruth asked, "Which oneis the greatest?" And Flack said "Pollock." Once Pollock and Kligman
began their affair, many people in the art world, sympathizing with thepredicament of Lee Krasner, regarded Kligman with anger. But some alsoacknowledged her strange and questing nature, her determination tobreak into an insular male environment and fling herself dramaticallyupon the altar of art. She was one of those people who could be despised,gossiped about, snubbed, and criticized but never quite, in the end,ignored. Frank O'Hara famously referred to Kligman as "death car girl."But he also later made it a point to befriend her. Not surprisingly, Kligmantook a different view of herself than that held by most others—and wouldspend much of her life fighting the condescending treatment accorded herin accounts of the period.
Kligman had a troubled childhood. Her mother, hardly nineteen whenRuth and her twin sister were born, was abandoned by her father, a conman known as "Bootie." She raised the girls alone in Newark, in nearpoverty. There were many crying jags by the mother and daughters. Onrare occasions, the handsome father would swoop briefly into the house-hold, as if from another world, and then leave again. Escaping into anintense fantasy life, Kligman lost herself in the movies and, as she grewolder, began to dream about art in a romantic fashion. Her dream of artwas peopled by passionate souls, geniuses isolated from the ordinarycrowd and torn by powerful impulses. Beethoven, Rodin, and van Goghinspired her. From a very early age she had longed, she said, to be "anartist, a painter or a writer or a composer." Then, at sixteen, she read Irv-ing Stone's fictional biography Lust for Life, a stirring and often sentimen-tal portrayal of van Gogh published in 1937, that defined once and for allthe figure of "the tormented artist" for popular culture.
After high school, Kligman took a job modeling on Seventh Avenue.She had a number of affairs with older, sometimes married, men because,she said, her childhood left her always looking for a father figure. "Menwere such frightening people to me," she told the Pollock biographersSteven Naif eh and Gregory White Smith, "that I could only manipulatethem." With one married sugar daddy, she said, "I took advantage. I hadhim wrapped around my adorable little waist. I cried, got drunk when Ididn't get my way, he spoiled me." After the end of that affair, in the mid-fifties, she threw herself into art, taking a painting class at the NewSchool and a job at the Collectors Gallery. She saw de Kooning's workbefore she saw de Kooning himself, at the show Martha Jackson mountedof the paintings she bought in the summer of 1954 at the Red House.
It was the romantic aura of older, fatherly genius that had first drawnRuth to Pollock. What did it matter that he was old or self-destructive ornothing special in bed? Wasn't the suicidal van Gogh difficult to live
with? Ruth was interested in the higher forms of romance—in being themuse to genius, like Camille Claudel to Auguste Rodin. Ruth had, ofcourse, met de Kooning while she was with Pollock. In the spring of 1956,de Kooning came up to Pollock at the Cedar and said, "Hiya Jackson, isthat your girlfriend?"
He said it in this heavy Dutch accent and Jackson said, "Keep awayfrom her you old bastard" or something and he held his hands aroundme like a shield and Bill starts laughing and teasing him. "Oh, what areyou afraid of Jackson, you afraid I'll see her" and Jackson kind of rushedme out of the Cedar Street Bar very fast and wouldn't let me look at Bill.And I said, "That's Bill de Kooning, isn't it, isn't he a good friend ofyours? He's a great artist." He said, "Let's not talk about it."
Pollock's dramatic death did nothing to diminish Ruth's ardor for theartist's life, and, after recovering from her injuries, she returned to the artworld. De Kooning, in turn, had not forgotten her. He had been quitetaken with Pollock's girlfriend, even trailing Pollock and Ruth onto thestreet after teasing him at the Cedar. One night at the bar, probably in thefall of 1957, de Kooning noticed Ruth having dinner. "He looked at me ina certain way," she said, "and I didn't feel like talking to him because he'dbeen drinking so much. And he ran out of the bar and he came back witha bunch of violets and gave them to me. Which was very sweet." (Elainewould describe the beginning of the affair differently, saying that Ruthsent de Kooning a note in a restaurant.) Once the affair began, Ruth saw deKooning regularly, though not every night. De Kooning still did not have aphone, so plans often remained vague. She would visit his studio a coupleof times a week, and they would frequently meet at the Cedar or at herapartment down the street, on University Place. "We saw each otheralmost every other night, you know—like it would be weekends, Friday,Saturday, Sunday, then we wouldn't see each other until Wednesday."Since de Kooning remained remarkably handsome, the Cedar gossips hadno difficulty this time explaining why a young woman was attracted tothe most celebrated painter in New York: he brought her the razzmatazzof attention and glamour.
But that was not all Kligman sought from the relationship, and shedeeply resented the art world's attribution of base motives to her. "I don'tthink it was that I was looking for boyfriends. I was looking for geniuses. Iwas looking for ideas." She was especially taken by the desire in de Koo-ning's milieu to upend platitude.
I would say even now he was the most interesting person I ever met,truly brilliant, and I mean brilliant in an unconventional way, in thesense of his mind. He never said anything to please anybody, he wasextremely spontaneous, just turned things around, which is what Imean about how ... he would take a pack of cigarettes and turn itupside down and say, "You see?" or he'd say, "Well, you know a carcould be on the street sitting on its four wheels, but put the car with thewheels up in the air and something strange happens, the same car, justchange the position of it." So he taught me to see in that sense. Youknow, he'd always turn paintings around. Every painting should workon all four sides. He loved seeing how things looked upside down,which was part of his vision.
Kligman believed that sex alone was not what attracted either Pollockor de Kooning to her. They were no less interested, she believed, inher mind. According to Kligman, what she and de Kooning mostly didtogether was talk, passionately, often about art. If she was swept up in aromantic dream of their life together, de Kooning himself was probablysomewhat more calculating: it's remarkable what intelligence a middle-aged man will find in a young woman he wants to bed. And yet, it was notjust her "come-hither" look that interested de Kooning. He spent almostthree years, off and on, with her. With Ruth, de Kooning's life played outon a grand stage. He was the presiding genius of his time, and she was hisflamboyant mistress. Rosenberg and Hess might praise de Kooning with-out reservation, but, however adulatory their prose, they were also edgyintellectuals. Elaine might call him a genius, but she also knew him toowell, and from too far back. His old friends might acknowledge hisachievement, but they were not going to stand around genuflecting. InRuth's passionate gaze, there were no such qualifications: he was Picasso,Rembrandt, and van Gogh. And she made him feel young. All his life deKooning worried about advancing age and death, but Ruth made a point ofliving as if there were no tomorrow. Her desire to stay up all night talkingbetween drinks and kisses was characteristic of the young. He liked thatshe came from poor beginnings and was making her way in the world. Andhe always had a certain admiration for theatrical figures. Once, whensomeone mentioned that Ruth was a gold digger, de Kooning said, "I sortof like that." After the lean years, Ruth was de Kooning's fleshy reward,the fruit of the strange, imperial interregnum in his life.
Ruth knew where the parties and luminaries were. Under her influ-ence, de Kooning bought new, more stylish clothes. He began to attend
more social events, both uptown and downtown. With the success ofabstract expressionism, and the ever-growing acceptance of modern art byNew York society, artists were now welcome at the parties of writers andintellectuals and those who took an interest in "culture." In February orMarch 1958, de Kooning took Ruth to Cuba for a week. He did not tellJoan Ward that he was leaving the country. Joan just heard rumors. "Hewas going away and I couldn't understand it. I was furious." While inCuba, de Kooning visited Hemingway's house. He had never expressedany particular interest in Hemingway, but the writer was often in thenews in the 1950s and regularly hailed as the prototype of American liter-ary genius. De Kooning—often celebrated in similar terms—would havenaturally taken a collegial interest in Hemingway. De Kooning said Cuba"was like being in New Jersey, except for the palm trees," and the tripmarked the first low point in his relationship with Ruth. According toWard, he came back to New York complaining about Kligman, calling her"a pain." For a while that spring, the two drifted apart; Joan, as always,hoped that the relationship was over and that de Kooning would now set-tle down with her and Lisa. But then de Kooning and Ruth reconciled, and,after making a brief trip to Martha's Vineyard in the early summer of1958, they spent some time at Marca-Relli's cottage in the Springs.
Ruth loved the Hamptons' mix of art, beach, and friends. She hadrented a small house in Southampton after Pollock's death, and, accordingto Jane Freilicher, "She used to walk back and forth on the beach. Shelooked terrific with this sort of. . . remember the Rudy Gernreich swim-suits that were the first suits that were not molded, but like leotardsalmost? Very low cut and curvaceous." The Hamptons were not thenaccustomed to a sultry, swaggering sort of European beauty. Ruth seemedto be made of exotic promises, and, as long as de Kooning or some otherimportant man was standing beside her, she could behave as she wished.De Kooning and Ruth visited the house in Water Mill of Freilicher and JoeHazan, which Jane Wilson and John Gruen were sharing. Freilicher saidRuth and de Kooning "both came out for a few days to visit. . . . She wasvery anxious to come out for the weekend. He wasn't very happy about itbecause he didn't take weekends off. She arrived with a large hamper ofclothes. She had these wonderful thirties beach pajamas with polka dotson them like a movie star. . . . She had this idea of being a kept womanwith all the accouterments and perks. And he was hooked on her but atthe same time he seemed ill at ease in public."
During their time in the Hamptons, they often went out in theevenings with de Kooning's old friends. Increasingly, they also saw newpeople who were attracted to the blend of money and art in the Hamptons.
Ruth particularly liked theidea of celebrated figuresgathered together at oneparty. Whenever she and deKooning heard that therewould be a famous guest ata dinner party, Ruth said,they would talk "aboutwhat we would wear andwhat we would do, and wewould always read the booksbefore we were going to adinner party that was inhonor of a person." It wasprobably Ruth who did mostof the talking and bought thebooks and wondered what to
wear to the party. Outside the studio, de Kooning was far too disorganizedand distracted to keep a complicated social calendar, let alone plan awardrobe and read the books of those he was about to meet. Yet de Koo-ning was not averse to Ruth's excitements. He always remained, in part,the poor boy with his face pressed to the glass, staring at the celebrated.Ruth described one party this way:
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        With Ruth Kligman in the Hamptons in 1959
And then another time ... [a couple] invited us to dinner and they werevery close to Paul Tillich, the famous theologian. So we went to BobKeene's bookstore in Southampton and bought these books, I rememberone in particular, a book called "The New Being" by Dr. Paul Tillich,and there's a chapter called "The Holy Waste" which was very muchhow Bill and I used to live, which was not like a waste but we alwaysthought that goofing off and the daydreaming, the hours of talking andtremendous working but—and Dr. Tillich talked about the idea of theholy waste, not being obsessive about time, as if the time people havetogether talking, getting drunk—and Bill and I did it all the time—wasvery precious. So we read a couple of books and went to the dinnerparty and Paul Tillich came and sat next to me, which was very fasci-nating because at the time I was in group therapy. He couldn't get overthat, he spent the whole night asking me about my group therapy. SoBill . . . says, "Well, how'd you do that? What'd you monopolize himfor?" I said "I didn't. He kept asking me questions about group ther-apy," which he did.
And then later that summer I gave a party, and Harold came andeverybody, you know, a couple hundred people, and I invited PaulTillich and Harold Rosenberg said, "You beat us all. You have the bestguest of honor of the summer."
For de Kooning, Ruth's romantic intensity was exciting, but alsoexhausting. She could not just waste time as others did; the lost hoursbecame nothing less than theologically certified "holy waste." She under-stood that de Kooning needed to spend much of the day alone in the stu-dio, but she did not necessarily like it when he withdrew from her into hiswork and would seek him out at times when he did not wish to be found.Whether or not de Kooning would get a divorce continued to trouble thosearound him. The painter was becoming a source of unending gossip. Whatfinally would he do? Or would he forever do nothing? He seemed built ofquestions, in his personal life no less than in his art. He was a man whomothers wanted to possess and who would not be possessed. What was hesupposed to do? he once asked Joan. Divorce Elaine, marry Joan to legit-imize Lisa, divorce Joan, and marry Ruth?
As inevitably occurred when de Kooning felt trapped or pressed, heand Ruth would quarrel. Ruth threw herself into arguments with her char-acteristic gusto. She seemed to expect a great artist and his muse to havefurious, moving, meaningful, titanic quarrels. De Kooning himself hadmore patience for this pattern of quarrel and making up than many men.His relations with women—above all with his mother—were often char-acterized by an ongoing cycle of stormy fights and emotional reconcilia-tion. Ruth also pressed de Kooning to take her to Europe in order to seeParis, Venice, and Rome. He listened and expressed interest, but did noth-ing about it. De Kooning was restless enough as an artist and felt no com-pulsion to travel or "see the world." Moreover, he was still not anAmerican citizen. He did not really know how to leave the country anddid not want to ask. He also thought that he should not be so far from Joanand Lisa. Suppose he could not come back and he never saw Lisa again?
Eventually, Ruth lost patience and, in the late summer of 1958, wentby herself to Paris and then to Venice. She may have decided, as somefriends thought, that this would provoke de Kooning into following her.She wrote him regularly, trying to entice him to join her. Instead, some-what surprisingly, de Kooning invited Elaine to join him at the Marca-Relli cottage in the Springs. Elaine remained his wife, after all, and sheoften needed money, which de Kooning continued to provide. In public,Elaine refused to regard Ruth as a serious threat to her relationship withde Kooning. (It was always de Kooning's devotion to Lisa that concerned
her, for that could lead to divorce.) Once, when Elaine heard that FrankO'Hara and his lover Joe LeSueur had invited de Kooning and Ruth to din-ner, Elaine called to ask if she could drop by for a drink late in the day. Shemade certain to be there when de Kooning and Ruth arrived. Then shestayed another hour, cheerfully talking, until she announced, apologeti-cally, "Oh! I've got to run; I have a dinner date—I'm already late." Accord-ing to LeSueur:
What did she hope to gain or prove? You'd think she would have beenafraid of losing her dignity, not to mention her composure. Well, shedidn't; and the coup d'eclat she miraculously pulled off must have beenwhat she had in mind when she phoned that afternoon. For if anyonewas to be pitied it was poor Ruth: shorn of her customary confidence,her voice faltering, she said in an aside to me as Elaine made her lead-ing-lady exit, with Frank slipping out with her to see that she found acab, "I feel sorry for her." It was all I could do not to laugh.
In the fall of 1958, de Kooning finally agreed to meet Ruth in Venice.Upon his arrival, Ruth, perhaps irked that he had not come earlier,appeared somewhat standoffish. De Kooning was staying at the Cipriani,and he visited Harry's Bar, the celebrated hangout of writers and artists.Then he heard that Ruth was seeing another man. Outraged and hurt, deKooning took the train to Rome. Once there, he looked up the poet Greg-ory Corso, who spent several days showing de Kooning the sights. DeKooning took an immediate, visceral liking to the city. Everything aboutRome suited his mood. As one attracted to crime stories, he respondedstrongly to the barbaric tales of ancient Rome. He thought the SistineChapel "for sure the most terrific thing ever done," but it also over-whelmed him and made him "cranky," probably because his own artappeared small by comparison. (And so he made jokes: the Chapel becamean "upside-down" carpet when you stared at the ceiling; it was as big asCecil B. DeMille's "Moses.") The city's crazy-quilt layering of differentcultures, its sensual too-muchness, deeply moved de Kooning. He found areflection there of his own romantic and ambiguous sensibility. For all itsaugust beauties, Rome also embodied the coarser truths. It mixed highand low. It was a city that would understand what he meant when he saidhe found himself attracted to "the melodrama of vulgarity."
De Kooning only remained in Rome a few days before returninghome, which became a source of amusement to his friends. According toEsteban Vicente, de Kooning had announced, " Tm leaving tomorrow.Going to Italy/ 'Why?' I asked. Want to see it. Maybe there a month.
About two days later he's back. He said he didn't like it." Recoiling fromRuth, de Kooning this time asked Joan to join him in the Marca-Relli cot-tage to set up a more conventional household. He worried about Lisa. Hedid not want to become the father to her that Leendert was to him. It wasduring this period, according to Joan, that de Kooning first began to con-sider the Springs as a place where Joan and Lisa might live year-round,and, possibly, a place where he too might live. However, he continued tospend most of his time in the city, in part because there was no place forhim to work comfortably in the country.
The grand abstract paintings that de Kooning completed in the city in1958 and 1959 looked eastward, reflecting the light, ocean, and color ofLong Island. Their large and heavy brushstrokes were often compared tohighways and aptly so, for de Kooning during this period was constantlytraveling back and forth between his New York studio and the house inthe Springs. (While he himself never learned to drive a car, he loved sittingin the passenger seat, studying the highway and glimpsing the passinglandscapes.) But the paintings, while touched by the country, were in nosense retiring. They were instead bold and declamatory, even domineer-ing. De Kooning did not seem to fuss overmuch with small subtleties. Hisbeautiful highway strokes swept through the picture plane with thebravura of an emperor traveling through his dominions. The paintings hadpanache; they displayed the confident "grand style" of which de Kooningdreamed. He always enjoyed looking at the billboards along the highway,and his pictures of the time capture the eye with the instantaneousimpact—the "gotcha"—of an unforgettable sign.
Janis was delighted with the continuing abstractions. He knew that hewould have no trouble selling them for very high prices and believed thatde Kooning, if he painted abstract pictures, would be the dominant painterof his time. He and his wife, Harriet, who occasionally wrote about art,now talked about publishing a book to help promote him. Such talk onlymade de Kooning anxious. When the Museum of Modern Art approachedhim in the winter of 1958 about organizing a one-man show—in thosedays, an extraordinary honor for a living American artist—he turned downthe invitation, telling the museum he was "not ready." No doubt Janiswas shocked.
De Kooning did not entirely trust Janis. Since 1954, when the dealerwent abroad without advancing him the promised funds to bring hismother to America, de Kooning had felt uncertain about whether or nothe could count upon him. Would Janis take advantage of his inexperiencein the way his first dealer, Charlie Egan, had? De Kooning also dislikedbeing bound to a dealer, or to anyone else, and would occasionally sell
works out of his studio to pri-vate art dealers, much as he hadwith Martha Jackson in 1954. Aprivate dealer named HaroldDiamond, for example, oftenhung around de Kooning andcame away with a number ofpaintings and drawings. In1959, Joseph Hirshhorn boughttwo de Koonings from Dia-mond, an abstract work paintedthat year and a figurative pic-ture from 1951. As the moneyand attention flowing towardhis work increased, de Kooningbecame more and more appre-hensive about his financialaffairs, and he began to look foroutsiders to protect his inter-ests. In May 1958, he hired anaccountant, Bernard Reiss, toreview his transactions withJanis. In the early summer ofthat year, during his trip toMartha's Vineyard with Ruth,he also renewed his friendshipwith Lee Eastman, a street-smart lawyer who de Kooning knew could not be hoodwinked. Eastmanliked de Kooning and was eager to offer advice when called upon.
In late 1958 or early 1959, de Kooning began to look for a better stu-dio. He could afford one, having completed several large canvasses thatJanis could sell in the spring. Eventually, he found a loft on the top floorof 831 Broadway, not far from Tenth Street. By the standards of the time,the space was enormous, with a skylight and a parade of large windowsfacing the street. De Kooning planned an extensive renovation. Hewanted to strip down the space into an open studio. But he moved aheadlackadaisically, in no hurry to leave his familiar surroundings on TenthStreet. Ruth continued to write de Kooning from Europe, hoping to effecta reconciliation. Joan and Nancy Ward noted the arrival of the letters. ForJoan, the back-and-forth affair with Ruth was becoming an unendingnightmare. She could never finally escape from Ruth's shadow, even
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        In Water Mill in the summer of 1959
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when the couple was quarreling and de Kooning stayed with foan andLisa. "His clothes started changing. He wore a black silk suit. And he hada camel-hair coat. Then he said things he never used to say, like 'Oh thatYul Brynner, women really like him. . . . They say 'You can put yourshoes under my bed any time.' I looked at him and said, 'I think I knowwho you've been talking to lately.' " Ruth's letters had their intendedeffect: the affair resumed again when Ruth returned from Europe. It was apowerful blow to Joan, who was hoping that de Kooning was finally overhis infatuation.
How did we get through those two years? It was terrible. It was justimpossible to keep going with this. Bill got all of us into such a locked-in situation that nobody could move. It was terrible. Day after day afterday of this. I was down to about one hundred pounds and . . . Oh, that'swhere the ugliness comes in. That's why I finally had to get up. Andthen he'd show up. So finally I said, "Okay, let's set this up. Let's haveyou come and have a regular day when you take Lisa out." So then he'dgo and get drunk with Ruth and Sunday afternoon would arriveand ... It was just impossible. A very ugly, tawdry period. Then to haveit come around again was just too much.
On May 4, 1959, Sidney Janis opened an exhibit of de Kooning's largenew abstractions. The gallery was jammed by five p.m., the officialopening time, but the line of admirers first formed at eight-fifteen thatmorning. At the opening, according to one reviewer, de Kooning was"doing his unsuccessful best to fade into the woodwork." Nineteen of thetwenty-two oils were sold by noon, ranging in price from $2,200 for thesmallest oil sketch to $14,000 for each of the five big canvases. By the endof the week every work had been sold. The notices in the press were adu-latory. Sidney Janis's wife, Harriet, and Rudi Blesh, preparing the mono-graph on de Kooning, described the new work in this way:
No pure abstract geometry ever elated people as did De Kooning's latestpaintings at their preview in May, 1959. More abstract than any previ-ous De Kooning paintings, they seem even more intensely real. The oldviolence now communicates a most remarkable triumph and exhilara-tion. Calligraphy and forms merge in brush strokes so huge and spatter-ing that they seem created with an energy and speed beyond thehuman.
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        In his top-floor loft at 831 Broadway in 1962
De Kooning himself was beginning to smell the bull in this kind ofextravagant praise. The review in Time magazine, entitled "Big Splash/'contained a strangely defensive remark that suggested his growing weari-ness with the art scene. "There's no way of astonishing anyone anymore," de Kooning told the reviewer. "I'm selling my own image now. It'sbeing understood. That's the way it's supposed to be." De Kooning, alwayswell aware of the criticisms mounted against him, liked to outflank hiscritics by insisting that he actually sought what they disliked. But it isdoubtful that he really thought "that's the way it's supposed to be"—theremark sounded like it belonged to an ironic pop artist. The same reviewmentioned that de Kooning "shuts himself up in his Greenwich Villagestudio for weeks at a time, refusing to see visitors or acknowledgetelegrams."
De Kooning and Ruth spent the early part of the summer of 1959 in arented house in Southampton. However, Ruth still longed to go to Italy
de Kooning
with de Kooning, and pressed him on the subject. De Kooning dislikedgoing anywhere he did not have a place to work. During the summerswhen he left the city, he would typically set up a temporary studio andwork on smaller-scale projects—drawings and oils on paper—if there wasnot space for anything larger. After the show at Janis, however, de Koo-ning was cash happy. Was it such a bad thing to take his pretty young girl-friend on a European trip?
When Joan Ward heard that de Kooning might once again fly to Italyto be with Ruth, she finally began thinking seriously about building a lifeelsewhere, far from New York. "I told Bill, 'Are you going back to Europe?'He said, 'Yes.' I said, 'Don't count on us being a springboard to go fromanymore.' " No ultimatum, of course, would stop de Kooning. On July 28,the couple left for Rome. Before he left, however, de Kooning, usingmoney from the Janis sale, purchased 4.2 acres of land on Woodbine Roadin the Springs, just off the main highway to East Hampton. On June 23, hepaid Wilfred Zogbaum, an artist friend, $500 an acre for the parcel. He wasbeginning to dream of a studio of his own in the country.
Many American writers and artists in the fifties visited or lived inRome for a time, among them Guston, Kiesler, Rauschenberg, andTwombly. According to the Italian artist Piero Dorazio, "Rome was likeParis, it had become the navel of art in Europe. Americans were no longergoing to Paris—that had been in the twenties and thirties. In the fifties,Rome was full of artists. It was like the Parisian cafe scene. It wasn't fan-cied up. People were different then. Everyone was an artist."
De Kooning knew Conrad Marca-Relli very well—the American artisthad close Italian connections—but many others were also quick to offeradvice about where to live and whom to meet. Marca-Relli gave de Koo-ning introductions to well-known Italian contemporary artists, amongthem Alberto Burri, Toti Scialoja, and Afro Bassaldella (known universallyas "Afro"). The writer and art critic Gabriella Drudi, a close friend of Hessand Gregory Corso (and Toti Scialoja's wife), also helped de Kooning getsettled in Rome. Ruth, of course, had already spent much time in bothRome and Venice. Afro and the art dealer Plinio de Martiis picked deKooning up at the airport. "We drove to the Piazza del Popolo and stoppedthe car," de Martiis said. "Afro asked him what he thought. Bill said, 'Oldhat.' " De Kooning rented lodgings at the Pensione Pierina, 47 Via DueMacelli, a nondescript older Roman building with a shop on the groundfloor. He did not intend to set up a household with Ruth—or with anywoman, with the possible exception of Lisa's mother—and so Ruth stayed
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Ruth's Zowie, 1957. Oil on canvas, 801// x 70%". De Kooning developed an intensely-personal brushstroke in the mid-fifties that many New York painters emulated.
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        above: Pastorale, 1963. Oil oncanvas, 70" x 80". In the earlysixties de Kooning dreamedof moving to Long Island anddeveloping a new style oflandscape painting.right: Clam Diggers, 1963. Oilon paper on composition board,201// x 14%". Painted soon afterde Kooning moved to the Springs
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        left: Clamdigger, 1972.Bronze, 57 V/ x i^^" X21".During his brief turn tosculpture, de Kooning, createda series of primordial-lookingfigures.
below. ... Whose Name WasWrit in Water, 1975. Oil oncanvas, 763/4" x 873/4". An earlywork from de Kooning's greatseries of late landscapes
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        Woman, SagHarbor, 1964-Oil andcharcoal onwood, 80" x 36"Anotherfrighteningidol, a relativeof Woman I,painted ona door
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        The Visit, 1966-67. Oil on canvas, 60" x 48". Among de Kooning's most sexuallyconfrontational works
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        Untitled V, 1977. Oil on canvas, 79V/ x 691/". De Kooning's rapturous late style
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        Morning: The Springs, 1983. Oil on canvas, 77" x 88". A new simplicity came intode Kooning's work in the early eighties.
J
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        above: Untitled, 1984. Oil on canvas, 77" x 88". As he aged, de Kooningbegan to empty out his art.
below: Garden in Delft, 1987. Oil on canvas, 80" x 70". A bold workfrom de Kooning's last years, when his Alzheimer's-like dementia wasbecoming more pronounced
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        at the legendary Excelsior Hotel. De Kooning's pensione occupied thefourth and fifth floors of the building; he lived on the fifth, with a pleasantbalcony. He arranged to use Afro's nearby studio at 94 Via Margutta, astreet near the Piazza del Popolo and the Spanish Steps where many ofRome's artists traditionally lived. Afro's studio was actually a small apart-ment with one large room and no skylight.
The Italians, of course, had heard of Willem de Kooning. Not onlyhad his work been exhibited at the Biennale in Venice, but the Isola Tibe-rina Gallery in Rome had recently mounted an influential show thatincluded work by both Italian artists and the celebrated abstract expres-sionists. The Museum of Modern Art's exhibition of American art wasalso touring Europe. "There was this myth of American painting," deMartiis said. "Action painting. And this small group. There was a roman-tic sense of a burned generation. And the drinking. A little like Fitzger-ald." Most European painters in the fifties were unabashed in theiradmiration of New York, and many slavishly followed New York fash-ions. They were excited when the American master came to Rome. "Thewhole of Rome was notified that he was coming," said Barone GiorgioFranchetti, a well-known collector. "He was received in high society. InItaly there is a peculiar situation—high society is more aware of contem-porary arts. One who entertained him was Dado Ruspoli, the son of theprince of Ruspoli. He was one of the highlights of the international jetset.He had cocaine and joints at his parties. Bill functioned extremely well inthis world."
According to Drudi, "He was of course invited and asked to dinnerand parties. But it was Ruth who wanted it." Left to himself, Drudi said,de Kooning would only go back and forth between the Via Due Macelliand the Via Margutta. "Friends of ours wanted to meet him. He would say,'Sure, sure, sure.' He was so . . . nice."
All the young artists, even the amateurs, asked him to come see theirshows. And if it was a painter, he felt he had to go. He had this feelingthat if somebody wanted to be an artist, you had to respect him. Thatwas a disaster for him. When he walked from the Via due Macelli to theVia Marghutta, there were a lot of artists there then. "Ciao, de Koo-ning" and so on. There was the pressure of the artists, but that didn'tdisturb him. What was bad for him was the social life Ruth wanted.
De Kooning usually had lunch and sometimes dinner at the CafeRosati on the Piazza del Popolo, the main artist's hangout in Rome. Film-makers, writers, and musicians were regulars there. He would sometimes
have three or four martinis before both lunch and dinner, then drinkwhiskey during and after the meal. ("I taught Bill how to drink wine,"Dorazio said.) His favorite Italian dish was fettucini con piselli. "Therewas a regular gang," said Marisol, who was spending that year in Rome."Afro, Marca-Relli, Twombly, Burri, Plinio, Salvatore Scarpita . . . Thegroup would go out to dinner every night. Different restaurants. Always abig table. On weekends we would drive to small towns outside Rome."After dinner, the artists might go to a private party or a nightclub, includ-ing one called "il Pipistrello" ("The Bat"). At one point, a large group wentto see Dizzy Gillespie at the Sistina Theater on the Via Sistina. "In Italy Ihave the feeling we went mainly to restaurants rather than museums andso on," said Marisol. "I'm sure he saw everything. But I think that genera-tion was trying to break with the past, with Europe, so they didn't maketoo much of a point of other art."
Ruth relished the society and the heightened mood of la dolce vita.Among the Italians, she was likened to—and occasionally mistaken for—Elizabeth Taylor. Sometimes the paparazzi photographed her and deKooning for the cheap papers and magazines. She bought as many clothesas de Kooning could afford, and persuaded him, too, to buy some fine Ital-ian suits. But she and de Kooning often fought, especially when they hadbeen drinking heavily, which shocked the Italians, who were unaccus-tomed to the late-night noise and brawling. Afro, a courtly man fromVenice with gentlemanly airs, would sometimes smooth things out whenthey, or other drunken Americans, began to misbehave. Not surprisingly,the daily pattern of long lunches, late nights, and heavy drinking seriouslycompromised de Kooning's work habits. During his five months in Rome,he made a number of works on sheets of fine Fabiano paper, seventy byone hundred centimeters in size, and some collages. He used black enamelpaint, mixed with ground pumic to dim the sheen, to create bold, brushydrawings that had, said Hess, an "almost Chinese, Zen-like" character."He was starting with a shape and then destroying that shape and findinghow it could be reproduced," said Drudi. "But it was just to have this rela-tionship with himself, not to lose his connection with his work. He hadhis social life, he had Ruth ..." According to de Martiis, few people vis-ited de Kooning in the studio. "He was not really engaging himself." Thatfall, Janis stopped in Rome during a European trip to ensure that de Koo-ning was not giving his work to dealers there. "Sidney Janis arrived andleft the next day," said de Martiis.
It seemed like something out of an American film. "I've got an exclu-sive on Bill. You can't do anything." He was tough. Sidney Janis also
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In Rome, 1939, with Marisol and Ninni Pirandello
said that de Kooning's black-and-white drawings were too much likeKline. . . . When Janis was here, de Kooning was like a puppy. But assoon as Janis left, he said, "Don't worry. I'll give you stuff." Then hedid.
De Kooning asked de Martiis to give the money from any drawings hesold to Afro, presumably in payment for the studio space.
Even within his imperial interlude of the late fifties, the months thatde Kooning spent in Rome, the greatest imperial city of all, seemed anom-alous. It was not just the indiscriminate socializing of his days and nights,the elegant clothes, or the heavy drinking. What was surprising was thatde Kooning suddenly seemed unlike himself. In Rome, art no longer cen-tered his life. He was too busy for the studio. His days became trivial. Heseemed to be acting a part. De Martiis took a photograph of a group excur-sion to the gardens of Bomarzo, north of Rome, a Renaissance fantasia ofsculptural conceits and grotesque statuary. Pictured in these heightenedsurroundings are Barone Franchetti, the finely dressed Afro, Marisol, andde Kooning. De Kooning, wearing a beautiful raincoat, is holding a gun.He has been shooting—as if he were an aristocrat.
On New Year's Eve of 1959, precisely ten years after the legendaryNew Year's celebration at the Club in New York when Philip Pavia wel-comed in the new decade with the toast that "the next half centurybelongs to us," de Kooning went with Ruth and some friends to dinner atthe Ristorante Passetto. It was billed as a "Grand Cotillion," a dinner with
de Kooning
party favors. Pavia had been proven correct so far: the abstract expression-ists owned the fifties, with de Kooning preeminent among them. But thepartying in Rome that ended the decade had little of the sublime pizzazzof that earlier celebration, when the world beckoned like a dream beforede Kooning and his friends. It seemed ironic that de Kooning would con-clude the 1950s in Rome rather than in New York, which, ten years ear-lier, had so proudly taken from Europe the mantle of modernism. Romewas a city that, more than any other, embodied the past. De Kooning him-self appeared to be in decay, falling apart, past his prime. He was tired ofpartying; he did not seem excited by his art; he spent too much time inpetty squabbles. After the dinner at the Ristorante Passetto, an acquain-tance named Judy Gendel handed a menu to de Kooning and asked him todraw a cat. He did so. Then she asked him to sign it. Ruth interrupted theexchange, telling de Kooning not to sign the picture. Whereupon de Koo-ning signed it. The party then moved to the Excelsior Hotel, wherepaparazzi snapped a shot of Ruth, Bill, Toti Scialoja, and Gabriella Drudi.From there, the party went to a nightclub. Soon Ruth and de Kooningbegan to quarrel. "It was four or five in the morning," Drudi said, "and itwas absolutely awful. They were screaming at each other. Finally Billsaid, 'Why don't you go into the grave with your Jackson Pollock.' AndToti was absolutely upset. And Ruth said, 'I had two months with JacksonPollock but he's jealous.' And then all of a sudden with the sun coming upde Kooning said, 'That's nothing. Let's go to sleep.' After this screamingthat was like 'La Dolce Vita.' " But not long afterward, de Kooningreturned to New York.
Ruth's Zowie
Coming into de Kooning's studio one day, not long after their relationshipbegan, Ruth Kligman saw a large blue and yellow painting on the wall andimmediately exclaimed, "Zowie!"—a piece of art criticism de Kooningrelished. It might remain the ambition of de Kooning and his friends tocreate a "masterpiece," but in the late fifties it would seem corny andhifalutin—and too European—to use a word like that. "Zowie" was,instead, the sort of sinewy street slang that.de Kooning and the otherpainters of the period relished. In Ruth's eyes, de Kooning had knockedone outta da park. Hit the jackpot. Scored big time. Kaboom!
Later, de Kooning called the painting Ruth's Zowie, which soundedlike an open-ended and lubricious euphemism. It could be the title of a
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jazz tune about a great time in the sack. Everyone on the street cornerwould know exactly what zowie meant without requiring a precise defini-tion. The painting contained an explosive coming together of brush-strokes, a knotting of forms into a climactic burst. There was an angularvelocity to the feminine V shapes, and the "wet on wet" application of thepaint had a slip-and-slide quality that was sexual. Some areas of the paint-ing appeared worked upon and lingered over. Others had the quick inspi-ration of a caress. Even so, Ruth's Zowie was not just about lovemaking.As usual, de Kooning's feeling for content was glimpsing and fragmentary.The palette of the picture actually contained few flesh tones: its blues andgreens and yellows suggested a watery landscape splashed by sunlightmore than they did a female figure. In any case, as in so many de Kooningpaintings, figure and landscape became almost one in the painting.
What was new about Ruth's Zowie—and the work generally from thisperiod—was the singular, declarative power of individual brushstrokes.Not only were they fewer and larger, but they dominated the foreground,which, in turn, governed the rest of the painting. Negative space and thecomplex interlacing of strokes became less important than before. Ruth'sZowie was an early example of de Kooning's muscular imperial style,completed before his trip to Rome. The commanding brushstrokes, likethe new highways then overpowering the American landscape, proudlyclaimed great swaths of space. An air of performance and exaggerationwas natural to an imperial style, which typically depends upon theatrical-ity to wow the crowd. As Kligman's admiring exclamation suggested, thepainting was not lost in details or byways but had a splashy simplicity andan impressive stylishness, too, with its long confident strokes and, inplaces, elegant turns of the wrist. An imperial style is vested in a cele-brated man. In Ruth's Zowie, de Kooning seemed to throw his whole body(not just an arm or a wrist) into the rhythms of the painting; the picturehas his physical impress. This was the work of a painter at once public andpersonal, a master of his milieu, whose autobiographical "mark" createdwonder and applause. His eye was his "I."
28. Exhaustion
At the end they kept running after me in mobs.
De Kooning returned to New York in early i960 with every reason tobe confident about the future. He was a powerful and stylish figurein the dominant culture of the age—an artist at home in imperialcities—who had been celebrated for the last ten years for the extraordinaryfecundity of his imagination. And yet, de Kooning himself appearedincreasingly world-weary. Beginning with Excavation, de Kooning, duringthe past decade, had developed—excavated from within himself—four dis-tinct moods or styles of painting. No other painter of the time had exhib-ited a comparable energy and variety. Despite his ongoing doubts, theworld at large applauded each successive cycle of work. The immigrantfrom Holland had made America his own. After ten years of unflaggingwork and partying, however, what remained to be done? Now that Amer-ica was his settled home, where was the space of escape, change, anddiscovery?
Nothing was more telling about de Kooning's frame of mind in i960than that, in Rome, for the first time in his life as an artist, his day did notcenter around the studio. The truth was that he had not worked especiallyhard. It mattered less that he produced little, for he had often beforepassed through dry periods, than that he appeared to be dabbling ratherthan struggling. He seemed to be losing his sense of urgency around art,his daily need for the touch of the brush. This did not change once hearrived back in New York. He continued to maintain his studio on TenthStreet, but put much of his energy into renovating his new, unfinishedstudio on the top floor of 831 Broadway. The new studio appeared to bemade for large ambitious paintings. But de Kooning worked there mostlyon a small scale, when he worked at all.
Only twice in i960 did de Kooning make large-scale works. And Doorto the River and Spike's Folly, each a large and luminous painting, actu-ally marked an ending—the close of the artist's imperial or "highway"style of boldly stroked paintings. As its evocative title suggests, moreover,Door to the River was steeped in dreams of escape and renewal. De Koo-ning had always been especially interested in doors and windows. (A decadebefore, as he was finishing Excavation, he added the small door near the
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        Door to the River, i960, oil on canvas, So" x 70'
bottom.) For a restless manreturning wearily to NewYork, a door was naturally apowerful symbol, a rectanglesuggesting both an openingand a closing of possibilities.A river, of course, was anancient symbol of life andregeneration. Flowing watercould represent change,movement, openness, free-dom, fear, and bliss. In thepainting, a dark rectangle-door lay within a pastoralburst of yellow and flesh col-ors. The de Kooning door wascharacteristically ambigu-ous. It could represent bothjoyful release and a stab ofblack in the heart of life.
During the early 1960s,de Kooning became a manpossessed by two contrasting
visions of the world: one full of life, the other of despair. He began todream of leaving New York City and building a studio-home on the landhe bought near the sea. At the same time, he flung himself onto thestreets of the city, entering a spectral world of alcoholic bingeing and dis-sipation that often ended in the gutter. It was not clear which artistwould emerge from these violently contrasting perspectives,- and until hepassed through this crucible de Kooning would not know what kind of artto make.
In the early sixties, Robert Frank made several portraits of de Kooningthat did not romanticize the artist, as virtually every photographer beforeand after him did. In one night scene on the streets of New York, hedepicted de Kooning as a haunted, grainy figure emerging from theabstract flicker of the city. In another picture, taken in the artist's studio,he showed the painter seated at a table with his arm cocked on his waist.Behind him was a collection of images, some cut out of magazines andnewspapers. There was a shot of Lisa, a photo of the duke and duchess ofWindsor, various jottings and postcards. On the table in front of him, nearhis hand, lay a pen and a brush. And yet, de Kooning held only a cigarette.
He did not look like an "action painter," but a man strangely still, lost ina melancholy reverie.
Of course, many in New York remained eager to lionize de Kooning,both in the press and in the art world. In 1959, Hess published amonograph on de Kooning, and, the next year, Harriet Janis and RudiBlesh brought out their adulatory book on the artist. The English criticDavid Sylvester also conducted a lively interview with the painter, lateredited into "Content Is a Glimpse," that became a classic of its kind;together with de Kooning's written statements of the late forties andfifties, it formed the essential record of his views as an artist. In the inter-view, de Kooning, while continuing to emphasize his earlier nervous,existential outlook, also spoke of a greater ease, which reflected the confi-dence of a widely acclaimed master. "I have ... a bigger feeling of free-dom. I am more convinced about picking up the paint and the brush anddrumming it out." But this would turn out to be more hopeful than accu-rate, for de Kooning, after the conclusion of the highway paintings, wouldstruggle for several years to find his way and "drum out" paintings as hehad in the late fifties.
After his return from Rome, de Kooning never again settled back com-fortably into New York. For much of i960 he seesawed between his TenthStreet studio and his Broadway space. Once finished, his loft at 831 Broad-way was, said Hess, one of the most handsome in the city, "with beauti-fully polished floors, painting walls on casters so that they could bemoved to catch the best light, elegant modern chairs (the gift of afriend)..." But de Kooning was not entirely at home there, with a settledwork regimen. The city was changing. His New York was hot and fervent;now a more ironic and cool city, which Andy Warhol would soon symbol-ize, was developing around him. The contemporary art world was becom-ing increasingly remote from his inner life as an artist. The constantparties, the bright young faces, and the air of fashion took him far from hisown roots. There seemed to be no center any longer. "Where is every-body?" Hans Hofmann asked Elaine, after running into her in the earlysixties. "Where do the artists go to meet nowadays?" "Nowhere, Hans,"she sadly told him. In fact, artists did meet in certain places, but thoseplaces did not belong to de Kooning's generation. Nonetheless, de Kooningfound himself often drawn into the new scene.
At the Cedar Tavern, suddenly it seemed that every art student inAmerica was arriving at the bar to get drunk with Bill and Franz. Slum-ming uptown celebrities and Hollywood stars passing through dropped in
regularly. "One time, Elizabeth Taylor was at the next table with her firsthusband," said the artist Martin Pajeck, a good friend of Kline's. And wasthat Marlon Brando in a booth? Once, a European with a sombrero walkedup to de Kooning and said, "I'm White Eagle. Who are you?" Then, said deKooning, "I knew it was time to go." The old group retreated to a rundownbar nearby called Dillon's on Eleventh Street and University Place, butthey were not as happy there as at the Cedar. And more than ever the con-versation seemed, even among themselves, to be about the ups and downsof reputation rather than about painting. De Kooning was widely expectedto produce major work, and strangers or acquaintances who were part ofthe rapidly expanding art world—students, critics, curators, dealers,painters—constantly made demands upon his time.
In the late fifties, before he went to Rome, de Kooning had met ayounger artist from California named Dane Dixon whom he sometimessaw at the Cedar and then at Dillon's. De Kooning was comfortablearound "Dane," and, when he arrived back in town, Dane eventuallybecame an informal assistant. According to a friend of Dane's named Pepedel Negro, "Dane became a sort of guardian for Bill out of pure friendship.He took care of Bill when he was drinking, got him out of scrapes andhelped him home." Dane answered the studio door—if de Kooning did notwant to see Ruth, for example, or Janis—and passed along messages fromthe art swarm outside. He was handy and a carpenter and therefore able tohelp with the finishing touches on the new studio and stretch canvas forlarge pictures. He was someone to talk to when de Kooning wanted to talkand someone to drink with when he wanted to drink. He could also makehimself scarce when necessary. He never criticized de Kooning or judgedhim in any way.
Sometimes, now, there were parties at the new Broadway studio. DeKooning himself did not put them together. He left it to Dane and tofriends of Dane's, among them del Negro. These parties, many of themspontaneously created, were also something new in de Kooning's life;not since his days on Twenty-second Street had he invited a partyingcrowd into his studio. Dane was the bouncer. He also looked after deKooning's first phone. De Kooning hated his phone and alwaysremained, at heart, a man from "before the telephone." He considered itnothing but an ongoing interruption, and rarely answered incomingcalls. Not long after the phone was installed de Kooning looked out thewindow and saw workers installing a telephone booth outside andbecame exasperated, telling friends he could have just used the phonedownstairs. In an effort to ensure that he received important messages,an answering machine was attached to the phone. Every week Dane
would erase the messages. He called it "erasing the mice"—meaning themessages from women. De Kooning objected when the landlord offeredto install an elevator because he thought the convenience would bringhim more visitors.
De Kooning was remarkably generous to people who asked him forhelp, giving money to everyone from Gregory Corso to the Living Theatre.And he still often bought a round at the bar. But he disliked a world thatconstantly made demands upon him. He later told an interviewer,
New York is a great city, but in the long run I got kind of dried out byeverything happening there day and night. I was less and less able towork regularly. Besides, I didn't really feel like running to all theseartists' parties. In the long run I didn't even pick up the telephone. Itreally became quite awful.
He could also be suddenly cruel and arrogant to those seeking "an audi-ence" to ask him for a favor. The sculptor Sidney Geist, with somefriends, once went to de Kooning's studio to ask him to support an artists'group lobbying for better housing. They were let into the studio and foundde Kooning in a narrow bed with Ruth, the sheet drawn up and the coupleside by side. "We felt like supplicants before the king and the whore ofBabylon," said one of the visitors. "Bill listened to the spiel and said No.He hated all that kind of official stuff... he believed in the illegal loft sit-uation. Geist was furious afterwards. It was humiliating."
In the early sixties, de Kooning's private life became a running sore ofirresolution, aggravation and guilt. True to her word, Ward, two monthsafter de Kooning went to Rome with Ruth, moved with Lisa to San Fran-cisco, hoping to make a new life for herself as an illustrator. She did notknow a single person there. She found a place to stay. She quickly madefriends and began seeing an actor. Soon after he returned to the UnitedStates in early i960, however, de Kooning flew to San Francisco to seeJoan and Lisa. He demanded that she return to New York. He hated theidea of being separated from his daughter, even if he did not want to beburdened by family responsibilities. He did not stay long, returning toNew York City without Joan and Lisa.
In the summer of i960, de Kooning and Ruth rented a house on MainStreet in Southampton. What many remember about that time was thecouple's Labor Day party. It was to be a grand affair with many well-known people. The party went as planned, except, friends reported, thatde Kooning at the last moment abandoned Ruth to host the party alone. Inthe following months, Ruth would sometimes join him at the new studio,
but there were also times when de Kooning would refuse to let her in andshe would bang on the door or yell up at the windows from the street. DeKooning's girlfriends could be extraordinarily persistent. One morning thephone rang, and rang again and again and again. "And it rings and neverstops ringing," said an artist who lived on the courtyard side of de Koo-ning's studio and could see into his windows. "Hundreds of times. It'sdriving me and my husband crazy. Suddenly, seemingly all at once, a win-dow in Bill's studio flies open and a phone and its ripped-out cord fly outand the window slams shut and the phone smashes in the courtyardbelow, scattering the pigeons."
De Kooning continued to implore Ward to return to New York, prom-ising her that he wanted a family life. There were letters and discussions,sometimes through lawyers, of marriage and support for Lisa. Late in i960,de Kooning flew a second time to San Francisco, this time for a month. Hemade some lithographs in Berkeley with, among others, the Bay Area artistNathan Oliveira, who had met de Kooning in New York in 1958, and theprintmaker George Miyasaki. "They were these big, beautiful broadstrokes," said Oliveira, who also took de Kooning to local galleries and par-ties. According to Joan, de Kooning went on a "tremendous bender" anddemanded once again that she return home. Eventually, he gave Ward whatamounted to an ultimatum, if one so given to ambiguity and indirectioncould ever be accused of issuing an ultimatum: she must return or de Koo-ning would cut off contact with her and Lisa for good. Ward was doing wellin San Francisco. But in January 1961, she made the critical decision. Sheand Lisa returned to New York City. "I was doing great," she said. "Andthen he came along and simply took me over." The rest of her life would bedefined, in large measure, by de Kooning. To make a better home for them,he began renovating an apartment around the corner from his studio onThird Avenue, installing them meanwhile at Tenth Street. De Kooninghimself lived in the Broadway studio. Kligman told her friends, "Joan'sback with the baby. And I don't know whether I'm in or out with Bill."
After Joan and Lisa returned, de Kooning also began to think seriouslyabout buying a house for them in Springs. Then they would be close, butnot too close. On April 14, 1961, he purchased a dogleg of land next toPeter Fried's house on Accabonac, which stood across from the Springscemetery where Jackson Pollock was buried, with the understanding thathe would eventually buy the house too. He paid Fried—Elaine's youngestbrother—with a painting. That summer, Joan and Lisa stayed in thehouse; de Kooning moved back and forth between there and the city.While in Springs, he began to make inquiries locally about building a stu-dio on the land he had purchased on Woodbine in 1959.
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        With Lisa, in 1962
De Kooning lovedbeing with Lisa, andlonged for her when shewas in San Francisco. Shewas very fair, with a rosyDutch complexion anda straightforward, sweetnature. He found herenchanting. So did muchof the world. When he wasdrying out on the couch,she would mother him,tidying up and chatteringand asking him if hewanted anything. Likemost children, she usedlanguage in amusing ways,an attribute enhanced, in her case, by her father's Dutch accent and imper-fect command of English. She would say, "Things is gooder" or "Let's goget a taxi-crab, Dad." He worried about her and even considered trying toovercome his fear of the water in order to protect her. "I want to learn howto swim," he told a friend, "because what if my daughter were drowningand I couldn't save her?" He loved to take Lisa to Washington Square andsit on a bench and watch her and the other children playing. He stronglyempathized with children and seemed moved by their predicaments. Inparticular, he liked to see them break free or make a strong statement.Many years later, he told a studio assistant that he and Lisa once saw a lit-tle bug crawling on a stone in Washington Square. According to the friend,"Lisa took a step back and it kept coming toward her. She took anotherstep back and it kept coming toward her. And finally she went WHAM!Bill thought that was very funny."
Still, de Kooning could not tolerate domestic life for long. He couldhardly bear to see a child disciplined or told what to do. He said to a friendthat the sound of a tired and sharp-tongued Joan saying "Lisa! Lisa!Lisa!"—as she tried to get their daughter to do something—almost madehim sick. He imitated the sound, spitting out the words "Lisa! Lisa! Lisa!"as if the words were slaps to the face. Lisa herself never doubted her par-ents' love for her, but she also remembered her childhood as lonely. The1950s and '6os were not a time, she thought, when the art world paidmuch attention to children. Her mother and father both seemed distractedby work, arguments, friends, and drinking. Her mother could be judgmen-
tal; her father was often absent. Sometimes he knocked furniture around,and Lisa began to fear such eruptions among grownups. At parties, whenvoices were raised, she would sometimes flinch. De Kooning and Joanonce gave a birthday party for Lisa while they were staying on TenthStreet and invited many of their friends. The centerpiece was a magnifi-cent ice cream cake. But then the drinking began and, a friend noted, theice cream cake melted away.
De Kooning now began to see Ruth less often, telling Joan that hewondered what he ever saw in her, but he continued to meet new womenat Dillon's, at parties, and at his loft. He drank consistently, buying hissupplies at a liquor store on Tenth Street just off Broadway. Often, hewould open a bottle of J&B Scotch at eight in the morning to kill hishangover and calm his nerves; then he would finish the bottle during theday. Young artists and women now took him to trendy new bars, clubs,and restaurants, not just to the places that he was already familiar with.Sometimes, he found himself at a party where he did not know the host.In the early sixties, the number of young people interested in joiningbohemian circles was rapidly increasing and the sexual revolution waswell under way, fostered in part by the advent of the birth control pill. DeKooning spent more and more time in this seductive world. In late 1961or 1962, he began an affair with Marina Ospina, an aspiring young artistfrom Venezuela with a willowy figure and dark, beautiful eyes. Lively andcharming, Ospina was separated from her husband, who often beat her.She was given to melancholy and depression and, like many in themilieu, flirted with self-destruction. De Kooning helped Ospina withmoney, including her hospital bills after she went into the hospital suffer-ing from a beating. Ospina loved de Kooning, but she could not hold onto him, and in late 1962 she left New York to go to Florence, from whereshe sometimes wrote him loving letters over the next year. In early 1964,she begged him for money and said that she "nearly killed myself.""Frankly speaking Willem I'm very bad off and was wondering if youwould help me. That's why I ask myself if you still remember me and thewonderful times we had together. I was happy then two years ago. Now Ihave nothing."
In March 1962, de Kooning was drinking with Kline in Dillon's whenhis friend waved over a young black woman who was sitting in a groupwith Larry Rivers. Mera McAlister was another pretty girl who was party-ing hard among artists, poets, and musicians. Wilder and tougher thanMarina Ospina, Mera was a natural survivor. The daughter of a blackfather and a Native American mother, she was born in Alabama and cameto New York with her mother, an occasional actress and gospel singer
named Alberta McAlister. In the fifties, Alberta would sometimes drinkat the Cedar. She was talkative, funny, and outrageous,- one of her goodfriends was Jack Kerouac. Alberta raised Mera alone in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a black section of Brooklyn. Mera was twenty-four years oldwhen she met de Kooning. She had dropped out of school at sixteen,become pregnant, and given birth to a son. At that time, New York Statecould send an unmarried juvenile with a child to an institution if a parentof the juvenile reported her as living outside the home. McAlister'smother reported Mera, who then spent just over one year in an institutionand called it "jail." When she was eighteen, she began hanging out withmusicians around Birdland on Fifty-second Street and, she said, took upwith "the guy who created the Singing Chipmunks. I was pretty wild. Ihad lots of boyfriends, lots of boyfriends." Soon she met the jazz-lovingRivers and Howard Kanowitz and then, three or four years later, de Koo-ning. "He was shorter than me, but it didn't matter. He was such a gor-geous guy. His hair and his eyes. He had these hazel green eyes. Matter offact, he got better looking as he got older."
McAlister was living with her mother—now on good terms again—and brought de Kooning to meet her almost immediately after their rela-tionship began. "Bill had on a dungaree suit and brougham shoes withpaint all over them and my mother said 'And what do you do?' She hadnever heard of him." The couple went to visit Mera's mother quite often.
He would go anywhere with me. You know, white guys in Bedford-Stuyvesant. . . . The kids used to follow him around. They loved him.He used to walk all over. He was interested in architecture—the formsof the buildings. He would say, "That's a nice old building." He was acrazy Dutchman. My mother adored him because he was so much fun.He'd tell stories and things to her. She could relate to him more than Icould because they were closer to the same age. He'd tell her aboutwhen he was a young boy. They'd be drinking Scotch.
De Kooning and McAlister spent most of their time together drinking.Mera's crowd also urged other intoxications upon de Kooning. "I knowone time we got him to try some reefer. That was funny. I'd never seenanyone smoke reefer who acted as if he had been drinking. But it was stilljust like he was drinking liquor. I think someone got him a track ofcocaine once. Still the same." She also enjoyed their lovemaking, thoughthat was not what held her. "I found that sometimes he was a little shy atfirst. Afterwards he was normal. He was a loud lover. He made a lot of
noise." Sometimes, alcohol provoked quarrels. "I remember one time hethrew me and my girlfriend out of the house. He gave us each a hundred-dollar bill and said, 'Get the fuck out of here.' " But de Kooning mostlyappeared delighted by his young girlfriend. She was not like any of hisother lovers. At one point she was even arrested for parole violation andsent briefly to jail.
De Kooning told Mera, as he did most of his longer-term girlfriends,that he wanted to marry her but that Elaine would not give him a divorce.He frequently gave her money. He would spontaneously give her $100, forexample, and tell her "to buy a dress for dinner." Mera asked for little inreturn, not even a drawing or two—because, she said, "she didn't like hisart then." De Kooning doted upon her young son. He paid $500 to sendhim to camp in the summer. (Hearing that amount, then a large sum,Mera's mother said, "Uh-oh, Bill must be selling drugs.") The boy calledde Kooning's paintings "ice cream colors," a phrase the artist loved andborrowed to describe his palette during an interview with Harper's.
In the winter of 1962, McAlister ended the relationship with de Koo-ning, one of very few women ever to leave him. She found him fascinat-ing, but he was too old, melancholy, and inward-looking for her, and hewas spending weeks at a time with Joan and Lisa in Springs, which left herfeeling lonely. "We were winding down. I met this Jewish pilot. Wow-ee.He just flew away with my heart. I saw a face that didn't look unhappyand didn't look sad. I said good-bye to Bill."
A haze of alcohol now hung over de Kooning's days. He drank consis-tently, often from the moment he awoke. Except during the periodicbinges, however, he did not usually appear drunk during the day. Manypeople did not realize he was drinking, yet he would regularly nip at a bot-tle. And during the long binges, he would seem particularly charming andtalkative for the first three days or so—as one friend put it, "more ener-gized." But he would then move into a stage when his behavior becameunpredictable and he would seethe with rage. His close friends grew con-cerned that the drinking might kill him. A doctor at the hospital told himthat he was destroying his liver; he regularly went to a doctor at Sixty-firstand Park Avenue for vitamin B shots and spent days at a time attemptingto dry out, usually shut away in his loft, or in Springs or, sometimes, inthe apartments of friends. The image that he presented by the end of adrunk was spectral. Once, at the height of de Kooning's fame, Joop Sanderswent to a secondhand furniture store on the Bowery.
I was in the store and saw a drunk standing on the street and pointing inthe window and mumbling to himself. And I thought, "God, I'd forgot-ten how horrible the Bowery is and how all these people are totallyspaced out at nine in the morning." And then the guy opens the doorand says, "Joop! Joop!" It was Bill at the very end of a drunk week, Iwould say. ... He was having anxiety pains which he thought wasangina. . . . He had literally slept in the gutter. Covered with dirt.
Sometimes, de Kooning would disappear for days, prowling the toughdives along the Bowery and the waterfront. His friends worried that hemight die of exposure in a garbage-strewn doorway or be killed in a barfight. The boyish horseplay of the early days at the Cedar was developinginto something more serious: de Kooning was potentially violent. Heknew with intimate intensity, from his childhood, the sudden rush of heatto the face and the smack of flesh against bone. Ordinarily, of course, hisrage lay deeply buried, but alcohol could release his fists. Sometimes, hewould even hit his lovers. They invariably seemed to forgive him, believ-ing that the violence, at some deep level, was not really directed at them.Moreover, de Kooning would often provoke a woman to strike first. Heknew how to use a glance or a word to madden someone close to him.According to McAlister, "He could really bring that out in you." Once,after a woman hit de Kooning with a bottle of liquor, he told McAlister,"Damn, I thought it would be like it is in the movies, that the bottlewould break."
De Kooning would also occasionally lash out at men, and it was notalways a forgiving friend on the other side of his temper. In Decemberi960, a drunken de Kooning allegedly punched out the teeth of an AirFrance engineer smoking a pipe in the Cedar, who then sued de Kooningfor $100,000 in damages. De Kooning said he merely picked up a glass"and as I did so my elbow hit this guy's pipe. I suppose that he had histeeth clenched on the pipe. Anyway, they weren't his teeth. It was a bridgethat got knocked out." Keeping a straight face, de Kooning's lawyer, LeeEastman, repeatedly delayed the case by claiming that the artist wasdeeply involved in a new period of work and that genius must not be dis-turbed for an appearance in court. (The suit was eventually settled pri-vately, and favorably for de Kooning.) The main concern of de Kooning'sfriends, however, was not that he would come to harm at an art hangoutbut that he would finally confront some truly tough guys. But de Kooningwas a charmed drunk. According to Pepe del Negro, he and Dane oncespent the night looking for de Kooning, who, it turned out, had drunkenlycrashed a union meeting of dockworkers. No doubt he was reminded of
the political meetings of the thirties, for he decided to deliver a speech tothe workers.
We searched every one of his haunts and couldn't find him. Then in thevery early hours of the morning, about seven or eight o'clock, Danecame down to my studio and said, "Bill's back." "Where the hell washe?" Well, the story I gather is that, drunken, he wandered down towhere the stevedores work in the Hudson River area, where they wereloading. Now, this was all Mafia. In those days it was completely cor-rupt. You know, like an On the Waterfront type of scene. And Bill gotup on a soapbox and started to preach socialism to these stevedores.You know, Bill was very erudite and could speak on any subject quitefluently. At one point, a foreman was going to get that bum off there.What is he doing, keeping these guys from working. And a little guy in aChesterfield coat said, "Let him talk, I want to hear this guy." It turnedout to be Costello [an important gangster]. He took Bill out afterwardsand they had breakfast together. Bill came back and said, "You knowwho I was with? I was with the big boss."
A doctor might have called de Kooning simply an alcoholic, a manaddicted to alcohol and nothing more. But the journey from the top of theworld into these fantastical regions of self-destructive bingeing appearedmore complex than that. The years of failure did not turn de Kooning intoan alcoholic,- success did. The life he led as a celebrated artist violated, insome way, de Kooning's deeper sense of the world. The gutter of New Yorkgrounded him, exposing the lies of polished society. Rauschenberg oncesaid that de Kooning's "aura eclipsed his shadow." De Kooning did notwant to lose that shadow. All his life, he identified with bums, outsiders,and marginal people of every kind. On his binges, he lived with bums asan equal. Esteban Vicente said de Kooning was on a first-name basis withevery bum in the neighborhood. "They became very good friends withBill. One day Bill disappeared and one of them said, 'Where is Bill?'" 'Oh, Bill moved. He's on Long Island now.'" T hear/ said the bum, 'he's doing very well these days.' "Drink provided de Kooning with a strange kind of redemption. No onecould ever say he lived on Easy Street. There was a desperate joy to befound in drinking, an intensity and freedom not available to the trivialpeople of polite society. For de Kooning, who had significant links of feel-ing to the romantic tradition of the nineteenth century, health and sobri-ety were not ends in themselves: he would rather burn bright. He wouldhave agreed with Baudelaire in Pahs Spleen:
One should always be drunk. That's the great thing; the only question.Not to feel the horrible burden of Time weighing on your shoulders andbowing you to the earth, you should be drunk without respite.
Drunk with what? With wine, with poetry, or with virtue, as youplease. But get drunk.
Of course, the boozing was extraordinarily destructive. Its gifts weremomentary at best and illusory at worst, and it drained energy from thedreams of art. (Baudelaire suggested getting drunk on poetry or virtue, notjust wine.) But drinking also created moments of strange beauty. Once,after a night in a bar, de Kooning and a group of friends spilled onto thestreet to get some coffee. A bum approached asking for spare change.Someone gave the bum a quarter, which he then dropped. The quarterrolled slowly onto the avenue and into the oncoming traffic with the bumstaggering after it, dodging the cars as they zipped around him. De Koo-ning, watching, said, "That's my kind of space."
Even as he maintained relationships of a kind with Marina Ospina,Mera, Joan, Elaine and Ruth, de Kooning slept casually with otherwomen. One time, when Nathan Oliveira was visiting New York in theearly 1960s, "I went to the Cedar and there de Kooning was next to ayoung girl, rubbing her thighs," he said. "There was no way that I couldconnect with him. He was in the middle of a toot." Perhaps, for de Koo-ning, life in New York grew stale without the intensity of a stiff drink or anew woman. The need for novelty seemed to feed upon itself, sometimeslending a desperate and absurd quality to his days. At parties or on thestreet de Kooning would run unexpectedly into Ruth, Joan, Elaine, andother women he might be seeing. Elaine once quipped that "There werethree Mrs. de Koonings at the bank today cashing their checks." Elainewas also becoming an alcoholic who slept around promiscuously. In themid- to late fifties, her alcoholism appeared under control, and her friendsand acquaintances tended to admire the way she played the field. But bythe early sixties, she, too, was darkening, becoming a sloppy drunk.Increasingly, she seemed to need an audience of young people—often gaymen—to admire and fawn over her. She was growing mannered, somethought, trying too hard to be marvelous.
Elaine was frequently broke, and so she took a string of teaching jobs,beginning with the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque, where shewent in 1957. Although she lived near him on Broadway, de Kooningavoided her. The birth of Lisa did not lead to a divorce, but it prompted de
Kooning to reduce histies to Elaine to a bareminimum. In Elaine'spresence, de Kooning wasusually distant and occa-sionally coldly furious.She evoked knotty sub-jects for him, such as thelegitimacy of Lisa and theissue of divorce. She fre-quently wanted money,and he did not like theway she quoted him or,he thought, used theirmarriage and his name toadvance her reputation.In public, he dislikedacknowledging his mar-riage to her, even on cere-monial occasions. WhenElaine's mother, Marie,died, Elaine began drink-ing heavily and thenwanted de Kooning noti-fied of the death, but wasafraid to call him herself.Instead, she asked anassistant to call him withthe news. After doing so,the assistant was about tohang   up   when   Elaine
grabbed her, saying, "Ask him if he's coming to the funeral, tell him thelocation of church, when and where." The assistant nervously conveyedthe invitation. After a long pause, de Kooning said very coldly, "I'll tinkabout it."
Elaine seemed a highly social animal to de Kooning, longing formoney, power, and prestige. This view of her was underscored when, in1962, the White House asked Elaine to paint a portrait of PresidentKennedy. She was smitten by Camelot. She adored the president and mayhave hoped to entice him into an affair. De Kooning thought she was moreinterested in gaining the world's admiration than in painting. She did not
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        New York noir: de Kooning photographed by RobertFrank in the early 1960s
have his soulful ambivalence about the world. In 1963, well after she hadpainted the Kennedy portrait, Elaine removed an ugly linoleum floor inher studio and replaced it with gray wall-to-wall carpeting. John Cagestopped by and burst out laughing, because there was essentially nochange in the character of the floor. "Later, Bill came by," said an assistantof Elaine's. "They had some discussion. As he was leaving, Bill stood atthe door and he looked intently over Elaine's shoulder, piercingly takingeverything in, and he said in this guttural cold expressionless Dutch way,'You could make Siberia out of anywhere.' "
Despite his heavy drinking, de Kooning nonetheless set to work onmany mornings. Janis, eager to capitalize on the success of the 1959 exhi-bition of highway paintings, pressed him for another show. After finishingDoor to the River and Spike's Folly, however, de Kooning completed onlythree or four full-scale oils during the next two years. They were forceful,big-brushed works, closely related to the highway paintings, but theydid not take his art in a new and dramatic direction. None had the lyricalforce of Door to the River. And yet, a vague new idea was beginning toexcite de Kooning. He was thinking a great deal about Courbet, especiallyabout how "concrete" that artist was—"how overcome with reality." DeKooning began to dream of being similarly overcome by the light andlandscape of Long Island. Perhaps he could "grab a piece of nature andmake it as real as it actually is." That would mean giving up the hard col-ors, and hard forms, of the highway paintings. He was also beginning tothink about Lautrec and perhaps imagined doing a figure with that kind ofcaricatural panache. De Kooning was not getting much work done, but hisimagination was active and, as always, ripening.
Relations between de Kooning and Janis began to sour. De Kooning,who always thought Janis nickel-and-dimed him, began to suspect worse:that the art dealer might also be hiding profits, snookering him as CharlieEgan had a decade before. Janis, in turn, was angered when de Kooning pri-vately sold Door to the River shortly after its completion to the WhitneyMuseum of American Art. Although no formal contract governed theireconomic relationship, the dealer believed that they had an understandingthat he, Janis, would sell and share in the proceeds of major works such asDoor to the River. In addition, he thought a painting of such significanceshould be shown first in an exhibition.
Around this time, Janis began to wonder whether or not de Kooningwas washed up. The stories of boozing were not encouraging to a soberbusinessman who watched the market, listened to advisors, and believedin cutting losses. Janis recognized that a new style, pop art, then called
"the new realism/' was starting to create a stir. He also recognized thatthe histrionic "gestural painting" of de Kooning's followers, the "second-generation" abstract expressionists, was now suddenly being consigned tothe past and creating widespread revulsion among serious tastemakers—including Alfred Barr at the Museum of Modern Art. In particular,Clement Greenberg and many critics and artists influenced by him werenow relentlessly attacking de Kooning as a has-been who had done hisbest work before 1950. Around the time of de Kooning's great gallery suc-cess in 1959, the Museum of Modern Art mostly ignored de Kooning's ges-tural followers in its influential "Sixteen Americans" exhibition, insteademphasizing the cooler, harder-edged work of the young Frank Stella andEllsworth Kelly. Then, in October 1961, a show titled "The AmericanAbstract Expressionists and Imagists" opened at the new Frank LloydWright building of the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum. The curator,H. Harvard Arnason, emphasized the color-field abstraction of MorrisLouis and Kenneth Noland, both admired by Greenberg, rather than thework of de Kooning's followers. As Florence Rubenfeld wrote in her biog-raphy of Greenberg, "Politically, Arnason's exhibition signaled the end ofaction painting's long reign and the ascendance of antigestural abstrac-tion. It signaled the decline of the de Kooning/Kline influence, the Artists'Club, and the Tenth Street phenomenon."
At the time of the Guggenheim show, Greenberg gave a lecture at themuseum called "After Abstract Expressionism" in which he spoke withcondescension about de Kooning's recent work. About a month later,Greenberg and de Kooning met by chance at Dillon's, where each was hav-ing lunch. Their respective accounts differed about what happened. Asreported by the writer Lionel Abel, who heard the story from de Kooning,Greenberg "came up to him as he sat at the bar and made the accusation,'Why do you tell people that I got my ideas from you?' Bill said that herealized Clem intended to hit him, and so he thought it best to get in thefirst blow. He hit Greenberg on the jaw and then the two were separated."Greenberg, however, gave this account to Rubenfeld:
In actuality what happened was that I was with Jim Fitzsimmons andKenneth Noland, and Bill came in with a couple—new people to me—and they went to sit in a booth. We were at a table. He left his compan-ions and came over to me and said, "I heard you were talking at theGuggenheim and said that I'd had it, that I was finished." Well, yeah. Ihad said that. Sure. I meant it too. And I still think that he was finished.He hasn't done a good picture since 1950 or '49. Anyway, Bill sat down
with us. . . . He just left his companions sitting alone in the booth. Thatwas Bill. He was a barbarian like his wife, Elaine ... no manners. Sup-posedly manners went out in the sixties, but at the Cedar Street Tavernthey went out long before that.
Well, I was misguided enough to trade words, to bandy words withBill. Then some of the painters gathered round to watch this specta-cle. ... I don't want to go into what he said next—it was so awful—about Tom Hess. . . . De Kooning said Tom [Hess] was riding on hisback. Then he said, "Well, Pollock said you were riding on his." I didn'tbelieve him. Pollock never said that. As drunk as he could be, I don'tthink he said that.
Then I said, my voice going to falsetto, "So what did I get out of it?So what did I get out of it, you son of a bitch?" And he took his elbowand poked me. It didn't hurt. He got up and punched me lightly whilehe was standing. So I got up to go after him and then we were separated.There was a scuffle in the separation because the kids—the louts whohad been watching—all took his side. He was the hero down there. Ittook Ken Noland to intervene, to pull somebody off me. Then the nextthing—they'd rushed Bill to the back of the bar. And then he wasallowed to come back and he said, "I'm not scared of you. I'm not scaredof you."
It could not have pleased Janis that his hard-drinking and small-producing artist was literally fighting the most influential critic of theperiod. Nonetheless, he scheduled a de Kooning show for March 1962.The pressure on de Kooning to produce something special—as critics,younger artists, and fashion turned against him—was immense. "Everyyear you have to knock out your opponent," he bitterly told a friend."That's what painting is." As the confrontation with Greenberg sug-gested, de Kooning felt keenly the shifting in contemporary taste. He wasnever an artist, however, who could create art merely to meet thedemands or expectations of others. His studio in the winter of 1961-62 didnot, would not, fill with dramatically new art. In the end, the showincluded three large oils, drawings, collages, and small paintings on paper.A series of eleven small paintings of women, rendered with elegant, geo-metrical twists of the wrist, masterfully skirted the edge de Kooning lovedbetween landscape and a woman's body. To give the show more weight,Janis also included Door to the River and Spike's Folly in the catalog, andhe told Newsweek that he expected the show to sell out in the first halfhour, at prices ranging from $4,000 to $35,000. Hess could always be
counted upon to celebrate de Kooning's work, and, in his essay for the cat-alog, he was breathless, writing, ''In the scarred flesh of his paint, in thenumb idol-icon look of the new Women who have grown out of the mov-ing flesh of pigment, is the pathos and irony of art as a criticism of our (his,its) life. These pictures are not substitutes for Morality, surrogates for Joy,they will not serve as space dividers, museum captions, or esthetic decor.They are not objects for contemplation, they are in themselves acts of pas-sionate, intellectual, hypercritical real thought."
A crowd came to the opening—de Kooning was still a star—but theshow otherwise fell flat. Hess, searching for a compliment that would fit,called it de Kooning's most "intimate" to date. Others simply called itsmall. Even favorably disposed critics such as Dore Ashton suggested thatsome pictures were less successful than others,- she emphasized that deKooning's "process" was on view. In fact, the 1962 exhibit had a slapdashair. It was a show just to have a show, and it disappointed many well-disposed viewers for that reason. "You see?" was the attitude of theanti-de Kooning group. "Washed up. A drunk." When Alcopley ran intothe painter Helen Frankenthaler outside the show, he said she told him,"Oh, there's nothing to see, let's go for a walk."
Two months after de Kooning's show opened, Franz Kline died. Hisfriends knew, of course, that his prodigious drinking was dangerous.He had also been seriously ill with rheumatic fever and suffered a series ofheart attacks. But his death seemed sudden and unexpected nonetheless.The gossip columnist Leonard Lyons, on the day of Kline's death, hadmentioned that the painter was off the critical list. But then the artist EarlKerkam came into Dillon's, where de Kooning was sitting, and quietlytold people that Franz had just died. Beloved by many, Kline, unlike mostof his friends, had an appealing smile and a genuinely playful spirit. Hewas the one to sit next to, the barstool raconteur who never became abore. His death was the death of the Cedar and, for the downtown artists, apowerful symbol of the changing of the guard.
For de Kooning, the personal loss was profound. On the simplest level,Kline's death reminded him of his own mortality; the doctors also warnedhim that he would not live long if he continued drinking heavily. Moreimportant, the death of his friend stripped de Kooning of emotional sup-port, leaving him more exposed to the world. When de Kooning and Klinelooked at each other, something private and family-like would passbetween them, a glint of recognition that, together, they knew what was
what and saw through the false allure of the larger world. In Kline: AnEmotional Memoir, Fielding Dawson captured their relationship—and thelush melancholy of the period—by describing a quiet afternoon at theCedar:
It was a bright afternoon. For some reason I wasn't sitting at the bar, butin one of the small center booths, quite near the telephone. Franz wassitting a couple of stools down towards the door from the beer taps, atthe bar, drinking a beer and smoking a cigarette.
He was clean-shaven. He had his black pin stripe suit on, and aclean white shirt open at the collar; his shoes were shined. He had hishat on, slightly to one side, front brim snapped down. He was dramaticand beautiful.
Now, de Kooning, in his paint-splattered paint clothes, sat unno-ticed by Franz, at the end of the bar near me, exactly in my line ofvision, and of course I watched them both.
Bill's left elbow was on the bar, and his right hand cupped his rightknee—feet hooked over the run of the barstool—his head was forward,arrowhead, profile. His blue eyes held a certain silvery glitter, perceiv-ing Franz. Franz, there, glowing, de Kooning was looking into the glow.
But then he, Bill, began a change. I saw the start of a smile, and helooked so directly at Franz a personal beam of intense affection cameout of his eyes and shone on Franz; almost religious, or a fullness whichrevealed torture. Bill stepped partly off the barstool and whispered,
"Franz!"
Franz turned. "Bill!"
Bill picked up his drink and walked down, sat on a barstool besideFranz; after an instant of speaking I heard Bill say, softly, like someonetelling a dear friend a piece of great news not everyone is allowed tohear, What about a little drink?
Franz laughed, and Bill said to Louie, "Let's have a couple of littledrinks here. And this one's on me."
Quite a while later they were in the same place, but they were lean-ing on each other, heads together, like small stocky guys—no, tallbuildings tilting across avenues against each other—skyscrapers,rather; having a little close conversation.
The funeral was at St. Bartholomew's. There were pansies on the cof-fin, which some in the large crowd did not like, considering them ill-suited to a man who made big, brawny paintings. Not surprisingly, deKooning soon began drinking hard. He felt guilty because he had not vis-
ited Kline in the final days. He and Ruth had gone to the hospital, butRuth was so dressed up and alive—"She looked like a Christmas tree," deKooning told a friend—that he decided at the last minute not to see hisfriend. After the service, de Kooning and others continued drinking at Dil-lon's. In the evening many artists ended up at the apartment of the collec-tor Robert Bolt on Washington Square. De Kooning left very late and,according to one report, became so drunk he shouted at or disturbedsomeone trying to clean up. He never went home, but disappeared for sev-eral days on a drunk. His friends became so worried that they set up asearch on the Bowery and in the darker bars.
Eventually, Harold Rosenberg found de Kooning on the street, alone,grizzled, and without a jacket. It was cold. Rosenberg urged him to gohome. De Kooning shook his head. Rosenberg offered him an overcoat. DeKooning just walked off.
In the early sixties, de Kooning resembled a man trying to escape. Therecan be little doubt that if he had continued drinking in New York theway he did after his return from Rome, he would have soon died. But evenhis dance with death had a purpose, for it finally forced him to make a dra-matic decision, something he was ordinarily loath to do.
He was continuing to dream of a "loft in the woods/' a studio in theSprings with a feeling of air, light, and space. Something reminiscent, per-haps, of a boat on the sea. He could wash it down every week, as youmight a factory floor or the deck of a ship. He imagined steel girders andoblique angles. No right angles, no boxy rooms, no walls pressing inward.In 1961, he sought out a local builder on Long Island with whom to dis-cuss his thoughts. "He had asked at the local lumber company if theyknew a builder who could do modern buildings," Ed Mobley said. "I hadjust completed my house at the time. They referred him to me. Mine wasa California design." According to Mobley, de Kooning "wanted to build abuilding like he made a painting—up and out. You have a point that youreye intercepts, like in a painting. That's what he wanted—a viewpointthat was up and out. You're aware in the studio of it being lower in themiddle and higher on the sides."
De Kooning got along well with Mobley. In addition to discussing theloft in the woods, de Kooning invited the builder into New York to helpwith the interminable renovation of the Broadway studio. Then, in thespring of 1962, Mobley oversaw the renovation of the Accabonac houseprior to Joan and Lisa's move there. Only the Springs studio, however,really fired up de Kooning. In the evenings he spent with Joan and Lisa in
Springs, sometimes during periods when he was drying out, he wouldmake rough sketches of the studio and show them to Mobley. "I put themon paper for working drawings. . . . We'd see if they were feasible or notfrom a construction point of view/7 De Kooning was beginning to worry,however, where he would find the money to build his dream studio. Themoney he earned from his 1959 show was rapidly disappearing, drained byhis high life in Rome and his New York renovations. At Ibram and Ernes-tine Lassaw's house in Springs one evening early in 1962, an engineer"came with blueprints and all sorts of things and laid it out on our table/'said Lassaw. "And Bill kept saying, 'We've got to cut down on expenses.'He thought he could save money by having a structural house instead ofthe usual way of wood and masonry." According to Mobley, the designevolved through such ongoing discussions. "He was very excited. ... I sug-gested the prefab building system. It was the Prudent Barn Framing Sys-tem. With industrial metal trusses. We turned them backwards. Put thecolumns back to back to make a butterfly roof. It's a proprietary system.There's many of them around. We turned this around so it went like so toget a butterfly roof. ... It had a butterfly roof because he liked the aesthet-ics. He wanted that soaring quality. . . . Only way is with steel trusses."
De Kooning also dreamed of other qualities. The working studiowould be the heart of the building, but he would also have a great cellarwith a wonderful heating system. He imagined a spacious kitchen with amagnificent stove and an open room where large parties could take place.He would install only the best modern appliances. He gave much lessthought to the private quarters upstairs. In his studio, there would benothing cramped or penurious, no residue of his years of poverty. Accord-ing to Mobley, he was always asking for thicker, double sized, or extralarge—to create a feeling of the massive together with the light airiness."He was playing with the idea of casting furniture in concrete, like a con-crete sofa." The furniture in boats was often built-in, of course, to createstability amid the roll of the sea. De Kooning's studio dream reflected theparadoxes that governed his life and enlivened his art—it would be at oncefixed and flowing.
In September 1962, de Kooning asked to take out a loan of $50,000from Chase Manhattan Bank to build his studio. After the transaction wasfinished, the secretary said, "Mr. Rockefeller wants to meet Mr. de Koo-ning." Rockefeller, of course, knew who the painter was. He lowered theinterest rate from 12 to 4.5 percent, "then said, 'I admire your work, butyou're very expensive,' " recalled Lee Eastman, who accompanied deKooning to the bank that day. "So Bill said, 'Mr. Rockefeller, when I painta nice little picture, I'll call you.' " Later that fall, de Kooning paid $3,100
for more land around the studio site |a subsequent purchase brought thetotal amount to eleven acres) and advanced $5,000 to Mobley. Soon after,work began at the studio.
That November, the Sidney Janis Gallery opened an exhibit called"The New Realists" that celebrated the work of the leading figures of pop,among them Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, and James Rosenquist. Theart world thronged to the opening, staged in an ample ground-floor spaceon Fifty-seventh Street that Janis rented especially for the occasion. Theshow was a sensation and the talk of the town. De Kooning went to Fifty-seventh Street, but, observing the scene within, would not enter thegallery. Instead, he stared in from outside, then walked away unnoticed.That same month de Kooning broke ground for his new studio. He wasready to leave New York. He was prepared to emigrate, again.
Pastorale
On December 19, 1962, not long after the "New Realists" show opened atJanis, a retrospective of Arshile Gorky's painting opened at the Museum ofModern Art. The show came at a critical moment for de Kooning. Gorkyremained one of de Kooning's presiding inspirations. In the thirties, Gorkyhad provided the young de Kooning with an example of what it meant tobe an artist, a model of vocation and commitment in an often hostileworld. Although Gorky had now been dead for almost fifteen years, thesight of his paintings—and the memories they must have aroused—oncemore helped the troubled de Kooning find his way.
Toward the end of his life, Gorky, despite his success in New York,left the city to settle in the country. The move was partly responsible forthe late flowering in his art. Outside the city, Gorky abandoned himself tohis private Garden, to a transcendent sensual joy in the natural world. Thepictures seemed painted for no one but himself—not for the art dealers,not for the collectors and patrons, not for the fashionable European surre-alists. They were a personal lyric. Gorky's example could only strengthende Kooning's own resolve to leave the city and seek out a private renewalin the countryside. He could abandon History with a capital H, lettingothers chase after Warhol's pop or Greenberg's color-field abstraction.Instead, de Kooning would live with Arshile in the country.
The retrospective contained a Gorky oil from 1947 called Pastorale, aloosely painted work enlivened by a brilliant chromatic chord of yellow
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and peach hues. In the winter of 1963—the show continued into Febru-ary—de Kooning painted two oils in the same high key of yellow andpeach. Always generous in his acknowledgment of artists he respected, deKooning called one Pastorale in homage to Gorky and the other Rosy-Fingered Dawn at Louse Point. (Louse Point was a spit of land in theSprings where earth and sea seemed to mingle and come together; theHomeric phrase rosy-fingered dawn also evoked the odyssey of an artist-wanderer who moved between land and water. | The canvases were thesame size, but Pastorale was seventy by eighty—that is, more horizon-tal—and Rosy-Fingered Dawn at Louse Point was eighty by seventy. Thefirst major paintings he had made since i960, they marked an essentialturn away from the grand style of the late fifties. The imperial king ofTenth Street had abdicated. He was a private artist, again.
No powerful public "highway" brushstrokes dominated the landscapeof Pastorale. Instead, de Kooning seemed to have traveled to the end of thehighway and into roadless country. The brushstrokes dissolved into lightand watery reflections, into what the artist Scott Burton called "form-obliterating radiance." De Kooning appeared to have yielded to his senses,to have become more feminine and lyrical. The palette of yellows,peaches, and whites—what Mera McAlister's son called "ice cream col-ors"—looked back to the playful pastels of the rococo rather than to moremasculine, assertive styles. Though no one noted this quality at the time,they were also brave works. It would be hard to imagine anything thatwould irritate a smart young critic in 1963 more than a loosely focused,brushy painting full of personal touch.
In fact, as the critic and curator Lynne Cooke has suggested, de Koo-ning's retreat to the country was much richer and more radical than any ofhis contemporaries recognized. His private reverie was also an eccentricadvance in a great Western tradition—that of the pastoral—at a time whenAmerican society was itself showing a fresh, idealistic concern for thelandscape. The pastoral tradition was always an essentially urban preoc-cupation, of course, reflecting a longing for a simpler life outside the city.The pastoral evoked the Garden of Eden; and yet it also, inevitably, sug-gested the Fall and worldly corruption, as viewers gazed longingly uponparadise from their vantage point in the actual world. De Kooning was ide-ally suited to explore this fraught space between joy and corruption. Cer-tainly, he had no intention of creating Edenic landscapes ("I'm not apastoral character. I'm not a—how do you say that?—'country dumpling' "]or visions of prelapsarian happiness like those found in Giorgione or, ina modern form, Matisse. In particular, he would never show the figureentirely from outside, the way earlier artists might display a nude by a
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river. In his work, the body would almost fuse with the landscape—andtherein lay the dream of a transcendent pastoral unity. But this being deKooning, there must still be movement and tension. Doubt must snakethrough the paint.
De Kooning was not an intellectual painter who changed only tomake a point or advance a theme. If Pastorale and Rosy-Fingered Dawn atLouse Point represented his early efforts to renew the tradition of the pas-toral, they also emerged from something profoundly personal. In the earlysixties, after the forward-moving decade of the fifties, the aging de Koo-ning began to steep himself in the backward-remembering sensations or"springs" of youth. De Kooning would find on Long Island many visualechoes of his youth in Holland. He would also begin to reach into theinchoate passions of childhood. The uneven fusing of the body and thelandscape, the heart of de Kooning's version of the pastoral, also embodiedthe dilemma of the young child struggling to distinguish himself from theworld. No artist could more convincingly convey the contrary, burdenedpassions of the boy who careers wildly back and forth between the glori-ous body of the mother and a joyful, liberating freedom.
It would take de Kooning more than a decade, a troubled time that onefriend called "the hangover years," to develop these springs. Pastorale andRosy-Fingered Dawn at Louse Point, painted in his Broadway studio, werethe last significant works that he would complete in New York City. Andin many respects, even as he painted them, he had already left town.Already his brush was working in another light.
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        De Kooning at work in his unfinished studio in Springs, 1964
29. Home Again
I don't want to be new anymore.
De Kooning's dramatic decision in 1926 to leave the Old World andcome to America made him an immigrant in the classical sense,but there were also many other, more symbolic emigrations in hisprofoundly restless existence. There was no forever in his sensibility, noeternal in his heart, no permanence in his painting. In March 1963, whenhe moved to the small shingled house on a quiet country road in ruralSprings, joining Joan and Lisa, he was just one year away from being sixtyyears old. It was a disturbing and almost unimaginable benchmark for anartist too committed to the quickening of blood associated with youth toaccept graciously the diminishments of age. Must he finally settle downat the age of sixty? Many in the art world were hurrying him into the pan-theon—or was it putting him out to pasture?—by declaring that his timehad passed. Even friends seemed to want to treat him as "retired" to thecountry.
In all likelihood de Kooning was feeling considerably older afterKline's death. His body remained strong, but a decade of hard work, latenights, and spectacular binges could not have failed to sap his strength. Itwas not clear, moreover, how he could make a life in the country for him-self. He was a man of the city. What would he do without the urban grit?Without the friends at the Cedar? Would he settle, uncharacteristically,into rural domestic life with Joan and Lisa? When would his new studio,still far from completion, be finished, and how could he complete any seri-ous work without one? And how would he pay for everything?
Even so, in his early months outside New York, de Kooning appearedto friends unusually sanguine. He did not talk about losing center stage,but instead stressed how much he loved the prospect of his new studio. Hefelt comfortable, he declared, in this almost Dutch landscape near the sea,with its low horizon and flat and marshy ground. Moving to the Springswas a kind of Dutch homecoming. "Actually I've fallen in love withnature," he said, "I don't know the names of trees but I see things innature very well. I've got a good eye for them, and they look back at me."After the heated social scene of the city, he seemed to relish the idea of liv-ing among fishermen and working people. That, too, represented a kind of
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homecoming, evoking the working-class milieu of his youth. He sooncharmed and befriended his new neighbors, among them Clarence Barnes,the owner of a small country store on Springs Fireplace Road not far fromwhere de Kooning's new studio would be. "He liked very poor workingpeople," said Barnes. "Water working people. He always talked aboutthem, about how hard they had to work. And he talked about being poorin New York City when he was a housepainter and how he jumped ship.About how he hardly had any food or anything."
The scruffy look of Springs suited de Kooning. "Snob Hill [his namefor the old-money Lily Pond Lane area of East Hampton] is really nice,too," de Kooning said, "but the trees have already grown up there and itlooks like a park—it makes me think of people in costume and Watteau."In the scrub land of the Springs, he told Harold Rosenberg, he was "fasci-nated with the underbrush, the entanglement of it." Life there was "kindof biblical, the clearing out to make a place." The scale of the trees, whichwere not much bigger than a human being, also appealed to him. "For apainter like myself it is so much better to be surrounded by a smallnature," he wrote in a letter. "Places like the Grand Canyon wouldfrighten me to death." A side of de Kooning also enjoyed being kingpin inthe poorer part of town, for he understood the working-class expectationsof his mother and siblings and their desire to "make it in the eyes of theirpeers." According to one friend, "He said he wanted to be the richest onein the Bonacker [the name of the local fishermen] community, rather thanbe on Snob Hill." If there was no Cedar in the Springs, de Kooning stillfound many old friends from the city. By the early sixties some "old-timers"—as de Kooning called them—and many Ninth and Tenth Streetartists lived in the neighborhood, either as full-time residents or as week-enders and summer residents, among them John Ferren, James and Char-lotte Brooks, Saul Steinberg and Hedda Sterne, Nick Carone, ConradMarca-Relli, and Ludwig Sander. Philip Pavia was often there, and Rosen-berg had a summer house just off Accabonac Road.
The move to Springs prompted de Kooning to try to establish a homelife apart from his studio, something he had not seriously attempted sincethe mid-forties. In the renovated house on Accabonac Road, living withJoan and Lisa, he could perhaps keep together what the seductive city sep-arated. While not in love with Joan, he respected her as a steady compan-ion and the mother of his child. And he had a Dutch workingman'sappreciation for the comforts of home. He could enjoy a clean and tidyhouse, which Joan provided, in which he was the undoubted master. Heliked poached eggs and hard toast and coffee for breakfast; and he was not
disturbed if he wanted to spend breakfast reading Wittgenstein, a philoso-pher he now loved to puzzle over. At night, he liked to eat a Dutch dinnerof what Ward called "ugly food"—stews and boiled meats—and then relaxin front of the snowy black-and-white television while making drawings.Of course, living in close quarters with a mother and child could alsoawaken unhappy memories of his home life in Rotterdam, and he resentedthe close little rooms of respectable domesticity. But de Kooning was abohemian with qualms: his daughter must have a father. And so, like agood husband and father, he left for work each day, walking across theyard to the garage.
The one-car garage behind the house, where he had worked off and onsince Joan and Lisa moved to the Springs in the summer of 1962, served ashis makeshift studio. The space was cramped, the interior rough. DeKooning could not easily spread out his full array of paints and brushes,nor could he step back to study larger compositions. Still, the studio alonedid not explain the small scale of the pictures he began to make in thegarage, for he had worked in cramped studios before and made large, ambi-tious works there, such as Excavation and Woman I. Instead, de Kooning,in the early months in Springs, was experimenting—casting about for afresh feeling in his art. When compared with Pastorale and Rosy-FingeredDawn at Louse Point, the most important work to emerge that spring andsummer, Clam Diggers, was tiny. Just twenty by fourteen inches andpainted on paper mounted on composition board, Clam Diggers was noth-ing less than a rococo idyll, a dream of Eden encapsulated in the wateryfigures of two women in the sunshine.
The painting depicted two naked women standing full-length and ges-turing at the viewer. Unlike the women of the fifties, they were coy andinviting: pink, shimmery, and voluptuous. There could be no doubt thesenymphs relished sex; they were moist with allure. In de Kooning's han-dling, the brush probed for the sexual quick, much as clam diggers felt forthe clam, and seemed to caress and tickle the women into life. De Koo-ning's spun sugar palette—glowing pastels set against a background sowhite as to be almost blinding—glinted with light. The hues seemed to befurther softened in watery reflections. The figures could even represent areflection in the water; hardly a straight line existed in the image. It wasthis sensation of watery dissolve that particularly excited de Kooning.That was the direction announced by Pastorale: no bold and singularbrushstrokes typical of the imperial or highway paintings, but a yieldingof the wet brush to the blooming profusion of nature. Water, always essen-tial to a Dutchman, could be controlled but not dominated. All now
seemed a watery illusion, but one that still had a physical power, as didthe sea. De Kooning later said of Clam Diggers and the paintings that fol-lowed, "I try to free myself from the notion of top and bottom, left andright, from realism! Everything should float. When I go down to thewater's edge on my daily bicycle ride I see the clam diggers bending over,up to their ankles in the surf, their shadows quite unreal, as if floating.This is what gave me the idea." He would not, he said, "let that go for any-thing."
Clam Diggers was a joyful painting, perhaps the most radiantly happyin de Kooning's oeuvre. It may have reflected the pleasure he took in hismove to Long Island and the excitement he felt in the dreams of renewaland the birth of a new, watery style. But the Edenic image did not reflect acomparably blissful domestic life. The two naked blondes were not wivesor mothers. If the sixty-year-old artist sought renewal in the landscape,the sixty-year-old man must find it with a young woman. It would be onlyseveral months—by the summer of 1963—until the old patterns muddiedhis new life in Springs and de Kooning was once more on the move.
Ever since Lisa's birth in 1956, de Kooning's connection to Joan Wardhad been a dizzying on-again, off-again—and sometimes angry anddrunken—relationship. It was for Lisa's sake that he listened to her con-tinuing requests that he divorce Elaine and make Lisa "legitimate." In theearly sixties, this was still an important concern. And it was primarily forLisa's sake that he bought the house on Accabonac Road. But de Kooningcould not maintain a consistent relationship with either Joan or hisdaughter. His attention would wander when he was with Lisa, even as heidealized her. "She's the apple of my eye," he always said, "an angel."(Joop Sanders observed that fathers who consider their daughters angelsare rarely interested in who their children really are.) Lisa herself said that"He didn't know what to do with me, looking back. He wasn't a goodfather. He loved me very much, but it took me years to understand thatthe painting came first and would always come first. If you were the childit's just not admissible. But he loved me and that was good."
De Kooning's relationship with Joan became, if anything, more trou-bled in 1963 than it had been during their earlier attempts at a rapproche-ment. He continued to value her as a companion and mother, but deKooning always sought more than that from a woman—perhaps, in theend, anything but that. He found Joan constricting and judgmental."You're always putting things in boxes, Joanie," he told her. He resented
the emotional hold she had upon him as the mother of his child. Any feel-ings of personal entrapment were only exacerbated by his working condi-tions. His last loft at 831 Broadway had been an artist's dream. Now, hehad a cramped work space and a pinched psychological space, cooped upin a small dark house with a mother and a child. It would be monthsbefore he could work or live in the new studio. Perhaps, as the monthspassed, the settled quiet of the country also began to weigh upon a manaccustomed to the sirens and bright lights of New York. Perhaps, too, thesilence from the art world gnawed at him. After the disappointment of his1962 show, de Kooning began to drift away from Janis. He let another artdealer, Allan Stone, sell some smaller works in the fall of 1962. Like manyof his contemporaries, he believed Janis was abandoning him in favor ofthe younger pop artists.
Neighbors recalled hearing, that summer, the sound of loud argu-ments coming from the house on Accabonac. Some noticed bruises onJoan's arms. Toward the end of summer, de Kooning slipped into a benderthat never seemed to stop. At one point, two young women who hadrented the house next door threw a party for friends who were visitingfrom the city. In neighborly fashion, they invited Joan and de Kooning,whom they knew slightly from New York. De Kooning was drinking heav-ily, in the wound-up talkative phase of a bender, but nothing unusual hap-pened. Then, a night or so later as the two friends sat up talking, theyheard a noise in the bedroom. The light was on, and they went to investi-gate. They found de Kooning, drunk. Instead of entering through the frontdoor, he had squirreled through a bedroom window. And then, he wouldn'tleave. Over the next few days, his friends wondered where he had gone. ToNew York? Italy, perhaps? In a Chaplinesque echo of his earlier emigrationand concealment in the freighter, de Kooning had indeed fled home, onlyto conceal himself in the neighboring house. And when he finally emergedagain, he was no longer living with Joan, but looking for places to rentwith his new twenty-six-year-old girlfriend, Susan Brockman.
Brockman was an elegant dancer with a string-bean figure and a fetch-ingly artistic air. She belonged to a world that liked Beat novels, Europeanfilms, and advanced jazz. She knew her way around the arts generally andwas attracted to art and photography as well as to dance. She had rentedthe cottage in the Springs for the summer with a friend, Clare Hooten, buthad been visiting the Hamptons for years. Her family, which was well-to-do, owned a house near the ocean in the wealthy area of East Hampton.But Brockman had no desire to be a socialite or rich man's wife. She wassensitive and soulful, and she seemed to understand, and accept, people
with moody temperaments. She was certainly no stranger to the difficul-ties of life: her mother committed suicide when Susan was sixteen. In thecity, Brockman would sometimes go to the Cedar, but she was not awoman who played on the wilder shores of bohemia. On the contrary, shewas fairly quiet and self-contained, and certainly not a star-chaser on themake. To an artist recoiling from the New York scene and longing to feelyoung again, she appeared fresh and guileless. She was not tempestuouslike Ruth, or demanding like Joan. According to de Kooning's old friendMary Abbott, who met Susan while both were studying with the samedance teacher in a town near the Springs, "She had everything. She hadsensitivity, brightness, originality, and looks."
Brockman had met de Kooning the previous February during one ofhis periods in New York. At the time, she was celebrating Clare's birthdayat the Cedar. "Bill was there," she said, "and I had been an art student incollege and of course knew who he was." At some point, de Kooningjoined them and, later, accompanied the two young women to Clare'snearby apartment for a nightcap. According to Brockman, there was nospecial personal chemistry. But two events from the evening stood out inher mind. One was de Kooning's treatment of Clare's young son, who wasthen three or four years old. Awakened from a deep sleep and upset at see-ing a stranger, he exploded into a tantrum and began to hurl sizable playblocks made of wood at de Kooning. De Kooning responded in a way theembarrassed women did not anticipate. He became very serious, and,rather than stopping the attack, let the child pound at him until the angerwas completely spent. "Empathize, don't criticize," de Kooning then toldClare, perhaps remembering his own childhood furies, when his motherdid the opposite. "After that Hootie [the son] was serene and so happy tobe able to let out this rage and that Bill took it," said Brockman. De Koo-ning followed this by sending the women flowers, "a big bouquet," shesaid. "Of course we were both kind of thrilled." But that was as far as itwent. Three months later, however, Susan and Clare turned up in thehouse next door to Joan and Bill.
On the first night, Brockman said, "We were up for a long stretch talk-ing. And then he never left." Their night together began a two-yearodyssey, in which the couple moved constantly around Springs, inhabit-ing eight houses along the way. Their affair began so suddenly that onlylater did Brockman seriously consider what was happening. "I can'tremember if I thought, 'Wow, what is going on here?' or whether it wasjust that it was the times," says Brockman. "At that moment in life,things sort of fell into one's lap. Literally. I don't think I thought that hewas staying for the next few years. My mind was not at that place." Given
de Kooning's own state at the time, no one could have guessed his inten-tions. The first few weeks passed in a blur, for de Kooning did not give upthe bender once he moved in with Susan. "I was thinking it would beover/' says Brockman. "But it didn't change. It didn't stop. And I had noexperience whatsoever with anyone who drank."
In retrospect, Brockman believed, it was de Kooning's guilt over Joanand Lisa that pushed him into the bender, and that then kept him drinkingduring the following weeks. "[The drinking] was an excuse for him to dosomething daring," she said, "which was to leave Joan and Lisa." Alcoholloosened the emotional knots; he could then escape, emigrating to a freerplace. De Kooning would get drunk, she said, "when he wanted to changesomething and couldn't resolve something, or when something upset himemotionally and he didn't know how to deal with it." After moving inwith Susan, de Kooning never walked across the yard to face Joan. Shelearned of his whereabouts only through friends, the same way that shelearned in the summer of 1956 after Pollock's funeral that he had movedback in with Elaine. Months later, de Kooning would still not collect hispersonal things and art supplies.
After Susan and Clare's rental ended, de Kooning and Brockmanbriefly occupied a tiny summer cottage on Barnes Landing, a short dis-tance from the original rental on Accabonac Road. Then, as cool weatherapproached, they moved into a nearby house owned by Berenice D'Vor-zon, a painter and friend of Joan's. But this was only temporary. In the end,D'Vorzon "very politely asked us to relocate," says Brockman, because ofher feelings for Joan. So they moved on "in a bit of a caravan," said Susan,this time to the house of de Kooning's old friend Frederick Kiesler. Bythen, it was clear that their relationship was more than a fling. "At thatpoint we were alone, just Bill and me, and I guess I knew that we werepretty solid," said Brockman. The couple began to look for a more lastingplace to live. Around early November, they rented the house of Rae andJohn Ferren on Springs-Fireplace Road. From their house it was just aquick walk through the woods to de Kooning's unfinished studio. Eachday, de Kooning could easily check what the workmen were doing. It wasin the Ferren house on Springs-Fireplace Road that his life resumed somenormalcy after the months of wandering. The house itself was a brown-shingled cottage typical of the area. Especially in the winter months, itseemed closed-in and dark, but it had an adjacent studio, and, for the firsttime since leaving the garage at Joan's, de Kooning began to work again.Susan moved a cot into the studio and began making small, mixed-medium constructions. De Kooning struggled with a picture called TwoStanding Women, which he obsessively redrew and repainted throughout
the rest of 1963 and into 1964. Like Clam Diggers but slightly larger, italso depicted two watery nudes with wavily outlined bodies and an air ofsexual suggestiveness.
For Ward, of course, de Kooning's behavior was almost unbearable.His affair with Ruth Kligman had been difficult enough. It was finally fin-ished. And now? This kid next door? Ward was particularly upset by theaffair's effect on Lisa, who was now seven. Lisa would sometimes look forher father at the neighboring house and did not understand why he wasnot at home. Tormented by what she called de Kooning's "oblique soul,"Ward was also exhausted by the constant tension and ambiguity.
I wouldn't say he was madly in love with me but I think he did trust mebeyond any of the others. He once said, "You're so honest." Then againanother time he said, "You're so devious." I said, "Hey, the master iscalling me devious? That's quite an accolade." The trouble with Billwas that it was ingrained. It was like playing with a cat. You're fasterbut in the long run the cat will always get you because of its nature. Itwas second nature for Bill. In the end he was always a little more devi-ous. Just when you didn't expect it. Finally your guard would have to godown and then wham!
Ward's position was difficult. The art world often slighted her, takingno particular interest in the mother of de Kooning's child. And de Kooningoften spoke dismissively of her to friends. Ward believed she should prob-ably have stayed in San Francisco. But she could never, finally, turn away.And so, over the years, she became the woman forever waiting at the door.She bitterly resented every new girlfriend; she reminded him of his dutiesas a father; she monitored his coming and going; she nursed him when hewas ill; and she hoped against hope that he would finally settle down withher. She played the part until the end. Around New Year's Day of 1964,Joan and Lisa moved back to the apartment on Third Avenue in New YorkCity. Except for occasional visits to the country, they remained there forthe next several years, maintaining only distant contact with de Kooning,which, in turn, filled him with remorse.
Brockman soon became aware that, in the art world, de Kooning's repu-tation was declining and that he felt increasingly isolated. "When wefirst got together, in a sense Bill was not painting," said Brockman. "AndBill was not in the public eye. Pop art was just coming in. He was sort ofbeing forgotten. And he was a little bit bitter. He would say, 'I don't know
why they have to knock one thing for the other/ Nobody was comingaround and he was quite in disfavor/7 He felt, said Brockman, that he hadbeen symbolically raped by Rauschenberg when the younger artist erasedhis drawing. "He didn't take pop art very seriously. He said pop art had noinnocence. He used to call Andy Warhol 'Andy Asshole/ He later came torespect him, but he was not a fan of his at that moment." Just how deep deKooning's feelings ran emerged in a taped roundtable discussion betweende Kooning, Tom Hess, and Rosenberg in the early sixties. At first, the twocritics and the artist discussed his early years in America. Soon, however,de Kooning, clearly fueled by alcohol, began a virulent tirade against thevagaries of the art world and its constant search for the new and the novel.In Europe, he said, masters were allowed to rest on their laurels. Here inAmerica, they were forced to prove themselves again and again and again.
Brockman also became aware that de Kooning was "financially indebt." There would be no going back to the high life of New York. Thatwinter, he and Brockman cleaned out the rest of de Kooning's possessionsfrom 831 Broadway, since he could not afford to keep the studio in NewYork and build a new one on Long Island. For long stretches of time duringhis first winter with Susan, de Kooning was drinking. But he was not asbadly off as he had been in the city. On Long Island, he never woke up inthe gutter, and the pattern of his drinking began to change. Now, he nolonger drank every day from morning to night, with brief periods of dryingout. Instead, he sometimes went for several months between binges. Oncea binge began, however, it could continue for as long as a month or more,with an endless round of drinking and talking that exhausted everyonebut de Kooning himself. He could be quite funny and affectionate whileon a binge. "He was very lucid up to a point," she said. "Just when every-one else was kind of worn down he would be coming up with these asso-ciations. He would come out with things like about Harpo Marx andChico Marx and then Karl Marx. You'd be exhausted from his kind of bril-liance and luminosity and trying to follow his brilliance or get out of theroom."
Under the manic talk, of course, lay melancholy and despair. "He hadbig, big swings in those alcoholic binges," said Brockman. "It would gobetween elation and depression. He was really a miserable man. He wasnot feeling good. He was complaining." Sometimes he would sleep aroundthe clock. At other times, he would start drinking at dawn and go for thewhole day, downing huge amounts of Scotch and vodka and Gallo wine. IfBrockman took away the liquor, he would simply find more. "He'd besneaky," says Brockman. "He'd take a whiskey flask and put it in hispocket and go out on his bicycle. He'd go to some unknown Bonacker
house and drink with them and be out on the road. That was terrifying. Orhe'd get a ride into town and come back worse." Eventually, Brockmanwould simply have to end it one way or another. A honey cure she foundin an old Vermont home remedy book sometimes worked. A mixture ofapple cider, vinegar, and honey, it made someone drinking alcohol nau-seous. "While it didn't thoroughly eliminate it," she said, "it was cer-tainly a moderator." Often, stronger intervention was required. Brockmanwould call Dr. Kenneth Wright at Southampton Hospital, who specializedin alcoholism. "He was quite involved with Bill psychically," said Brock-man. Then she would drive de Kooning to the hospital. By that point, deKooning seemed to sense how dangerously near he was to serious injury ordeath and would offer no resistance.
Once released from the hospital, de Kooning typically stopped drink-ing for a period. He could even drink socially without precipitating abinge. "We'd go to people's houses and there would be wine and there wasno problem," said Brockman. "He'd have a glass or two or not." But thensomething would happen to create stress—a visit from someone whom hedid not want to see or "something pending that he didn't know how to sayno to"—and he would be off again. Drinking then became a relief, a way torelease hostility, especially against those who did not understand what itmeant to be a serious artist. Once, de Kooning, Brockman, and the Las-saws went together to a birthday party. Another guest, a woman, said thatshe did not especially like the work of Jacques Lipchitz. "Who the fuck areyou?" erupted de Kooning, with an anger that stunned the room. "Andwhat the fuck do you know about the work of Lipchitz?" Then he took hishand and chopped it down on the birthday cake. Icing flew everywhere—on the walls, on the guests, and on the horrified woman. Hangers-on whodid not know what it meant to struggle day after day with art particularlyenraged de Kooning. During this period, according to Saul Steinberg, "Billwas angry. No question. He was angry against society, the anger of theartist or poet. He would go through extreme violence, hurting people. Hewas a real avenger. Art lovers would offend him. He knew that they didn'tunderstand a damn thing. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. That wasreal glory for him after so many years of neglect."
At home, de Kooning also sometimes erupted into anger. He neverstruck the gentle Brockman, but he would throw around furniture, maga-zines, crockery. "It was very upsetting," said Rae Ferren. "Because ourthen caretaker told us that he [de Kooning] wouldn't let him into thehouse to do things that were necessary to do. And we got very worriedthat he was going to wreck the place." Eventually, said Brockman, John
Ferren "very politely asked us to leave/7 The couple then moved to a tinycottage next door that was owned by an elderly couple. That arrangementended after only a month or so. "He ruined the place," said Rae Ferren."Throwing up all over things. It was a real disaster." Not surprisingly, deKooning did little painting that winter. Brockman said he just worked andreworked Two Standing Women. "Not that much was cooking for him atthat point," she said. "No one quite knew what to make of it [his newnudes] or where he was at. Because he was in a major transition, as wasthe art scene. They were absolutely ignoring Bill. My deepest thoughts—Inever said this to Bill—were that this could have been the end of his paint-ing." Her fears were to the point. Why would a rational observer believethat this sixty-year-old drunk would rally?
Adding to de Kooning's anxiety was his unfinished studio. The studiohad always been his touchstone. Without one, he was essentially home-less. By the fall of 1963, it was evident that the building, which was slowlyrising on a patch of land covered with scrub oaks and small pines, wouldcost more, and take longer to complete, than de Kooning anticipated.According to Susan Brockman, he was chronically broke because everydollar went into the building. The chief carpenters, who had been hired bythe contractor, Ed Mobley, were a pair of brothers from Sag Harbor namedAl and James Weatherall. They required regular paychecks. The Weather-alls, in turn, were assisted by a number of others, including Hans Hokan-son, a young artist and immigrant who had known de Kooning distantly inNew York, and various local welders and handymen, all of whom expectedto be paid. And there were always new materials to buy. After initially try-ing to keep costs down, de Kooning reversed himself and, according to AlWeatherall, wanted "the best of everything." Even though de Kooning didnot cook, for example, he fitted out the kitchen with a professional Gar-land stove and a gleaming restaurant sink, purchased on the Bowery. Bigstainless steel hooks were attached to the ceiling to hold rows of large potsand pans. He designed the space, de Kooning said, for "marvelous dinnerparties," although he almost never threw a party once the studio wascomplete. The baseboard had a beautifully curved, made-to-order topinstalled by a special woodworker. The cabinetry was impeccable.
The essential scheme was never in doubt. "I designed it like a loft," deKooning said. "I guess I was one of the first painters in New York to havea loft, back in 1930. Now I [wanted] this feeling of great, open space. Thewhole thing [was] really a workman's dream." The painting area was to bea soaring, two-story space that tilted up to the left off a rectangular floorplan, turning the building into something like a rhomboid; the two side
walls would be glass, letting in the dazzling light of Long Island. The stu-dio would be separated from the two-story living quarters by a supportingwall. The first floor of the living area would contain a large kitchen thatflowed into a sitting room; on the floor above this would be five bedrooms.Generous in scale, the light-filled studio would have rising romantic lines,yet be as businesslike as a factory.
During the work on the studio, de Kooning constantly dickered withthe details. "The original plan showed the shape of the building," said AlWeatherall. "But as we proceeded everything more or less got changed.When we got it up he didn't like it, so you'd tear it down and put it upagain in a different shape or size, which he might or might not like." Inthe five years that it took to finish the studio, de Kooning's quixoticapproach became a running joke. De Kooning, everybody observed,treated his studio like a painting. One day a painting might look fine. Butthe next day he would want to move something over an inch or two. That,in turn, would change the composition of the whole painting, requiringfurther changes. Now, that process was played out on the much larger can-vas of his studio. De Kooning could not finally design a building in theabstract. He had to see, in person, its evolving space, color, and light. Onlythen could he judge whether or not the building felt right to him—andhad, as he once described his expectation for a completed painting, "acountenance." Any house de Kooning built for himself would obviouslyrequire a complicated countenance, moreover, one that reflected themany and often contradictory moods of a tense sensibility. It would haveto be uplifting but not corny, practical but not pedestrian. It must besturdy and free, the home of an imagination that did not want to be com-pressed, ordered about, or constrained. Walls would matter little in thisstudio-home.
In the fall of 1963 and the winter months of 1964, de Kooning rou-tinely visited the studio on most mornings to discuss the day's work. "Ifhe was in East Hampton, he'd come and give us any of his ideas that hewanted to change at that particular time," said Al Weatherall who, withhis brother James, took over the running of the project after de Kooningand Ed Mobley had a falling-out and Mobley departed for another job inBogota, Columbia. "And we knew, with Bill, that when he told us what hewanted that that wasn't necessarily what we'd wind up with." The work-men did not mind, however, because de Kooning was so easygoing. "Atfirst, we thought he was one of those characters from New York," saidWeatherall. "But he was just a likable guy, that's all. Very down to earth.Very charitable." Among the many examples of changes midstream, saidAl Weatherall, was a double staircase, a central feature of the building. De
Kooning first wanted one set of metal stairs to sweep down into the studiofrom the upstairs living quarters, while a second would descend into theliving area at the other end of the house. Accordingly, the Weatherallbrothers laid out the stairs to scale in brown paper in the studio. Then deKooning began to fiddle with their direction and angle. By the end, he hadchanged the stairs dramatically. Another time, said Hokanson, de Koo-ning objected to the wall separating his studio from the living area. "Itdidn't give the right idea of space," said Hokanson "and he wanted space."At great expense the workers replaced it with one that had larger glasspanels across the top where the wall met the second floor of bedroomsabove, an updated version of transom windows. De Kooning gave the dis-carded windows to the husband of the art dealer Grace Borgenicht for hisstudio.
In his work space, toward the far wall, de Kooning ordered an elabo-rate trapdoor built so that, as he worked on a painting, he could raise it upor down. "Bill was obsessed with the trapdoor that Rubens had in his stu-dio," said Gus Falk, who had studied with de Kooning at Black Mountain."And he put something like that into his own studio when he came tobuild it. He loved that studio craft stuff." For those occasions when hewanted to paint at night or when it was cloudy, de Kooning mounted big,adjustable klieg-like lights on movable platforms next to his windows. Healso devised a thin metal arm, lined with lightbulbs, that he could attachto the canvas for painting at night. According to de Kooning,
The floor was a problem. I wanted it all in white, but it couldn't be sosharp that all the light would be reflected from it. I thought it over atlength and finally got hold of a photo of a chapel in the south of France[being] painted by Matisse. What struck me most was that the floor wascovered with old newspapers. Later on I heard from some people wholive in the south of France and knew Matisse personally that he alwaysput newspapers on the floor while he was painting—not to keep thefloor clean but to regulate the reflection of the light.
Accordingly, de Kooning found a terrazzo tile that was almost thesame shade of newspaper white. He also put much effort into the base-ment. He deeply respected the engine rooms of the world—they were partof the belly of life—and designed a large workshop below his studio wherehe could store materials and where his paintings could be stretched andframed. The basement also contained his particular pride and joy, twoenormous boilers. (As a stowaway, he had spent much of his time in theengine room of the ship.) The poor boy from Holland never forgot what it
was to be cold, and he loved the rumbling sound of heat being made. Later,he would also install a sauna in the basement.
One particularly difficult problem was the fireplace in the first-floorliving quarters. A local mason built a careful, symmetrical one. Then deKooning spotted a crooked, half-falling-down fireplace in the Sag Harborhouse of John McMahon, a young artist who had floated on the edge of deKooning's world in the late 1950s, along with a number of other youngpainters, and whom de Kooning would soon hire as a full-time assistant.De Kooning insisted that was what he wanted too, a fireplace with per-sonality. The proud mason answered that he would never build such amonstrosity. In the end, said Al Weatherall, "the mason finally smeared itall over rough smooth, like stucco. ... It looked like the rear end of a pig.The fire box was in between the two legs, as it were." De Kooning's desirefor a fireplace with "personality" suggested that he recognized somethingodd about his studio. It had no domestic center, no traditional feeling ofhome. Its heart was not the hearth, but the working space. The bedroomsupstairs appeared pleasantly impersonal, like the cabins on an ocean liner.(Eventually, de Kooning would design walk-in closets, blocky headboards,and sturdy mirrors, all of which could survive the onset of heavy seas.)The two front bedrooms were particularly exposed and seemed almostpublic, each having an all-glass wall that overlooked the studio, so thateven sleep remained open, transparently so, to the working dreams of art.De Kooning's friends regularly visited the strange and ever-changingbuilding. They recognized that what de Kooning was erecting in thewoods of Springs was sui generis. According to Jane Freilicher and her hus-band, Joe Hazan, "He said, 'You know, I don't have a cozy room in thisplace.'... He made this kind of industrial space that was so big that therewas no place that seemed warm or comfortable. Everything was on a scalefor an army." But de Kooning, while he sometimes pined for a cozy roomor fireplace, was also delighted to be free of the domestic. Once, when hisfriend Saul Steinberg visited the construction site, Steinberg immediatelyand instinctively began a series of imaginative improvisations about whatthis place must actually be. No, he said, this was not a home, no, this wasnot an industrial space, no, this was not a studio. This was actually a verylarge airport in an undeveloped country where no planes had yet landed.Everyone was standing around waiting for a plane to arrive. Steinberg didnot say so, but it was understood that he meant de Kooning himself waswaiting for his next plane to arrive.
By the fall of 1963, the framing was essentially done and the buildingenclosed. De Kooning decided to throw a party for the crew to mark theoccasion. He took the Weatherall brothers and the other workers to Chez
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Labbat, the fanciest restaurant on the Springs side of the railroad tracks inEast Hampton. It was a place de Kooning often went. The workers arrivedin their funeral suits. According to Al Weatherall:
We had the front room all to ourselves. There must have been twenty orthirty of us. It was lunch time. We had a few drinks at the bar and thenwe went into this room to order lunch. So the waiter brought the lunchmenu. Bill took one look at it and said, "This is the lunch menu. Bringthe dinner one." With that, he threw the menu back at the waiter.
Jean Labbat, the owner of the restaurant, returned with the dinnermenu. According to Al Weatherall, "Bill says, 'Now, you order anythingyou want. And if it comes and you don't like it, throw it on the floor andorder something else.' Of course we didn't. But how can you not like thisman?" The crew ate a gargantuan lunch, then drank and talked away theafternoon.
And then it came time for supper. And we all had supper again. A sec-ond time. The same dinner menu. It must have cost the man a real for-tune. And then, it must have been about seven o'clock that we finallyleft Chez Labbat and went up to Jungle Pete's [a local bar on Three MileHarbor Road], And we hung around there until around 10 o'clock. Bythat time we were all getting ready to go home. So finally we said toBill, "It's time to knock this off. We've been partying since twelveo'clock." And he got mad as hell because we were going home. Oh, hewas having a ball.
As the studio came together, friends admired its radiant light andexpansive scale. "One time this six-foot, four-inch Swedish architect vis-ited me out here and liked the house," de Kooning would tell people whovisited the studio. "Later someone asked him what he thought about theplace and he said, 'Everything was big except de Kooning.' " Measuringroughly fifty-two feet by fifty-four feet, the studio space seemed evenlarger because of its thirty-foot-high ceilings.
It was Athos Zacharias, a sometime assistant, who had had theinspired idea of painting the Y-shaped steel struts that held up the ceilinga bright white in order to make them appear weightless. Although the daz-zling stretches of glass, the white walls, and the upswept beams remindedSteinberg of an airport or hangar, de Kooning himself always saw a shipcome to rest, incongruously, among the scrubby pines of the Springs.
"This house reminds me of a ship/' said the artist who loved the water,"its decks, the stairways, the basement—the big, open space below themain level." Along the perimeter, he designed built-in benches for stow-ing paint boxes and brushes: he loved a shipshape studio. He also con-structed a walkway that projected into the studio at a rakish angle fromthe top of the troublesome stairs, like the flying bridge of a boat. From thisvantage point, Captain de Kooning could watch over his command. (In theend, however, he rarely used it.) Sometimes, the studio put him in mind ofthe ship that brought him to America in 1926. "This is to keep alive mymemory of my trip to this country," he told one Dutch interviewer, ges-turing to the open stairs with metal railings that also resembled thosefound on ships. He told still others that the studio reminded him of theStaten Island Ferry, likening it when the mood struck him not to one ofthe aristocratic clipper ships of high modernism but to a broad-belliedworking vessel.
30. Helping Hands
Somebody must bring home the bacon. Right?
In March 1964, de Kooning, wearing a heavy jacket and a wool watch capto ward off the spring chill, moved a few boxes into the studio, and, withthe builders still working around him, began setting up his new workspace. "Goethe said that when you're sixty you start all over again," hetold an interviewer at the time, "and that's what I'm doing." He posi-tioned his easel next to the trapdoor in the floor,- he began laying out hispaints and brushes. Three years after he first began planning the building,and a year and a half after he first broke ground, he could finally work inthe studio. There was still no possibility, however, of living in the unfin-ished space. So de Kooning and Susan moved again, this time renting thehouse owned by Nicholas Carone and his wife, Adele, for a year. It was onThree Mile Harbor Road not far from the studio on Woodbine Drive. Likemost of the old houses in the area, it was originally a farmhouse with lowceilings and small windows. It was dark inside, especially in the winter."There was a heavy atmosphere," said Brockman. But it had the greatadvantage of being quite close to the studio.
The soaring spaces and beautiful light of the studio probably helpedcreate in de Kooning a feeling of new beginnings, yet also presented a chal-lenge. This was not a place for minor ambitions. Its scale seemed to invite,even demand, the creation of major work. De Kooning himself had antici-pated the possibility of creating vast paintings. When the Weatherallbrothers built the far wall of the studio out of vertical wood siding, theyleft one section unfinished and joined to the other walls with removablebattens "so that this board could be taken off at any time," according to AlWeatherall, "and if he did a thirty-foot mural, he could pass it out to theoutside." Not surprisingly, de Kooning accomplished little at first. Duringhis life, he had found beginnings almost as difficult as endings, often start-ing with an idea from an earlier drawing or picture. But there was not yetmuch work around. And so many questions still hung upon his brush.How was he to begin? What could he accomplish at his age? Where wouldmoney come from? Perhaps because he disliked being alone with suchthoughts, de Kooning welcomed the bustle of the workmen in the studio."I am of course looking forward to it to be eventually by myself," he wrote
463
in a letter, "but it was in a way inspiring with all the noice and continuousshatter [sic] of the men."
Then a door opened in his art—almost literally. Early that spring, sixhollow-core doors were delivered to the studio for installation. De Koo-ning, the perfectionist, insisted on solid-core. When told that he could notreturn the hollow ones, he asked the delivery men just to lean themagainst a wall of the studio. There, they gradually became part of the stu-dio environment. At a certain point, de Kooning recalled, "I kept lookingat the shape so I put some paper on them and painted that size. ... I likedthe shape." From there, it was only a step further to paint the doors them-selves, especially since the restless, claustrophobic de Kooning had alwaysbeen attracted to doors and windows. It seemed appropriate, as he openedhis working life in the studio, to paint an actual door. He even imaginedjoining three together in a large triptych.
Surprisingly, what emerged on the first door differed markedly fromthe playful pastoral depicted in Clam Diggers. Although this new figurewas painted with a similarly loose and fluid stroke—she could also be areflection—the water around her appeared to churn furiously, tuggingapart her body. Only her carnivorous teeth appeared fixed in place. In con-trast to the earlier painting, moreover, Woman, Sag Harbor was large—door size, at eighty inches high—and painted in bold shades of red andbright pink. The figure aggressively flaunted her sexuality. Her legssplayed open. Her vaginal gash, outlined in slashing strokes of bloodiedbrown, resembled a wound. Her flaming red hair flowed down her shoul-ders, and her big blocky teeth glinted. De Kooning gave her what appearedto be empty sockets for eyes and a kind of animal snout for a nose.Beneath her feet, which resembled cloven hooves, was a mass of earthycolors. She was a watery Colossus, her genitals at the viewer's eye level.
The sharp turn in feeling in de Kooning's art was unexpected, and itsignaled that his move to the country would not necessarily tame thefuries and lead to calmer, more gentle pictures. Woman, Sag Harbormarked a resurgence of the scabrous grotesquerie and manic laughter ofWoman I of 1950-52, which also offended taste, upended expectations,and announced to the world that de Kooning would not become a painterof tasteful, irreproachable abstractions. It would be a mistake to connectthe disturbing Woman, Sag Harbor too closely to Brockman, for de Koo-ning rarely transcribed his experience in such a literal way. The lean figurein much of his figurative imagery of the time echoed Brockman's physicallikeness, but the turbulence in Woman, Sag Harbor did not describe theirpeaceful relationship. De Kooning, in making a painting, rarely endedwhere he began. He might start with a visual cue from the outside world,
but would then draw upon numerousimpulses, feelings, and memories as hestruggled with the forms. The unex-pected move from idyll to idol probablyreflected his refusal, as in Woman I, topropitiate the world and its expectations.The country did not transform his life,-his alcoholism continued; his familyand the larger world exasperated him,demanding what he could not give. Dur-ing the same period that de Kooningpainted Woman, Sag Harbor, he alsodepicted the male figure in a pose ofmelancholy and suffering. It was in 1964that he first began, occasionally, to makepowerful drawings of a crucified man. Healso completed a small oil, RecliningMan, which recalled the wan men of thethirties. The face was fully realized butthe body seemed to be coming apart. Theman lay passively on the ground, as if hewere slowly decomposing into the earth.
A series of gentler images, alsopainted on doors, followed the shockingWoman, Sag Harbor. Two came from "oiltransfers." With newspaper, de Kooning"lifted" the image off the working surfaceof the original painting. Then he placedthe newspaper against another surfaceand gently rubbed it, leaving the outlinesof the oil smeared into interesting new
patterns. The result was work that differed significantly from the originalbut still retained a family resemblance. Two Women, lifted from an earlyversion of Woman, Sag Harbor, shared the same dark, red-splatteredpalette and the blurred, faceless features. But the body language was differ-ent. The two women stood one behind the other, with the woman in therear looking over the other's shoulder. Both had perceptible smiles on theirfaces. As de Kooning said at the time about his paintings of paired women,they were "very cozy together, not very avant-garde for me."
Increasingly, the Women in the series melted into the landscape. DeKooning could not long confine himself to the figure when such extraordi-
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        Woman, Sag Harbor, 1964, oil andcharcoal on wood, 80" x 36"
nary things were happening to the land, water, and light around him. Hedid not have a painting table yet in the new studio, but he set up bowls onthe floor to mix up his paints. He tried to make a palette of the elements.
When I came [to the Springs] I made the color of sand. ... As if I pickedup sand and mixed it. And the grey-green grass, and the beach grass. . . .When the light hits the ocean there is kind of a grey light on thewater. ... I had three pots of different lights. . . . Indescribable tones,almost. I started working with them and insisted that they would giveme the kind of light I wanted. One was lighting up the grass. Thatbecame that kind of green. One was lighting up the water. That becamethat grey. Then I got a few more colors, because someone might bethere, or a rowboat, or something happening. I did very well with that. Igot into painting the atmosphere I wanted to be in. It was like thereflection of light. I reflected upon the reflections on the water, like thefishermen do.
De Kooning also began to develop a new medium to increase the vis-ceral sensation of touch in his paintings. Beginning with the work of themid-sixties, he created thick, succulent swirls of paint that sometimesappeared almost geologically encrusted upon the canvas. Increasingly,over the years, the paint would take on a vitality of its own, as if it werethe essential clay of life. This new, more physical quality was the result ofde Kooning's novel use of safflower oil, water, and benzine with the pig-ment. At the time he began using the medium, de Kooning was seeking aricher, more lush look, which he referred to as a "blubbery" quality.Before leaving the city, he had gone for advice to his old friend LeonardBocour, of Bocour Paints, who had been making his own oil paint sincethe thirties. De Kooning told him he wanted a paint that was rich and veryslow to dry, so he could run wet color into wet color and build up thephysicality of his surfaces. Bocour suggested that de Kooning try slow-drying safflower oil, instead of the usual linseed oil, and sent him to thelocal grocery store to buy some. Not only did de Kooning switch to saf-flower oil, he also made up the mixture using benzine. When Mary Abbotttold him the fumes were unhealthy, however, he substituted kerosene.Since the mixture separated, he had to emulsify it by whipping it up likesalad dressing each time he wanted to use a particular color. De Kooningsometimes resembled a busy chef in his kitchen. "He'd use teacups andmix the colors himself," said a studio assistant of the time. "You emulsifyit and shake it up. He would maybe have thirty or forty different things onhis central palette table." In many of his later pictures, the juicy brush-
strokes would trail off into bubbly, foamy ridges. Here, the oil and waterhad separated in the drying process, leaving behind small bubbles. It was afurther, textural effect that de Kooning welcomed—"a funny texture,"said Mary Abbott, "kind of like the top of a pudding."
At work in a studio he could now call his own, de Kooning's life beganto settle down. Brockman was not a fighter, but a soothing, stabilizingpresence. They rarely quarreled. Throughout the spring and summer andwell into the fall of 1964, their life appeared unusually serene, particularlywhen compared to the haphazard wanderings of the previous ninemonths. Brockman helped de Kooning develop a routine between homeand studio. "It was essentially a low-key atmosphere," she said, "withlovely drives, lovely walks. We had a lot of very peaceful times together.Which was not that typical for Bill. I remember once with Conrad [Marca-Relli] I was baking a ham and Conrad said, 'Well, Bill's finally got a home.'I mean, I think it was a major transition for Bill to be a more peaceful per-son in a way, even though he had his bouts of drinking." As de Kooninghimself described the relationship in a letter of the time, "I love my little'doll' and am 'contended'—something I didn't know much about before."Each morning after breakfast, he would get on his bicycle at the Caronehouse and pedal to the studio. He would work there until midday, whenSusan would pick him up and the two would eat lunch at a diner on Mon-tauk Highway in East Hampton. "Bill never took days off," said Brock-man. "I asked him once why he didn't take days off and he said, 'Whatwould I do? Go over and talk with Ernestine [Lassaw]?' He just sort ofworked around the clock, although on a very orderly, organized schedule.Like a businessman's day." The only break de Kooning allowed himself—especially when work was going poorly—was a long bicycle ride. DeKooning loved his Raleigh bike. Much of his experience of the Springs,and a great part of the joy he experienced in his later years, came frombicycling through the countryside. Nothing dramatic happened on theseexcursions, but they were probably as important to him as any lover and,certainly, more important than the binges. The bicycling became almost aform of meditation for de Kooning, a way to refocus himself upon whatwas important. Three miles from his studio was Louse Point, the spit ofland jutting into Gardiner's Bay that he particularly loved for its flat andwatery Dutchness and ever-shifting atmosphere.
Nights were usually quiet. Often the couple stayed at home. Some-times de Kooning would draw free-form figures with charcoal. He alsoloved watching television, especially Les Crane, one of the early televi-sion talk-show hosts. According to Brockman, "It was sort of a big thing tohave a talk show on TV at night in the wintertime, January and February,
when it was dark at 4:20, 4:30. You'd finish dinner by six and a countrygloom would set in slightly. And there were no movies like now." Severalnights a week, de Kooning and Brockman would go out to dinner. Usuallythey saw old friends of de Kooning's who were also in the Springs, amongthem the sculptor Wilfrid Zogbaum and his wife, Marta. It was "Zog," ashe was known, who drove de Kooning back and forth to the Springs in theearly sixties before his move to the country. Ernestine and Ibram Lassawwere frequent companions, as were Conrad and Anita Marca-Relli, whospent long periods on Long Island when not in Rome. "Many of Bill'sfriends visited us in this period and I know reported back to Joan that wewere okay," said Brockman.
As peaceful as de Kooning's daily life was, worries over money andbeing forgotten continued to nag at him. But three separate events in 1964helped ease his mind about his new life in the Springs. The first sign thathe was not forgotten came from a phone call in August, while his cousinHenk Hofman's wife was staying with the couple for a week on a visitfrom Holland. The phone often did not ring for days,- even then, de Koo-ning usually did not pick it up. Knowing this, Mrs. Hofman answered. Onthe other end was an operator at the White House. "I said, 'Willem deKooning never comes to the phone,'" said Mrs. Hofman. " 'Maybe in thiscase he will,' replied the operator, 'because he is getting the Medal of Free-dom. . . . This is the White House calling.' " At the best of times, beingsingled out for recognition unsettled de Kooning. "I have no need to becelebrated, to shake hands with a lot of people," he said. "In the end, it'sjust your friends and your work that count." In fact, de Kooning stillsometimes felt like an impostor attempting to "pass" in American soci-ety. He had not even become a citizen until March 1962, when he traveledto Canada and reentered the country "legally," thus making it possible toapply for citizenship. "You know, Bill was very proper and never took anychances with bureaucracy," said Brockman. "He was really on his bestbehavior around telephone operators and bureaucrats." According to SaulSteinberg—a fellow immigrant and brilliant taxonomist of American soci-ety—de Kooning, apart from his genius, was otherwise a classic Americantype: the little-schooled, slightly guarded European immigrant from theturn of the century. De Kooning once complained to Brockman that hecould never be just another American guy, sauntering down SecondAvenue with an easy gait and saying, "Hey, Mac, what's the time?"
De Kooning eventually returned the call. He was tense and tentative,Brockman said, and painfully polite on the phone, almost like a schoolboywith cap in hand. On September 14, he went to the White House, in a for-mal blue suit bought especially for the occasion, to accept the Medal of
Freedom. Ernestine Lassaw, who, with Ibram and Susan Brockman, flewdown to Washington with de Kooning from Islip, Long Island, said that thetwo couples stayed in the Shoreham Hotel directly across the park fromthe White House. In the late morning, when it was time to leave for theceremony, they simply walked across the park and presented themselvesat the White House gate. This seemed natural to de Kooning, but it star-tled the White House guard. "We were the only ones walking," said Ernes-tine Lassaw. "All the others had limousines, and we had to walk up thedriveway with all these limos going by. The guard was very amused."Once inside, they were led into the ornate, gilt-edged East Room for theceremony. President Johnson read the citation of each honoree, who wasthen presented with a medal. Afterward, the group lined up in a smallreception room to shake the president's hand. "You go ahead," said John L.Lewis, the retired president of the United Mine Workers, stepping back tolet de Kooning precede him. "No," responded de Kooning with a flash ofhumor born of the thirties. "We look to you for that."
As proud as de Kooning was of his Medal of Freedom—he kept it closeat hand to show visitors to the studio—it also delivered a sting. Usually,the medal was given to those past their prime, and it seemed to consign arecipient to history. De Kooning's last successful show had been five yearsago. But then that fall, he was further singled out for attention; and thistime it was for his ongoing work in the Springs. The recognition came inthe form of a profile in Vogue that September by Rosenberg. The piece wasnot aimed at the serious art world, but it showed de Kooning to greatadvantage in his new studio, looking healthy and very masculine in aheavy wool watch cap and thick workshirt. The article lent both interestand glamour to de Kooning's recent series of women, which Rosenbergdubbed "today's cuties." For the first time, in short, a respected criticlooked at de Kooning's new Long Island paintings and provided a contextin which they could be considered. These new Women, the articleimplied, were nothing if not contemporary: they were the sexually liber-ated "girls" of the sixties. According to Brockman, the article helped deKooning feel less like an old master and more like a vibrant young artist. It"kind of turned things around for Bill. All of a sudden people remembered.It got Bill back in the press from what seemed like obscurity and debt."
A third form of recognition would ultimately make the most differenceto de Kooning, whose financial situation was growing dire. It was pro-vided by the collector, and immigrant, Joseph Hirshhorn. Among themodern Medicis, Hirshhorn was arguably the most vulgar, crass, and
cocksure. However, during four decades of acquiring more than seventhousand "items," as he preferred to call his works of art, Hirshhorn alsoproved to be a rare and admirable collector in one critical respect: he washis own man. What Hirshhorn liked, he liked. What he did not like didn'tget a second glance. And he didn't care who thought otherwise. Born inLatvia, the twelfth of thirteen children of a poor Jewish merchant, Hirsh-horn emigrated to the United States when he was six. His father had diedwhen he was an infant. His mother, facing poverty and anti-Semitism athome, then emigrated to America and worked in a sweatshop in Brooklynmaking ladies' purses while slowly putting aside money to send for herchildren. Hirshhorn grew up in the Jewish slums of Williamsburg, retain-ing for the rest of his life the Brooklyn accent he acquired there and thememories of a poverty so abject that once, when his mother was hospital-ized after a fire in their tenement, her children had nothing to eat. "I'veknown what it is to survive on garbage—real garbage—watermelon rindsout of trashcans," Hirshhorn said. He told an interviewer, "I never hadone toy. No kiddin'."
In a Horatio Alger story of success, Hirshhorn—five feet, four inchesof relentless energy—made it by the age of seventeen to New York's CurbMarket, the predecessor of the American Stock Exchange. By 1929, he hadamassed a fortune of four million dollars, selling out with his usual com-bination of smarts, instinct, and exceptional luck several weeks before theCrash. Success followed success in his subsequent Canadian miningadventures, culminating in the early fifties with his biggest gamble andgreatest success, the mining of uranium in the Algoma Basin on 56,000acres that his employees covertly tested and secretly staked claims tounder the noses of other prospectors. Eventually, he sold his mining inter-ests for $48.5 million, an enormous fortune in the seventies.
Unlike those who bought art to polish their money, Hirshhorn was atrue believer who began to collect early in his life. From the beginning, healso equated the buying of art with the art of the deal. He liked to buy inbulk, pay on the spot, and get hugely discounted prices as part of the pack-age. From 1939 to 1946, he ran a collectors club of six or seven business-men who would have lunch on Saturdays and then visit artists in theirdowntown studios. At the time, few New York artists showed in galleries,and the deals that Hirshhorn wangled seem astounding in retrospect. In1940, for example, he bought forty paintings from Milton Avery for $300each. He went to Gorky's studio at Union Square and bought twenty-twopaintings for $200 each. He was also the first to collect the sculptor DavidSmith. The deals were good because few others were willing to take achance on American artists. "Those artists were in bad shape," Hirshhorn
said. "They were all starving. You know, times were very bad. As a matterof fact, about fifteen years ago I tore up, I think, either $88,000 or $92,000in notes that they owed me. I knew I wouldn't be able to collect anyway soI wrote the whole works off." At the time, Gorky, with his usual secrecy,did not introduce Hirshhorn to de Kooning. Hirshhorn himself recalledmeeting de Kooning only in 1947 and was not then especially taken withhis work. By 1964, however, Hirshhorn did not just like de Kooning's art,he revered it. And when Hirshhorn admired something, he went after itwith gusto.
Sometime in 1962, Hirshhorn invited de Kooning to dinner at hismansion in Greenwich, Connecticut, a baronial pile set on twenty-fouracres that was studded with his trophies. The two men immediately likedeach other. Both came from poor and unsettled backgrounds, both wereearthy and self-made, and both were grateful to America for giving them achance. Throughout his life, the working-class de Kooning respected theenormously rich, but always preferred money that was a little brassy. (Heespecially enjoyed the pop image of gangsters who waved around big bills.)After their dinner in Greenwich, Hirshhorn told an interviewer, "I thinkde Kooning is the greatest painter alive today in America." He routinelypaired de Kooning with Picasso, whom he had also befriended late in life.
By 1964, Hirshhorn was well aware that de Kooning was falling out offavor in the art world. He also knew that, as with the other abstractexpressionists, de Kooning's relations with Janis were deteriorating. Hesensed a golden business opportunity, the chance to deal out the middleman and buy directly from a famous artist who needed money in a downcycle. And so Hirshhorn drove to Long Island in the spring of 1964 to visitde Kooning in his new studio. With him was the private art dealer HaroldDiamond, who, while ostensibly representing de Kooning during any pos-sible sales, was also closely associated with Hirshhorn. He had helpedbring the two men closer together and had been at the Hirshhorns' dinnerparty for de Kooning in 1962. What happened next is disputed. Accordingto the lawyer Lee Eastman, who began to represent de Kooning formally atmid-decade and whose business acumen was well known, Diamond andHirshhorn "showed up with $10,000 in cash and booze and a $50 jacketand started to get de Kooning loaded. They cleaned him out. They got artworth $100,000 or more." Abram Lerner, the curator of Hirshhorn's col-lection, recalled a more benign version of patron and artist. Whatever theprecise details, two things were clear. Hirshhorn did indeed buy about adozen de Kooning paintings and drawings from the financially desperateartist, including important early works such as Queen of Hearts and vari-ous black-and-white paintings from the forties. And he made it clear that
he wanted an ongoing financial arrangement with de Kooning, in whichHirshhorn would get first pick of new paintings.
By September 1964, when Hirshhorn and his wife, Olga, visited deKooning's studio again, they came as patrons. This time, Hirshhorndeparted with thirteen works by de Kooning, including Woman, Sag Har-bor. Buying on this scale was certain to attract attention, and word of therelationship—if not the particulars—soon leaked out. That October, Timecalled Hirshhorn to ask about an alleged purchase of $250,000 worth of deKoonings. Although testy when asked to confirm the amount, Hirshhornconceded that he had bought many de Koonings: eight paintings, seven ofthem of women, and five drawings. They were, he said, an addition to thedozen or so works by the artist that he already owned. And more werecoming. "He's been working on a painting for six months that's alreadybeen purchased by me," said Hirshhorn. "I own it." Then he added, "If Iever have a museum, I'm going to have a de Kooning room." For his part,de Kooning was obviously relieved to have a steady buyer. A month or solater, he sent Hirshhorn a list of people to whom he owed money, probablybecause Hirshhorn had agreed to pay these debts as part of their arrange-ment. "I feel so much better, and it is so much better for me doing it thisway," de Kooning wrote, in a graceful allusion to Hirshhorn's patronage.
Diamond even found a novel way to increase de Kooning's slim out-put. He urged de Kooning to sell the newspapers and large sheets of vel-lum that were applied to the canvases to keep them fresh or preserve animage. Often, the floor in front of the easel was littered with dozens ofsuch transfers. De Kooning never thought of them as works of art andwould throw away the transferred images once a painting was complete.(An assistant recalled carting hundreds of transfers and drawings to thetown dump in the Springs.) Initially, de Kooning did not agree with Dia-mond's proposal to name the transfers "monoprints" and sell them. How-ever, he began to look at the transfers in a different light, and sometimesreworked them. Or he might move the newspaper slightly on the surfacewhen he applied it, intentionally making a rippling effect in the paint,thereby creating a sort of monoprint. In the end, Diamond had a numbermounted on canvas; they were shown in an exhibition in 1965 at the PaulKantor Gallery in Los Angeles.
Hirshhorn's help may well have saved de Kooning from bankruptcyand the loss of his new studio, for the estimates of what the studio wouldfinally cost kept rising. "The cost of it is enormous," he wrote Hirshhorn,"completely out of proportion. But I thought, if someone would start arestaurant for instance, he would have to lay out a very large sum ofmoney before he ever hoped to make a living. So from that point of view I
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        Applying newspaper to a painting, 1964
have build [sic] such a [sic] expensive studio." Then he added, "I think artis good enough to be made in a especially build place for it. Instead ofdoing it in some leftover hole in the wall nobody ells' wants any more."Over the coming months, Hirshhorn avidly collected whatever de Koo-ning produced, with what Abram Lerner once called "inspired greed."According to Lerner, "When [Hirshhorn] visited his studio, he was ahappy, excited man, going from painting to painting, thrilled at theprospect of owning some." He would spend a great deal of time looking ateach picture individually; then the negotiating process would begin. Dia-mond would represent de Kooning as the painter chatted with Lerner orhis wife or whoever else had come along. According to Lerner, "Businessat an end, Hirshhorn would take everyone to lunch and, afterwards, mighteven visit an artist in the area, usually someone suggested by Bill."
Only very rarely did problems emerge between de Kooning and Hirsh-horn, invariably because the horse trader in Hirshhorn pushed too hard fora deal. However, even then, something in de Kooning admired the instinctthat made Hirshhorn angle for the last nickel. Again and again, de Koo-
ning would tell with great fondness a story about Hirshhorn going crab-bing in Florida near one of his many homes. After a while, Hirshhorn hadcaught a bucketful of crabs, and the others in his party were ready to leave."No, no," protested Joe. "There's more down there where they camefrom." De Kooning gave Hirshhorn and his wife a number of paintingsoutright, as gifts. One present to Hirshhorn in 1967 was particularlytelling. De Kooning inscribed on the oil and charcoal painting, "Anythingyou want / anything I can / to Joe / love Bill." It was a truncated figure ofa woman, somewhat reminiscent of the dance hall girls of Toulouse-Lautrec. One of her legs was kicked up in sensual abandon. Her hair cas-caded down her back; her heavily outlined eyes shifted seductively to oneside. She seemed to offer herself to the viewer, but the viewer must obvi-ously be careful—for she could never quite be possessed. As the inscrip-tion suggests, it was probably a private joke on de Kooning's part about theflirtation between artist and buyer. There could finally be no questionabout who controlled either de Kooning or his art. Once, after the conclu-sion of business, Hirshhorn asked de Kooning to throw in another draw-ing. De Kooning turned suddenly cold. "Go ahead, Joe, take it," he said."Just take it." But Hirshhorn knew better. If he had taken the drawing,that would have been okay, de Kooning said, but that would also havebeen the end of their relationship.
31. Old Demons
I can't get away from the Woman. Wherever I look, I find her.
In 1965, Lee Eastman—another powerful man—began to emerge as acentral figure in de Kooning's life. He had first represented de Kooningin 1961, when the Air France engineer sued the painter for knocking outhis teeth. He had also drawn up a few contracts when de Kooning began tobuild his studio. Eastman was eager to help de Kooning and his fellowartists with their financial affairs. At the time, many made their owndeals. "They were innocents when it came to money," said John Eastman,Lee's son. The art dealer Sam Kootz, whom Eastman also represented, firstintroduced him to the art world. "Through Kootz I met Hans Hofmannand through Hofmann Kline and through Kline Bill," said Eastman. "Igenuinely loved these artists, and I decided that I would be the guardian oftheir affairs." In early 1965, observing the disarray in de Kooning's privatelife, Eastman decided to press him into action.
The murky situation with Joan, Lisa, Elaine, and Susan made littlesense to the hands-on lawyer. All the parties, he believed, should behavelike adults and come to a clear understanding about money, rights, andexpectations. In January 1965, Eastman initiated discussions with JoanWard, telling her of de Kooning's desire to help her and Lisa financially. Healso began to talk to de Kooning about clarifying his relationships withElaine and Susan. There was no immediate need, however, to resolvethese personal situations. The same was not true of de Kooning's unset-tled relationship with Sidney Janis. Eastman believed that neither Janisnor Bernard Reis—the accountant for many Tenth Street artists, includingde Kooning—was properly advancing the artist's interests. More impor-tant, de Kooning owed Janis money, and the art dealer was angry that thepainter sold work privately. The Hirshhorn situation, Eastman recog-nized, could provoke Janis to sue de Kooning to recover his property.
Eastman decided to defend de Kooning with a preemptive attack. InFebruary 1965, at his lawyer's bidding, de Kooning formally sundered hisrelationship with Janis, ending plans for an exhibit scheduled for later thatyear. Then, on March 30, de Kooning sued Janis in New York StateSupreme Court for $150,000 on the grounds that the art dealer had notpaid him all the money due him because of selling to insiders at favorable
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prices. The suit also demanded the return of all sixty or so unsold worksheld at the gallery. Janis immediately filed a countersuit for $203,000,claiming through his lawyer that de Kooning ''breached an exclusive con-tract with Mr. Janis by selling $450,000 of his works himself, on whichMr. Janis is entitled to $150,000 in commissions." The lawsuit included aclaim of a lien against the paintings at the gallery to secure the damagesthat Janis alleged de Kooning owed him.
For a tough lawyer like Lee Eastman, suing Janis was just part of agood day's work. For de Kooning, it was a more complex and personal mat-ter. De Kooning shied away from direct confrontations. It was difficult tomake a break, even if he wanted to. Just as he had been grateful to CharlieEgan for taking him on in the late forties, so he remembered how thankfulhe had been to join the Sidney Janis Gallery. Similarly, he consideredBernard Reis, an art-world insider whom he hired as an accountant in1958, as a friend. In later years, de Kooning would often say he "made anhonest man of Sidney," but it was clear that he felt guilty at the time. DeKooning was the only one of Janis's original group of abstract expression-ists—which included Rothko, Kline, Guston, Motherwell, and Gottlieb—to remain with the gallery. The others abandoned Janis en masse after thedealer's pioneering show of pop artists in 1962. "Before he left, Bill evenwrote a long, rambling letter apologizing for leaving," Eastman said, mar-veling at de Kooning's sentiment and unworldliness, since the lawsuitwas pending at the time of the letter.
As the lawsuit against Janis began, Eastman got an importantreminder of what, finally, could and could not be expected of de Kooning.Eastman had earlier established an annual series of lectures at Smith Col-lege in memory of his first wife. It mattered a great deal to him personally,and he asked de Kooning, whom he revered, to deliver the third annuallecture. Simultaneously, the college planned to mount a small retrospec-tive of thirty-five significant de Kooning paintings. Conscious of the per-sonal debt he owed to Eastman, de Kooning agreed. "I'm not a lecturer,"he told the New York Times, "so I'll just hold impromptu talks. I've doneit before. Sometimes they come out fine and sometimes they fall flat.Whatever the girls want to discuss we'll talk about—except me." On theday of the lecture in April, Eastman's son John, a young lawyer who hadrecently joined his father's firm, arrived with his wife, Jodie, to drive deKooning to Smith. Susan Brockman came out to meet them with the newsthat de Kooning was on a drunken binge, sodden and uncommunicative.He never made the trip. According to Brockman, de Kooning felt trappedby the personal obligation and escaped in his customary way. Later, he
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        Studying Woman, a door painting, 1966
sent John Eastman a remorseful letter on long yellow legal pages. He alsowrote an apology to the president of Smith. But he had made his point. Hewas beholden to no one. If he made a murky wilderness of his life in theSprings, that was his business. As Lee Eastman put it philosophically, "Hewas a Dutchman. You could only push him so far."
In the new studio, de Kooning's art was going poorly. Throughout the fallof 1964 and into the early winter months of 1965, no large paintingsemerged to follow Woman, Sag Harbor and its immediate successors.More than once, de Kooning complained to Hirshhorn that he had yet tomake any big new paintings. Instead, he restlessly made drawings.Although he had always drawn prolifically, in the middle years of the six-ties he produced free-form charcoal drawings by the hundreds, mostly ofwomen. He liked to make the drawings while watching television in the
evening; he would draw with his eyes closed or hold the pad horizontallyor turn the figure upside down or use his left hand. The idea was to try tosubvert his own facility as a draftsman—and see if he could transcend hisknowing hand. "In this way," said de Kooning once, "the drawing comesfrom something deeper." The approach derived from the old surrealistidea of "automatic writing," and it suggested that de Kooning was search-ing for new sources of inspiration.
A satirical edge began to surface in his work. As a young man in Rot-terdam and Brussels de Kooning had, of course, flirted with being an illus-trator, and he had always passionately loved cartoons and caricature. Thenew works were playful and wry: the women seemed made of hats, boobs,and silly grins. De Kooning loved to smear red—like a smudge of lip-stick—across a picture of a cutie. When, finally, the next large painting inhis "door" series appeared, she seemed the flip side of her savage sister.Woman of 1965 faced the viewer directly, a redhead who could be theslightly blowsy dame met the night before. The scorching red lines ofWoman, Sag Harbor were teased into the outlines of a fashionable littledress, and the sharp teeth of her predecessor became a toothy smile sur-rounded by bold red lipstick. Most noticeable of all was her friendlypose—one high-heeled leg crossed nonchalantly over the other, with anoutthrust toe seeming to tap the ground invitingly. She would soon be fol-lowed by a whole series of zany dames: Woman with a Hat, in which aminiskirted figure wore an absurdly wide-brimmed hat, Singing Woman,and the comical Woman—Red Hair, Large Mouth, Large Foot.
Although de Kooning was working again, his private life still con-cerned Eastman. In the spring of 1965, as the lawyer pressed him to makedecisions about his future, de Kooning became increasingly worried aboutSusan. What had begun as a bit of unpremeditated, sixties-style adventur-ing had now evolved into something more permanent; they had now beentogether for almost two years. De Kooning appeared genuinely troubledabout her future, much as a father might be. "He felt that he was interfer-ing with her life," said Mary Abbott. "She was so young, and he was reallyconcerned about her."
In the spring of 1965, their lease on the Carone house ended, forcingthem to rent a cottage "that we both hated," said Brockman. They consid-ered living in the still rough and unfinished studio, but Brockman dislikedthe prospect of being installed there as his official "mistress." Predictably,de Kooning started to drink heavily. By the middle of the summer, Brock-man began to think that their relationship could not continue. Just as deKooning had gone on a bender in order to leave Joan, so, she believed, hewas repeating the pattern because he was fretting about his relationship
with her. "We met on a bender/' she thought, "and we are ending on abender."
A visit to the studio by Lisa brought the situation to a head. In the pre-vious few months, de Kooning had been seeing his daughter somewhatmore regularly. Joan and Lisa would occasionally spend weekends in theSprings, where Lisa had her pony, and de Kooning sometimes visited Lisain New York. This time, Lisa spent a day at the studio. After she left, deKooning came upon one of her dresses lying abandoned on the doorsill. DeKooning, always sentimental about his daughter, was "heartbroken": theempty dress symbolized the absence of the little girl from her father's lifeand his failure to make a home for her. De Kooning went to Joan's houseto return the dress; shortly afterward, he disappeared on a bender. Thedays went by and still de Kooning did not clarify his relationship withBrockman. She decided she must get on with her life. Much as she mightlove de Kooning, she could not wait forever for a more serious commit-ment. In late summer, with a minimum of fuss—she was not a scenemaker—she moved back to New York. De Kooning wrote her a check for$500 to cover moving expenses. The relationship, for all intents and pur-poses, was over. Brockman visited de Kooning in the Springs that winter,and the following year he sent her a Christmas present—a "terrific" coatfrom Abercrombie and Fitch with a fur lining and enormous pockets—anda wonderfully affectionate letter. "I really felt love coming from him,"said Brockman. "And for years after." As difficult as the transition was forher, it was harder for de Kooning. He still adored Susan; now she was gone."He really did love Susan," said Mary Abbott. "He told me that he cut itoff because he didn't want to upset her life. I do believe that. He was beingvery decent; he wasn't being dramatic."
The prospect of a Long Island winter without Susan was not appeal-ing. Only a tiny group of full-time artists remained in the Springs year-round, and there was not much companionship—or love—to be found. Asin the past, de Kooning's first thought when feeling adrift was to reestab-lish his relationship with Joan and Lisa. After the incident with the dress,Joan allowed him to live in the Accabonac house (she and Lisa were still inthe city), but she would have no part of a quick reconciliation. She andLisa lived in the old apartment on Third Avenue. That autumn andthroughout 1966, Joan discussed her situation with a New York estatelawyer named Shad Polier. Her conditions for getting back together withde Kooning included financial and legal commitments from him, whichhe began to meet. He drafted a will that left most of his money to Lisa.Then he gave paintings to Joan and Lisa. Joan also pressed for a clarifica-tion of de Kooning's relationship with Elaine. In the autumn of 1965,
Polier began talking to Elaine's lawyer about a formal separation and prop-erty settlement. On five separate occasions, according to Joan, de Kooningbegan efforts to divorce Elaine.
He was afraid of divorce—he had a peasant's fear of the law—but thatdidn't mean that he didn't get the lawyers. But each time Elaine woulddisappear or he would lose interest. At one point he was so furious. Hecame back and slammed things around. He said, "She said that her ana-lyst said it would be 'catastrophic' at this time to get a divorce." At thatpoint Bill had given Elaine a whole collection of drawings as a firstinstallment to pay for the divorce. As part of her settlement. Then shewas going to get a picture. Things were being worked out. At that pointshe called a halt.
Over time, Ward believed, it was de Kooning's growing anger towardElaine more than his devotion to his daughter that underlay the discus-sions about divorce. He began to feel, Joan said, that Elaine was "holdinghim up . . . and really wanted to go through with it." The fact remains,however, that de Kooning never did get a divorce. Had he finally wantedone, a lawyer as deft as Eastman could certainly have arranged it. Norcould Joan get de Kooning to make regular child-support payments. Polierdiscussed it with de Kooning, as he wrote Joan, "but I am not sure I madeany impression."
Distracted by the legal sparring, de Kooning spent the nights by him-self in the house on Accabonac Road. He would live that way, uncharac-teristically alone, for a little more than two years. After a solitaryChristmas he went on a long binge early in the new year; it ended inSouthampton Hospital, where he saw a psychiatrist named Dr. WayneBarker in addition to his usual doctor, Dr. Wright, in an effort to weanhimself from alcohol. In late January, he traveled to New York for Lisa'stenth birthday party. Then he returned to Long Island. The Springs wasno longer new. Susan was gone, as were Joan and Lisa. He was beset bylegal and financial problems. New York ignored him. He was havingtrouble in the new studio. He was getting older. It was winter. At nightin the small dark house, he had little company apart from the rumblingof the furnace, turning off and on, and one small black and white TV.The situation was not like New York, where de Kooning could walkdown the block any evening of the year and find welcoming friends atthe Cedar.
For company, de Kooning turned increasingly to studio assistants. In theSprings, an important early assistant had been the painter AthosZacharias, who helped de Kooning establish his initial studio in the garageon Accabonac. "Zack," as he was known, also organized a big party forJoan and de Kooning in the summer of 1962, and he continued to help deKooning during the years of building. But Zacharias would not work full-time, so de Kooning hired John McMahon. The infusion of money fromHirshhorn enabled de Kooning to formalize the relationship. For the nexttwelve years, McMahon devoted much of his life to de Kooning. Born inKentucky and raised in Atlanta, he was part of the generation of artistswho followed and often idolized the abstract expressionists during the latefifties. He came north in 1957 to participate in the New York school, andsoon afterward met Franz Kline and began going to the Cedar. By the earlysixties, he had moved to Sag Harbor, supporting himself by buildinghouses. It was this expertise as a builder that first led de Kooning to him.According to McMahon, de Kooning said, "You know, we seem to getalong together." McMahon gave de Kooning a constant feeling of supportin the studio.
It was both difficult and exhilarating being de Kooning's assistant. Hewas friendly, famous, and good company. But he was also disturbinglyintense, absorbed, haunted by his work, and almost uncontrollable whendrunk. Over time, some close friends and helpers felt it necessary to with-draw from him somewhat. After several years as de Kooning's full-timeassistant, McMahon, consumed by the demands of the job, began lookingfor another artist to help out. According to Michael Wright, the artistwhom McMahon found to work alternate days with him, "It was a prettyintense thing to work for somebody like that after awhile. It gets very per-sonal, and also your own identity starts to go. At that time of his life, Johnwas very influenced by Bill, and it was one thing that I didn't want to hap-pen to me. I used to kid John, 'John, stop talking like Bill.' He'd get drunkand he would be Bill." Wright, too, came to New York in the fifties. Hedated Ruth Kligman casually before her affairs with Jackson Pollock andde Kooning. He also knew Joan Ward. Like John McMahon, he began sup-porting himself as a carpenter and builder on Long Island and did somework on McMahon's house. It was at that point that McMahon asked himif he wanted to work for de Kooning. "John and him set it up," saidWright. "This was '65. Bill came over one day while I was doing carpentryon John's house and he said, 'I heard all about you. That you're an artistand have three kids and been in the army. That's impressive. Want towork for me? You work for me three days a week and get four days off todo your own work.' "
By the mid-sixties, de Kooning no longer drank daily. According toWright, he was either sober or bingeing—and the periods of sobriety wereoften lengthy. "He led a very Spartan life while he was painting," Wrightsaid. "After breakfast, he'd start to work. He'd go for a month or so with-out drinking. He'd work and suddenly you'd see him start to get a littletesty, a little nervous. He knew that it [going on a binge] was probablygoing to happen again. Accumulated feelings would come up." Once deKooning began to drink, he could not be stopped. He would go for two tothree weeks straight drinking Johnnie Walker Red around the clock."Everybody drank too much then," said Wright. "East Hampton was thatway in the wintertime. It was hard to avoid it."
He did phenomenal drinking. I was amazed that he could stay alive. Hewould hardly eat anything. He'd be up all night, wandering around, andyou'd try to get some sleep. You do that for three or four days and youneed a rest yourself. Bill usually would drink until he was retaining somuch water that he was all bloated and could hardly move. His fingerswould get so fat from the water. His belly would be out to here. His eyeswere little slits. By then John and I would say, "Time to get him to thehospital." Then we'd call an ambulance or we'd take him and he'd dryout for two or three weeks.
De Kooning developed a new band of drinking buddies. It includedworkmen on the job, young artists whom de Kooning hired for chores, andlocal residents of the Bonacker community. According to a neighbor, theartist Cile Lord Downs, "Bill had a clear-cut gang. Somebody said he waslike a big tree and nothing very much would grow under it. I had theimpression of a lot of small-scale people around him. All these guys whowere constantly over there. Some of them worked for him. Not justartists, although I guess most of them were in some sense artists." DeKooning's friends became fearful that the workers at the studio were get-ting de Kooning drunk deliberately so that their jobs would never end.Often, said Zacharias, he, McMahon, and Wright functioned as de Koo-ning's "twenty-four-hour watch" when a binge began. At Dr. Wright'sorders, the three would give de Kooning a tablespoon of paraldehyde everyfew hours. "It's a very old drug they used in hospitals to keep patientscalm," said Wright. "But it seems terrible. You start drinking it and youreek of it." They would also do their best to get de Kooning to eat some-thing. He would talk constantly, often about Wittgenstein. And, of course,he would grow angry. "When Bill was drunk he could be terribly abusive,"said Wright. "Booze would release a lot of feeling. ... He didn't like his
mother very much. He would rant and rave and scream about how muchhe hated her: 'She's ninety years old. How long is she going to live?' Andthen he would rant and rave and scream about Elaine, how much he hatedher." After hours of that, de Kooning, exhausted, would put Beethoven'sNinth Symphony on the stereo and, said Wright, "cry and moan. I used togo through hours of this with him."
De Kooning developed a reputation as an easy mark. He was known inthe community for lending money. He also supported people in NewYork. "He had all of these I call 'em leeches," said Weatherall. "He called'em friends. They milked him every time." He continued to see many dif-ferent women. One consistent lover during this period was Molly Barnes,a woman from California whose father and first husband had been in themovie business. She spent summers on Long Island. After Brockman left,Barnes—slim, blond, and classy-looking—went to the East Hampton postoffice for ten or so days in a row, invariably at the time when de Kooningand John McMahon would come for mail. Finally, McMahon came up toher and said, "Mr. de Kooning would like to meet you." There followedlunch, fueled by lots of alcohol; then de Kooning took her back to hishouse, and the two went to bed. "I was obsessed with him," said Barnes."I would come back here every summer." Occasionally, Barnes would alsovisit in the winter, fall, or spring. De Kooning loved talking to her abouther Hollywood connections. "He always wanted to know about JohnWayne and Doris Day. And then if I came up with somebody I'd just met,some movie person, then he'd want to know all about them and then itwould trail off into his own interpretations of what they were like as pub-lic figures." As happy as de Kooning was to see her, however, he alwayskept a distance. "I would have loved to get closer to him," said Barnes."He was my idol. But he was very elusive. . . . I'm sure any woman whogot involved with him had the same difficulty because he wasn't there foryou all the time."
Suddenly, in July 1966, de Kooning was stunned by the death of thepoet Frank O'Hara, his good friend from the Cedar days. O'Hara and agroup of travelers, while riding in a communal beach taxi on Fire Island,were stranded at about two o'clock in the morning when one of the over-size tires on their vehicle spun off. Standing somewhat apart from the oth-ers, O'Hara was then struck by an oncoming jeep, leaving him batteredand with an irreparably damaged liver. Elaine, who was on Long Islandand heard the news of O'Hara's accident at a party in East Hampton, hur-ried to tell de Kooning. It was one of those rare moments during the periodwhen the two communicated, for the accident powerfully evoked theirearlier life together. They drove to see O'Hara, who had been taken to
Bayview General Hospital in Mastic Beach. De Kooning arrived with a"business-size" checkbook in hand, offering, according to O'Hara's closefriend, Joe LeSueur, "a blank check to the hospital. 'I vant the best for ourfriend.' " He was one of the few allowed to see O'Hara. "When I spoke hisname, he opened his eyes and he said, in that way of his, 'Oh Bill, hownice!' " said de Kooning. "He had so much grace, that man, even throughall the delirium and agony." O'Hara died two days after the accident.
De Kooning was not entirely comfortable with the overt homosexual-ity of O'Hara's crowd—he called effeminate gay men "gigglers"—but hedeeply respected O'Hara. "I liked him immediately, he was so bright," deKooning said. "Right away he was at the center of things, and he did notbulldoze. It was his manner and his way. There was a good-omen feelingabout him." O'Hara, for his part, idolized de Kooning and made it clearthat he considered him one of the three or four greatest painters of thetwentieth century. Recently, the two men had been in touch becauseO'Hara wanted to organize a retrospective of de Kooning's work at theMuseum of Modern Art. At first, de Kooning demurred; he had alreadyturned down one offer of an exhibit from MoMA. But O'Hara had gentlypersisted, and de Kooning finally relented. O'Hara's funeral on July 28—hewas buried in Green River Cemetery, across the street from de Kooning'sAccabonac house, where Pollock was also buried—crushed de Kooning'sspirits. He had lost both a friend and a champion of his art. "We were verygood friends," de Kooning later told a Dutch writer. "He was killed on thebeach not long ago. It was terrible. I wasn't able to work for weeks. Every-thing you do is without meaning. A total void. And of course after a fewweeks you start over again. You want to live and keep on seeking forsomething. And at the end you die. And that's a kind of fiasco."
In much of his art of the period, de Kooning seemed to focus upon theyouth-oriented culture around him. He occasionally drew peace signs onthe backs of his paintings. He felt an affinity, he said, with "the youngkids with their long hair and strong fists"; they reminded him of his ownyouth. Although he emphasized that he was "not a member of any politi-cal party," he also said he was "very involved with American problems"and even signed an antiwar protest, an uncharacteristically political actthat ended the invitations extended to him by the White House. (Accord-ing to Joan Ward, de Kooning later regretted signing the petition, havingalways retained a fundamental respect for the U.S. government.) On tripsinto New York, de Kooning frequented Max's Kansas City, the new down-town hot spot and center of the counterculture. At one point, de Kooning
grew his hair longer in a version of a Beatle haircut, and he sometimestalked about the atom bomb and modern technology. "The future lieswith chemistry and electronics," he said. "ICI and IBM have a finger inthe pie everywhere. Also in my studio." However, he did not seem tothink that the future would fundamentally change human nature. Whenmen landed on the moon, he quipped, "We haven't landed on earth yet."
His eye responded to the new ways of dress and behavior. It was in thesixties that women began to wear miniskirts. Penthouse and Playboywent from depicting women in lacy lingerie to full frontal nudity, whilethe hard-core Hustler began to display wide-open vaginas. On television,"go-go" girls, suspended in cages, gyrated madly to the beat of the musicon American Bandstand. Many female singers dressed in the latest modclothes, their long hair streaming down their backs. De Kooning often car-icatured the young women of the time and, beginning in 1966, drew andpainted a series of these new American girl-icons. In Women Singing I,two members of a singing group—one with blond hair that cascades downto her hips—stood before the microphone, crooning with closed eyes.They appeared to wear the tiniest hot pants, and they had, on their faces,a vacant stare. The same sort of figures permeated de Kooning's drawings.In one, Screaming Girls or Untitled, two female groupies, like those whomobbed concerts by the Beatles, stood screaming at their idols. The morefully realized figure, wearing over-the-knee boots, wore her hair teasedabove her head in a towering beehive. The rest of her wore nothing: deKooning exposed the lips of her vagina.
While sensitive to social change in American society, de Kooning hadnever before addressed a period in such a literal way. It was possible thathis response to the sexual revolution of the sixties was, in part, an unchar-acteristic effort to be relevant—or, in the language of the time, "with it"—by a painter dubbed irrelevant by a younger generation of pop artists. Thesuggestive clothing and come-on behavior of young women were also,perhaps, sexually frustrating to an older man of another generation whoworried about aging. De Kooning himself seemed to recognize that thesecaricatural works were not as energetic or as densely layered with mean-ing as his earlier, fiercer depictions of women. That may also explain whyhe had difficulty making bigger images of the cuties—he could not sum-mon the requisite intensity for a larger-scale work.
During this period, de Kooning's loose and watery brushstroke, whichseemed joyful in Clam Diggers and threatening in Woman, Sag Harbor,often became merely slapdash and casual—without concentrated focus.He would occasionally touch upon his great pastoral theme, the mergingof the nude into the landscape, but he typically emphasized the difficulty
of that union. In Running Figure of 1966, the "figure" was a curving massof flesh tints set against a background of colorful brushstrokes; only thetwo legs, awkwardly appended to the figure, suggested "running." Otherlandscapes looked like comic metaphors for sex. In Figure in Water millLandscape, a pair of bountiful breasts undulated across the canvas, muchas rolling hills ripple across the landscape just north of Watermill, a smalltown not far from the Springs.
As the months passed, however, his art began to intensify. Callingagain upon the powerful Flemish strain of flesh and grotesquerie in hissensibility—and perhaps frustrated by the smallness of his recent art—hestarted to push the sexual character of the cutie pictures into more dis-turbing areas. The comic breasts and vaginal peeks became less satirical;instead, the images grew increasingly vulgar, gloating, wild, manic. Theywere certainly intensely embarrassing to cultivated taste. Many viewerscringed at the cartoonish women squatting with their vaginas splayedopen. (The pictures have remained among de Kooning's least popular.]Unprotected by cool irony or the traditional filters of high art, the imageryrepresented yet another cathartic eruption. Did the world want a master-piece from de Kooning? Well, he would give it a master piece of ass. Hewould make use of sleazy calendars and pornographic images. And yet, itwas not just the subject matter or even the vulgarity of the pictures thatcreated unease among viewers. The same person who recoiled from deKooning's work could easily, for example, enjoy the erotic prints of theaging Picasso or the lewd comedy of certain works of pornography. Theunsettling power of the pictures—and their originality—lay in their wayof mimicking the sexual act itself. It almost seemed as if the artist werescrewing the women rather than painting them. The visceral touch of deKooning's brush could almost be the sexual stroke of a man's hand; theslippery wetness of the paint evoked sweaty arousal; the messy convul-sion in the forms and splattering of drops suggested the abandonment oforgasm. No detachment from the object of desire existed in these pictures,no sense of the flesh being offered to the eye from a distance. The moreextreme pictures, disturbingly crude and slapdash, brought cunt into theliving room of art. Once, when the country-store owner Clarence Barneswas looking through a collection of paintings with de Kooning—the artisthad promised to give him one—Barnes asked what was happening in a par-ticular picture. De Kooning replied, "Can't you see? Here's a cunt. Andthere's a penis. Didn't you know that I'm cunt crazy?"
Like all of de Kooning's most difficult work, these pictures were notlike anything else found in art, and they conveyed, finally, a kind ofpoignant pathos. Their physical closeness to the sexual act almost made
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them seem a substitute for the real thing, as if the artist were passionatelyholding on to something being lost. What really seemed naked, and a fitsubject for embarrassment, was not the women but the revealed artist—the gloating old man who cops an eager feel and rails at the sexual injus-tice of aging. At the time, de Kooning was beginning to talk sadly aboutgrowing older. "I'm 63 now and I don't have the Don Quixote energy likeI used to have in my painting," he said in 1967. "I can't work as much. Acertain sadness comes over me when I walk around here,- it's so beautifuland I worry about getting on in years—getting on to the other side."
The melancholy shadow behind the outrageous images emerged in aportfolio of twenty-four charcoal drawings from 1966 that Walker andCompany published in 1967. All were figurative and made under handi-capped conditions—an instance of de Kooning drawing the figures upsidedown or with his eyes closed—to help him find the rougher, more unex-pected truth. Some showed women sitting with crossed legs or leaningback, their thighs spread to reveal the sexual gash. Others were of men,some apparently crucified, with outstretched arms and hanging bodies.De Kooning responded to the Crucifixion in physical, not spiritual, terms."Oh, on that cross," he once said, referring to the nailing. The Walker cat-alog was remarkable for bringing into the same pages two images not usu-ally likened or compared—the sexually splayed and the crucified.
The Visit
Like many paintings of the period, The Visit depicted a woman spreadopen on her back, like a frog prepared for dissection, except that there wasnothing dead, cold, violent, or unhappy in her pose. On the contrary, sheappears delighted and ready to receive her lover. She is all bawdy face andwaiting body. The title of the picture, there is little doubt, describes a visitthat led to sex. The woman's face appears tumid and darkly flushed withdesire,- her body, by contrast, is surprisingly white, conveying an astonish-ing sensation of nakedness even though few details of the body aresketched in. The open field of white, in turn, serves as a foil for the focalpoint of the painting, a hooking finger of paint that both describes andpenetrates her vagina.
The dark color of this fingerpaint is the same one used to depict thewoman's facial features and expression, creating a powerful sensation ofintimacy, as if what happens between her legs also lights up her face. Thefinger of paint is aggressively lewd; it suggests, with more joy than anger,
the rude gesture of "giving the finger" and the language of "up yours."Although some critics find such pictures misogynistic or humiliating towomen, as if the male were having his way with a passive female, thatdoes not convey the full sensation in the image. Finger and vagina are thesame wet stroke, one and indistinguishable. There is no alienation or sep-aration: no mere doing to, but doing with. While often described as paint-ings of women, de Kooning's images always have a strong male presence,expressed through the character of the brushstroke. In The Visit, the manis felt not just in the vaginal finger, but also in the press of swollen redpaint against the woman's body. The writhing forms, in turn, convey themovements of a man and woman copulating.
Writers are understandably timid in their descriptions of a picture likeThe Visit, unable to use the words that describe what the forms are doing.Part of the reason is that the actual act of sex is usually the subject ofpornography, not of serious painting. De Kooning himself appeared some-what embarrassed by the pictures, as if he had once more misbehaved. Infact, embarrassment is an essential part of the picture's power, anacknowledgment of the silly-looking, embarrassing physicality of sex.And yet, sex also turns the figure in The Visit into a kind of absurd frog-monster who has an almost childlike charm.
De Kooning longed to recover the intensity of the child: the sex herewas also a form of fingerpainting. And he seemed to push the physicalityof sex as far as it could go, as if to finally displace feeling to some other,larger place. The title of the painting, with its promise of birth and rebirth,evoked the Annunciation. It may have seemed profane to link divine birthwith bawdy sex, but the desire to transfigure the intensely physical into asense of transcendent oneness also lay close to the heart of most religions.It was not surprising that de Kooning was simultaneously absorbed, as theWalker catalog showed, with images of the Crucifixion and pictures of aradically sexual character. (The shapes and powerful reds of The Visit evencontained a distant echo of the Crucifixion.) And yet, there was an air offrustration in The Visit, as if even this fearless vulgarity could not quitecapture the pastoral oneness de Kooning sought. Entering a body shouldopen the door to paradise, but it doesn't quite. In The Visit, the swirl of thevaginal finger could almost be a question mark. Where does the opening ofthe body lead?
32. Established Ties
I only want to be happy in an old-fashioned way.
Early in 1967, surprising news circulated through the art world. Afterthree years without a dealer, de Kooning had a new gallery, and onethat no one would have predicted. He would join M. Knoedler andCompany, the oldest and one of the most prestigious old-master galleries inNew York. Xavier Fourcade would be his representative. Fourcade, who hadbeen hired by the gallery to establish their contemporary art department,was a friend of the artist Joan Mitchell, who lived just outside of Paris andwas represented by Knoedler. She had known both Bill and Elaine wellsince the late forties. When Fourcade asked her advice in the mid-sixtiesabout what artists he might attract to Knoedler's New York gallery, sheimmediately thought of de Kooning. "[Fourcade] was trying to get artists/7said Mitchell, "and was talking to me about Newman or Motherwell. Billwas not doing that well at the time, and I said, 'Hell, why not de Kooning?7 "Fourcade loved the idea. And so Mitchell asked Tom Hess—who wasno doubt worried about de Kooning7s precarious situation—whether ornot the painter could be persuaded to join the gallery. A Francophile, Hessliked the prospective match. But it was Lee Eastman who engineered thedeal. All along, Eastman had chafed at the way Hirshhorn and Diamondbought art from de Kooning. Eastman, never one to mince words, calledHirshhorn7s bulk-buying "a debacle77 and said, "Bill had to have a buffer.77Accordingly, Eastman arranged to have lunch with Roland Balay, who waspresident of Knoedler. Eastman proposed giving Knoedler the right of firstrefusal for the next three years—an opportunity to see and buy de Koo-ning's work before anyone else. In exchange, according to Eastman, "I saidI wanted a guarantee of $2,500 a week for Bill—over a hundred thousanddollars a year.77 When Balay asked why, Eastman replied, "I want Bill tofeel like a movie star, with a movie star's salary.77 Eastman conceded that7/It was a phenomenal amount of money for the time.77 All Balay said inresponse was, "How droll.77 Eventually, however, the tenacious Eastmansucceeded in wrangling an annual guarantee for de Kooning of $100,000 ayear. "I told Bill about it, and it reminded him of Caruso, such a large sumof money for a concert,77 said Eastman. "He said, Td better paint somegood pictures.7 "
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Even so, the match between de Kooning and M. Knoedler and Com-pany appeared incongruous. Housed in elegant quarters at 14 East Fifty-seventh Street, Knoedler was the sort of Old World establishment thatstill showed art on dark velvet-covered walls and had an air of exclusivity.As the New York Times noted in January 1967, while speculating onrumors that de Kooning might join Knoedler, it was not only New York'soldest gallery but also "one with a reputation for being rather staid."When de Kooning joined the gallery, its other artists included Andrew andJamie Wyeth, Henry Moore, and Salvador Dali, rather than other NewYork school painters. The antithesis of Charlie Egan's fly-by-night galleryor Sidney Janis's avant-garde American group, it was the sort of conserva-tive place, as the critic Paul Richard described it, "where salesmen dressedlike bank presidents hold price lists closely to their vests."
But there was also a certain genius to the connection. Despite his dif-ficult subject matter, de Kooning, in the era of pop and minimal art, wasregularly criticized for being too European and too old-fashioned—toomuch, that is, like an old master. (As de Kooning joked, "My art is justlike an old hat now.") Why, then, not take advantage of the situation andjoin Knoedler? The gallery could provide him with security. After severalshaky years, he told Joseph and Olga Hirshhorn, in a letter of late 1966thanking them for a Christmas gift of a shirt and three ties, he was morethan ready for an art dealer. De Kooning told them that he was very happywith "an excellent contract" that Lee Eastman drew up for him withKnoedler. "It is encouraging to think that I am well taken care of," he con-tinued. "And thus I am looking forward to a peaceful working period." Inan allusion to Hirshhorn's patronage, he added, "And Joe, I am thankingyou for also encouraging me to go thru with the deal." For Hirshhorn, ofcourse, de Kooning's new relationship with a gallery was bad news. Heand Harold Diamond could no longer visit de Kooning in his studio andtake their pick of his paintings. But even Hirshhorn acknowledged that agallery arrangement was better for de Kooning over the long term.
Hardworking and ambitious, Fourcade, who was born in Paris, hadjoined Knoedler only in 1966. But he had spent his first eleven profes-sional years in America. "One of those princely Frenchmen," as one artworld insider described him, Fourcade was cool, brisk, and sometimeswaspish, a European homosexual with an upper-class air. He was not thesort of man whom de Kooning ordinarily liked, but their relationshipworked well from the beginning. Fourcade treated de Kooning with Euro-pean formality and a respectful, businesslike reserve. In one of his first let-ters to de Kooning, on January 19, 1967, he wrote, "I am extremely happythat we are now at the end of our formal problems [Lee Eastman's legal
negotiations], and I am looking forward to working with you/' Heenclosed a list of the initial seventeen paintings that de Kooning con-signed to Knoedler on January 25, not long after the deal was completed.All was precise and orderly, as were Fourcade's subsequent letters thatspring. They were usually signed "Sincerely yours / for M. Knoedler andCo. / Xavier Fourcade."
The formality suited de Kooning, himself a reserved man fromEurope. He did not need an art dealer who also wanted to be a close friendor hanger-on. If Fourcade was not one to drink with the guys at the Cedar,he was also not one to presume upon a relationship. Despite his strongviews about how to market de Kooning, he never made demands or offeredcriticisms, and he provided unfailing support and encouragement. He alsohad an instinctive understanding of how to handle de Kooning's outburstsand binges. He seemed to follow the advice that de Kooning had offeredthe mother of the boy who threw a tantrum: "Empathize, don't criticize."Early on in their relationship, as de Kooning recovered from a binge inMarch 1967, Fourcade wrote him a letter at once kind, encouraging, anddiplomatic: "To be the greatest painter only makes your problems greaterand your road more solitary. If I could be of any use to you, or if you everfeel the need of talking to me, I hope that you will never hesitate to callme." When Fourcade left Knoedler in 1972 to open the Fourcade, DrollGallery, de Kooning loyally followed him,- in 1976, he became de Koo-ning's exclusive dealer. In the 1960s and '70s, Fourcade often served as deKooning's chaperone and protector when he appeared in public. He alsomade certain that de Kooning never felt forgotten. Almost every Sunday,he would drive from his weekend house in Bellport, Long Island, to theSprings—about one hundred miles round-trip. He did not always knowwhat he would find. If de Kooning was drinking, he could be curt and sus-picious, demanding, "Who are you to tell me what I should be showing?"Once, he even threw a pot of paint at Fourcade, who, while shaken, didnot lose his unflappable air.
Taste in the American art world was nothing if not fickle. Fourcadehoped to turn de Kooning from a has-been into a revered contemporarymaster, and he methodically set about accomplishing this goal. He imme-diately scheduled a show for the fall of 1967. But that was just the begin-ning. An artist of de Kooning's stature, Fourcade believed, should have hisachievement validated by a major retrospective at the Museum of ModernArt. Aware that curators at the museum were growing less enthusiasticabout de Kooning—in common with much of the art world—Fourcadequickly firmed up plans for the intended retrospective. The death of FrankO'Hara, who had intended to organize the show for MoMA, created a
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        De Kooning, Susan Brockman, and BrianO'Doherty in the sixties
potential problem that wassolved by bringing Tom Hessinto the project. Hess of courseshared O'Hara's enthusiasm forthe artist, and the book that hewas coincidentally writing onde Kooning could serve as thecatalog for the MoMA show.Fourcade also developed plansto send the retrospective toHolland. He saw the great pub-licity value that such a showwould have in Europe, where deKooning was not well knownamong collectors, and he antici-pated that the American presswould swoon before the storyof an immigrant painter return-ing home in glory after so manyyears in the New World.Not least, Fourcade began to prepare the art world—and de Kooninghimself—for the painter's inaugural exhibition at M. Knoedler in the fallof 1967, treating it with the importance usually reserved for a museumexhibition; the show would travel to Knoedler's Parisian branch after NewYork. To attract collectors, Fourcade began seeding de Kooning's workinto the major museums in order to strengthen the artist's reputation andincrease the prices his work fetched. Later that year, the WhitneyMuseum of American Art announced that it had purchased WomanAccabonic, one of de Kooning's door paintings, for $38,700. (What was notannounced was that de Kooning donated $20,000 of the price, withanother donor providing the remaining $18,700.) The art dealer also triedto enhance de Kooning's image. Together with Lee Eastman, he shut downa book that Eric Protter, a writer little known in the art world, was prepar-ing on de Kooning. Protter, in Fourcade's view, was not distinguishedenough to write about the master. So de Kooning refused further coopera-tion with him. At the same time, Fourcade did not intend to let theincreasingly reclusive painter retire to his studio. Sometimes, de Kooningmust perform—but in the right venues.
The prospect of his first New York show since 1962 seemed to galva-nize de Kooning. Early in 1967, he created a flurry of new paintings to addto the seventeen he sent to Knoedler in January. At the time, said Michael
Wright, he was just switching from Bocour paint to the more expensive,and more heavily pigmented, Winsor & Newton paints. For years, he hadbeen too poor to buy the best-quality materials. Now that he had a guar-anteed income, he could afford better supplies, but he still had troublespending the money for them. "He'd take me upstairs and open a box andsay, 'Look at all this money!' " said Wright. "He wanted to have moneyaround. He felt poor." Once he realized he would never be hungry again,however, de Kooning began to buy with abandon and squirreled awaypaint for future use. Abram Lerner once opened one of the built-inbenches by the windows of de Kooning's studio and discovered fifty tubesof the same pigment waiting neatly, in orderly rows of boxes. De Kooningalso began to buy more varied brushes. He asked Lou Rosenthal of NewYork Central Art Supply, whom he had known for years, to make a specialbrush for him "so he could do the swirling strokes," said Rosenthal. Theresult was the aptly named "de Kooning" brush, a round brush with stiffthree-inch-long bristles and a long handle that enabled de Kooning tostand back from the canvas to see the effect he produced. "But he alsoliked some of the ordinary brushes that you buy in hardware stores," saidWright. "He liked brushes with long bristles that had a lot of snap. Heliked to soak them in water until they were really soft and pliable. Theygave him a line that he liked. ... He wanted them kind of floppy—a littleresistance, but not too much. He'd buy three or four dozen of those. He'dorder stuff for about a year, and it would sit around in these benches wait-ing to be used."
Throughout the early months of 1967, with his gallery deal in place, deKooning redoubled his efforts to improve his relationship with Lisaand Joan. In addition to the painter's earlier commitments, Eastman nowurged de Kooning to give annual gifts of $3,000 each to Lisa and Joan.From Joan's point of view, much remained undone. Still, de Kooning wasobviously trying. After Susan Brockman's departure, he had begun to missLisa more than ever, but he could only see her sporadically, mostly ontrips into New York, when he would stay at the Hotel Chelsea. Joanhadn't really given up on him, however; she never would. De Kooning hadalready succeeded once in restoring the family, bringing Joan and Lisaback from San Francisco. Why not again? During this new effort at recon-ciliation, Lisa was in fifth grade. She had left Grace Church School in theVillage to enter Dalton, one of New York's most prestigious privateschools. Located on the Upper East Side, it was favored by many wealthy,progressive parents in New York. But Lisa was unhappy at Dalton, and
would often leave her classes to wander around the city. Her mother, inturn, found the school snobbish and unstructured and listened sympathet-ically to her daughter's complaints.
That spring, Joan and Lisa began to spend increasing amounts of timein the country. Eventually, Joan withdrew Lisa from Dalton and enrolledher at the Hampton Day School, located, somewhat incongruously, in thepotato fields just north of Main Street in Bridgehampton. The family wasback together once more, however precariously. For Lisa herself, in a lifemarked by many moves, childhood was best remembered by grade. "Nurs-ery school was in San Francisco, kindergarten in New York, first grade andpart of second grade in Springs, third, fourth, and fifth grades in two differ-ent schools in New York." Her father was a hazy presence. At times hewould appear, only to vanish again for months. "I remember him comingone day—it's all so vague—like in second or third grade he'd come visit inNew York and we'd buy things," said Lisa. "Or with my pony. He used tocome a lot when I was about seven years old. He'd come by and see mehorseback riding." Lisa made a family from animals, caring not only forher pony but for wild birds, rabbits, and any creature that needed help.
With the return of Joan and Lisa to the Springs in 1967, however, deKooning came more clearly into focus as her father. She now knew howfamous he was. She saw that people singled her out as the great man'sdaughter. Once, when she was in fourth grade, someone introduced her ata birthday party as Lisa de Kooning, and the other adult whistled know-ingly, which upset her. "What's wrong with that?" asked Joan, who enjoyedher daughter's connection to a famous painter. "Oh, Mom," she answered.Her life was already different enough from that of other children, withouther having to represent her father. An eleven-year-old could not under-stand the relationship between such parents. They were not married theway other parents were,- their relationship had become an arrangementbased mainly on their mutual love for her. There was no sharing ofparental roles. They sometimes fought. Her father's bingeing—which shesometimes witnessed—intermittently darkened her world. And theshadow of someone named Elaine fell over the household. It was only bychance that Lisa discovered, when she was twelve years old, that her par-ents were not married. Her mother wore a wedding ring, yet her father wasactually the husband of someone named Elaine. Over time, she learnedthat Elaine was a distant but powerful figure in her father's life,- no onewas supposed to mention her name unless he mentioned it first. Ratherthan explain Lisa's background, official chronologies of de Kooning's lifeoften found it simpler to leave her out altogether. Even at the age of elevenLisa sensed that she was an awkward fact. "From a daughter's point of view
it was hard," said Lisa. "A lot of times I was cut out of situations because itraised questions about [her father and Elaine]. Which really bugged me."
In his own way, de Kooning tried to be a responsible father. At onepoint, according to the painter Ellen Adler, de Kooning even performedthe part of local "godfather" to the area's children, solving a difficult prob-lem at the local elementary school where a flasher was exposing himselfto girls near the school.
The mothers couldn't go to the police—I guess they had no hard evi-dence—so they went to Bill as the leading citizen of the Springs, the onewho was the most rich and famous and also the father of a daughter. Billfound out who it supposedly was—a middle-class, decent member ofsociety in the Springs. So Bill said, "I invited him to my studio andmade sure that I was still painting when he arrived. The whole time I'mpainting and he's sitting there. And then I said, 'I understand the littlegirls have been bothering you.' And he never flashed again."
It was a good example of de Kooning's sly wit. "It was so perceptive—de Kooning scared the life out of the guy," said Adler. "He went right tothe heart of the matter. I once asked him, 'What do you think people arethinking about when they're meditating?' And he said, 'I think they'rereally scheming.' " But a child does not want only wit from a father, andde Kooning could offer his daughter little useful or practical help. "Guid-ance was nonexistent," said Lisa. "My mother was extremely critical ofme and my father wasn't at all. There was no balance in this childhood.And then he's an artist, and an abstract one, and the best. I guess it wasoverwhelming for me. I never knew where I stood."
As much as de Kooning could ever be said to settle in, however, he didso during that summer of 1967. The days took on a regular pattern. "In themornings he always drank a big cup of tea with lots of sugar in it," saidLisa. "And he'd sit there and slurp it down and go 'Ahhhhh.' Then he'd geton his bike around nine or ten and go off to the studio." Whenever hedidn't feel like biking to his studio, de Kooning would be picked up byMike Wright or John McMahon. "I'd take him to the studio and make himtea or coffee and some toast," said Wright. "He'd be into his work rightaway and he'd be busy until lunch. We'd have lunch at this little restau-rant near the corner of Main Street [in East Hampton]. A little luncheon-ette with booths. We talked about very mundane things. People. Or heasked me what I thought of something. Then, in the late afternoon, he'dtake a break and I'd make tea. In summer he'd work until dark, because heliked natural light. And then I took him home at night. He really was a
hard worker. Probably of all the painters of that time he was the mostworkmanlike."
De Kooning and Joan established a social life, much as there had beenduring de Kooning's days with Susan. At the time, Hans Namuth and SaulSteinberg did quite a bit of entertaining. The Rosenbergs gave dinner par-ties, as did Ernestine and Ibram Lassaw. During the winter, said the artistCharlotte Brooks, a little band of artists and assorted friends, most ofwhom came out from the city for weekends, met regularly for potlucksuppers. The group included the Rosenbergs and the Lassaws, as well asCharlotte Brooks and her husband, the artist James Brooks, and thepainter John Little and his wife, Josephine. De Kooning also came, firstwith Susan and later with Joan. De Kooning went regularly to Water Mill,a village on Montauk Highway between Bridgehampton and Southamptonwhere many artists and poets of the younger generation—that of LarryRivers, Jane Freilicher, John Ashbery, and Kenneth Koch—clustered. Itwas a tightly knit world with many connections to the days at the Cedar.Other regular hosts in Water Mill were the artist Jane Wilson and her hus-band, the writer John Gruen, as well as two gifted pianists who hadbecome society regulars, Robert Fizdale and Arthur Gold. "At that pointBill was quite sociable and going out," said the art dealer Elaine Benson,who founded a gallery in Bridgehampton in 1965. She recalled one partic-ularly memorable dinner at the Lassaws' in the mid-sixties that she andher husband attended. Along with de Kooning, the guests included HaroldRosenberg, Saul Steinberg, and Saul Bellow. In 1966, Rosenberg hadbecome a professor of social thought in the art department at the Univer-sity of Chicago, where Bellow was on the faculty. "I remember it vividlybecause Bellow and Rosenberg got into one of those polemical, Trotskyitediscussions and they were screaming at each other," said Benson. "AndSaul Steinberg was throwing in an occasional remark. Bill never openedhis mouth and neither did my then husband. When I got into the car I said,'Emanuel, you never said anything.' And he said, 'Well, those two guyshave been at this for so many years. And if you noticed, Bill de Kooningwas smart enough not to say anything either.' "
However much de Kooning enjoyed the cloud-making of philosophi-cal talk, he never left the studio for long, and he would regularly retreatfrom social life, going for days without talking on the phone or seeing any-one at the studio. Sometimes, he appeared lonely; but it was a lonelinessthat Mike Wright believed was of his own choosing. "He liked his pri-vacy," said Wright. "I think if he was lonely, he made himself that way.He did isolate himself. Work was his primary life." At home, de Kooning
relaxed with the mindless conviviality of television, retaining an immi-grant's fascination with the pop heart of American society. He especiallyliked crooners—the cornier the better—and TV comedies. "He was crazyabout Jackie Gleason, Tony Bennett, Frank Sinatra, Red Buttons, PerryMason, The Twilight Zone, The Honeymooners," said Lisa. Televisionalso simplified his home life. It papered over the silences. "There was noconversation in my family," said Lisa. "Dinner was served in front of theTV." Almost always, de Kooning would work at home as he relaxed, mak-ing drawings at dinnertime with his eyes on the television and the paperon his knee, sketching blindly with a piece of charcoal. When he glanceddown, he would find something that never quite looked the way hethought it would. "All through my childhood," said Lisa, "it was our rou-tine, while dinner was getting ready, we'd watch TV and he was drawing,always drawing. He would draw a great deal with his eyes closed. Lots onlegal pads or an eight-by-ten typewriter sheet pad. Sometimes he'd make adrawing for me to color in. He'd sit there with his eyes closed and his legscrossed as if he were looking at the TV. And he'd squint a lot. Then whenhe opened his eyes he'd turn hishead to the left mostly or to theright and think about [the drawing].Then he'd put it away. He'd do thislike a lady does knitting."
With the approach of the fall artseason, Fourcade began to promotethe upcoming show, inviting criticsand journalists to interview therevered old master. On August 4,twenty-two more paintings arrivedat the gallery, many of them con-tinuations of de Kooning's figureand landscape series. They includedseveral Woman on a Sign paintings,which reflected de Kooning's em-phasis at mid-decade on sexuallydifficult work. (He did not trim hissensibility to suit his staid newgallery.) De Kooning had oftendescribed his fascination with theway that signs and billboards couldconvey a message in a split second.
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        Untitled, a charcoal-on-paper crucifixiondrawing made with closed eyes in 1966,
93L"x8"
de Kooning
He wanted viewers to connect viscerally, and with a similar immediacy,to these works. The new Woman on a Sign paintings were less representa-tional than some of the cutie images, with the figures more meshed intothe background, but their sexual impact was unmistakable. Each womanwas shown spread-eagled, her body flattened onto the surface plane. InWoman on a Sign IV, the figure leaned back with her legs raised awk-wardly in the air. The viewer looked down into her body as though he—from this perspective every viewer became a "he"—were about to enterher.
When questioned at the time about the suggestiveness of his latestpaintings, de Kooning agreed that they were "sexy" but said
that's not the main issue for me. I'm working on a pose with which Ican explore foreshortening and perspective. Sometimes I lay the figureout flat and then roll it all over the place. . . . You get interested in apose and you just work with it. Like I have a standing one and a jump-ing one, that's about it for the poses I'm now interested in. I realized itlooked kinda sexy, but I don't think it's pornographic, do you?
As the Knoedler show approached, de Kooning's working studioseemed to come together, and he was more optimistic than he had been inyears. Shortly before the opening, de Kooning created a powerful new ver-sion of the pastoral—though it would be some time before he fullyexplored its implications. At seventy by eighty inches, Figures in Land-scape was both larger and much more ambitious than anything that hehad painted in years. It represented a new, more seamless synthesis of fig-ure and field. The body was so abstract that only two masses of fleshcolor—with what may be a pair of splayed legs on one of them—alertedthe viewer to the presence of a figure. The flesh colors gave the abstractiona human overtone, yet the palette was also a gorgeous profusion of coun-try colors.
Only one essential element was missing to complete de Kooning'sstudio. At a secondhand furniture store in East Hampton, not far from thetrain tracks, de Kooning noticed two large wooden rocking chairs placedout front. They came, he was told by the woman at the store, from an oldresort hotel in the Adirondacks. De Kooning asked her how much onechair cost. She said $25. "How much for both?" he asked, probing likeHirshhorn for a deal. She said $50. De Kooning loved her deadpanresponse and bought both. At the studio he positioned the rockers side byside and facing the easel, which was about fifty feet down an alley createdby painting tables. As he rocked, the rocking itself evoked many things:
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nervous energy, old age, the cadence of the sea. Over the years, friendswould join de Kooning in the chairs, and they would rock as they talked,all the while facing the picture down the alley. Their talk about art mat-tered to him. But not as much as the solitary stare. Day after day, until theend of his life, de Kooning would sit in his rocker, staring down the alleyat the painting developing on his easel.
33. Second Acts
You have to change to stay the same.
On the evening of Friday, November 10, 1967, several hundredinvited guests pressed into the elegant interior of M. Knoedler andCompany on East Fifty-seventh Street. Forty-five paintings,twenty-five large drawings, and numerous smaller works hung on thevelvet-flocked walls. On one wall were the dramatic collection of doorpaintings: Woman, Sag Harbor; Woman, Accabonac; Woman, Springs;and Woman, Montauk. The least expensive paintings cost $12,000; Fig-ures in Landscape was $55,000. According to Time, this was the mosteagerly awaited show of the season. Not surprisingly, de Kooning himselfwas not on hand for the event or for the gala preview on the thirteenth forthe benefit of New York's public television station, Channel 13, eventhough it was hosted by someone very important to him, Olga Hirshhorn."I don't go to openings much anymore," he explained just before theshow, adding that he rarely came into New York City at all. "It's quite achange," he said. "I used to go to parties and sit in cafeterias—Riker's—and talk for hours. Now I see just a few old friends." More than likely, deKooning was drinking too much to come into New York for the party. Twoweeks before the opening, he had purchased what one assistant called "anarsenal" of liquor.
It was his first show in five years and the first time that many people,including the critics in New York, would see the paintings made on LongIsland. The lurid sexual imagery and wet, slapdash style of many workswere nothing if not risky, and de Kooning knew people might find someoffensive. But he could also hope that, as happened in 1953 with WomanI, the exhibit would find more support than condemnation. In the end, thecritical reception was worse than anything de Kooning could possiblyhave anticipated. The most damning review appeared in the New YorkTimes, where Hilton Kramer called the show a "debacle." Kramer'sresponse was similar to Greenberg's earlier criticism of de Kooning, buthis tone was harsher and he presented the viewpoint in more detail. Hisreview began with the paintings of the 1950s, which he regarded, asGreenberg did, as a comedown from the masterpieces of the forties. As thefifties wore on, Kramer argued, "the cult of personality seemed to increase
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in exact ratio to the decline of the artist's work/' even as "the fabricationof synthetic de Koonings had become a ioth Street industry."
For Kramer, the crux of the matter was what he perceived as de Koo-ning's growing expressionism, which unbalanced his compositions. "ThisExpressionist tendency has been evident as one term in the dialectic ofMr. de Kooning's style at least since the 1940s," he wrote, "but in his bestwork it was never the dominant term. A stripped and battered Cubism,shorn of its rigidities and pressed to an extreme margin of flexibility andrelease, provided the basic pictorial syntax." De Kooning's success in thistense style depended, in Kramer's view, on his virtuosity as a draftsman."Out of a flattened Cubism, raised to unexpected eloquence by theinspired improvisation of his draftsmanship, he had distilled a new classi-cism"—one in which, wrote Kramer, "the Expressionist component con-tributed a necessary spontaneity and immediacy." Beginning with theWomen of the fifties, however, Kramer saw the balance move ever morestrongly toward an unbridled expressionism. "Thereafter," continuedKramer, "the Expressionist element swamped the artist's style, bringinghim by a long and tortuous route to his current impasse." The latestpaintings carried "this Expressionist debacle still further." The criticwould not grant de Kooning credit for a serious, if failed, struggle to main-tain the great traditions of Western painting in contemporary terms. "Hisnew paintings do not so much embody the crisis that has shattered thetradition in which he works—that would indeed be an accomplishmentone could respect—as look back on an earlier crisis with nostalgia."
Even the gentler critics expressed doubt. Irving Sandler, who had beenchronicling the achievement of the abstract expressionists for years, laterwrote that he found de Kooning's spread-eagled women so sexually reveal-ing he was embarrassed to look at them. Dore Ashton, also a strong sup-porter of abstract expressionism, thought the pictures were unsettlingvisions of women as helpless erotic objects. Paul Richard, the critic at theWashington Post, wrote: "De Kooning's work still shocks. Standing thereamid all that frenzy, surrounded by those cruelly dislocated and expertlypainted canvases, one understands immediately why de Kooning hasearned himself a permanent place in the history of art." But on closerinspection, Richard continued, the viewer becomes disillusioned. "Ittakes long moments for the eye to adjust to the visual impact that they[the paintings] generate. But as it does, as the viewer begins to recover hisbearings, as his shock begins to dissipate, he finds—quite suddenly—thathis initial awe is dissolving as well." At heart, Richard felt, the paintingswere empty rhetoric when compared with those of the past, the women"but pale parodies of their hideous ancestor."
A certain ideological anxiety also underlay the response of many crit-ics. The pictures appeared so naive, so unschooled in the concerns of theday. In the late sixties, the dominant styles of art in New York—pop, min-imal, and conceptual—appeared equally cool and self-conscious. A newmagazine, ArtForum, had replaced ArtNews as the journal of the youngand the ambitious, and it was developing a mandarin style of criticismthat emphasized a kind of hip historical knowingness. An artist must notdo certain things if he hoped to be original and take the measure of histime. De Kooning obviously failed to recognize that Pollock and Newmanhad opened a new territory, liberating art from the old-fashioned brush-stroke and all reference to the actual world. He did not seem to know thatmajor art had banished storytelling and "the literary." He had not con-cluded that compositions must now be, in Greenberg's phrase, "all-over."If anything, de Kooning's brushstroke appeared more shamelessly per-sonal than ever before,- some of his pictures could almost be illustrationsin magazines. He certainly lacked the ironic filters and deadpan cool thatWarhol and others brought to sex.
During the sixties, many American intellectuals were also worryingabout the destruction of high culture by low- or middlebrow taste; thebest-known essay on the subject was Dwight MacDonald's "Masscult andMidcult," which was published in i960. Although the young critics atArtForum had little in common with Hilton Kramer, who disliked themagazine and most of the art it championed, they shared with him a high-minded view of art and history. The Knoedler show offended both the leftand the right wings of the art world, seeming neither to advance the greattradition admired by Kramer nor to reflect the new character of the con-temporary world. De Kooning seemed painfully low, a lip-smacker in avenerable gallery, a half-cartoonist with a salacious eye. The critics wereright in one respect: de Kooning was no longer keeping a close eye on theirhistory of art. The paintings of the late fifties were the last de Kooningsthat seemed consciously made for the big stage. Now, if he chose, hemight dabble with the surface of the time, caricaturing the sexy girls ofthe sixties, but he was otherwise indifferent to broader cultural concerns.
Of course, even the most light-handed of his pictures still retained afamilial relationship with the powerful Woman 1. The art historianRobert Rosenblum later wrote that "the seemingly infinite energies deKooning expended on [Woman 1] also gave birth to a huge population oflesser siblings, a seductive but threatening sorority that, like the chorus offluttering cupids in a Baroque veneration of Venus, ceaselessly confirmsthe magical aura of an extraterrestrial being presiding over the erotic lifeof men on earth." But the harpies and cupids of the sixties were not them-
selves de Kooning's deepest preoccupation. Increasingly, de Kooning wasturning inward, searching for a private pastoral: the play of his brush on abody; the shimmer of the light on the water at Louse Point; the messyeruptions of sex; the mating of landscape and body, figure and ground. Andyet, he still wanted something broken or glimpsed rather than whole orperfected. Kramer's description of the imbalance in de Kooning's sensibil-ity was astute, but that unstable quality was also one sought by de Koo-ning. "It all fits real good, don't you think?" de Kooning once asked hisassistant Tom Ferrara, who was with him from 1980 to 1987, as they stoodbefore a painting. "Fantastic," said Ferrara. "That's the whole problem,"de Kooning answered. "There's no contradictions."
At his easel, de Kooning was too strong-minded to be swayed by thecritical perspectives of the time. He would do what he would do; successand failure were not to be measured by others. That did not mean, how-ever, that he was indifferent to the response of the outside world. TheKnoedler disappointment was distressing because de Kooning had not hada gallery success since 1959. His show in 1962 had been, at best, coollyreceived. But the critics in 1962 seemed to view that show as merely pre-mature, assuming the painter was between periods. This time, de Kooninghad indeed entered a new period, but it was one widely regarded as disas-trous. Most critics implied in one way or another that he'd "lost it":everything done since moving to the Springs was a failure. Collectorsagreed with the critics. By the end of the year, only seven paintings hadbeen sold, including the one Fourcade fobbed off on the Whitney.
The forthcoming retrospective, now only months away, probablyincreased de Kooning's anxiety. Under Fourcade's ministrations, the exhi-bition had grown into something much larger than O'Hara had originallyplanned. It would now be a traveling retrospective that would begin withmuch fanfare in Amsterdam, continue to London, and conclude inNew York. De Kooning agreed to the plan largely because the StedelijkMuseum in Amsterdam assumed the job of organizing the show in placeof O'Hara and the Museum of Modern Art. For years, de Kooning had beenembittered by his lack of recognition in Holland. In the early fifties,Alcopley had once brought Willem Sandberg, the head of the Stedelijk, tode Kooning's studio, telling him that de Kooning was among the bestAmerican artists. Sandberg disagreed. Both Elaine and de Kooning hadbeen "furious" about his dismissive attitude. However, Sandberg's succes-sor, Eduard de Wilde, took a different view of de Kooning and, in the mid-fifties, began occasionally writing to the artist. De Kooning neveranswered. Finally, de Wilde came to America in 1964 and visited de Koo-ning in his studio on Long Island to ask him for a show. De Kooning
agreed, said de Wilde, but stipulated that he did not want a retrospectivein New York. (Frank O'Hara eventually changed the artist's mind.) If NewYork was turning away from him, perhaps Holland, at last, was welcom-ing him back.
De Kooning would never admit to being bothered by the response tothe Knoedler show; many hero-worshippers believed he was above notingcriticism. But afterward he went on a binge that put him in SouthamptonHospital for several weeks. (The bill for the psychiatric sessions alone,with Dr. Wayne Barker, was $1,510.) For de Kooning, the last years of thesixties were a time of constant distraction and painful eruption. When hewas drinking, his feelings of disappointment would sometimes escapefrom his reserved character, and he would rage and rage at New York, aLear on his private heath, furious that the world should turn its back onhim after all he had done. Once, after listening to people discuss the starsof pop art at a party on Long Island, a drunken de Kooning suddenly roseup and told a friend, with a ferocity that was surprisingly sad: "I'm the hotpotato."
The inexorable pressure created by public exhibitions seemed to triggera deadly reaction in de Kooning's private life. The reuniting of the fam-ily did not stop the drinking, and the level of tension at home once morebegan to escalate. De Kooning could be cold, yet also erupt in anger. Joancould strike back. "They used to have some awful fights," said his assis-tant Michael Wright. "I'd come in [to pick up de Kooning on AccabonacRoad in the morning and take him to the studio] and she'd say, 'He'sstarted.' Every chair in the kitchen would be smashed." Neither de Koo-ning nor Joan, however, was willing to call it quits. For de Kooning, theobvious reason was Lisa. The drunken brawling might be hideous, but atleast Lisa was part of his life again. As for why Joan tolerated the situation,some observers pointed to the benefits that the relationship brought her."She loved him," said Wright. "But I think both she and her sister Nancywere very attracted to the famous art scene." Life with a famous artistbrought perks, said Wright, including a fur coat that was the talk of theartists in the Springs. But that cannot adequately explain why Ward didnot leave or why she nursed him again and again after his drunks. "I'd goover and pick up the stews and the food for Bill," said Wright, who wouldtry to comfort Joan. "She had a sad life. I used to hear her cry at night. I'dleave her place at four a.m. and I'd hear her crying. She was alone, and solonely. We would talk for hours."
In New York, Lee Eastman grew increasingly alarmed. Who could
bring order to the situation? Eastman himself visited East Hampton onlyoccasionally, except in the summer. One of the few local people in a posi-tion to help de Kooning was the accountant Irving Markowitz, whomEastman originally asked to monitor payments on de Kooning's studio.Gradually, Markowitz had assumed a greater role in de Kooning's finan-cial affairs, doing his taxes for him, paying his bills, and helping withfinancial planning. When necessary, Markowitz could get tough with deKooning about the drinking. "I picked him up at Jungle Pete's, or he'd endup at Chez Labbat and other restaurants," said Markowitz. "I'd get calls attwo, or three in the morning and I had to go get him. And he listened. If Isaid, 'Come on, we're leaving . . . [he'd come].' Unfortunately you'd try toget liquor stores not to sell him anything, but he'd sweet-talk them. ... Ithink he was very much at home living out here and being with the so-called Bonackers," he said. "In a sense it was security for him."
By December 1967, Markowitz, Eastman, and Fourcade were at a losshow to staunch the flow of drinking and domestic fights. In desperation,Fourcade asked Tom Hess for advice. The two men thought a change ofscene might help de Kooning. They invited him to join them in Paris andLondon early in 1968 for a week and a half. A large exhibition of Ingres,one of de Kooning's favorite painters, was opening in Paris; Harold Rosen-berg would also be there to participate in a panel on Baudelaire. Surpris-ingly, de Kooning agreed. On December 12, de Kooning received his newpassport. He bought tickets to Europe shortly afterward and prepared toreturn to Europe for the first time in almost a decade. He did not ask Joanand Lisa to join him, and he went on a binge before he left, drying out inSouthampton Hospital just before Christmas.
Together with Hess and Fourcade, de Kooning visited Fountainebleauand the Louvre. No doubt Fourcade took de Kooning to see the original M.Knoedler et Cie gallery in Paris, where his show of Long Island paintingswas scheduled to open in June. De Kooning also visited his old friend JoanMitchell, one of the few women accepted at the Club as an equal. In thefifties, when Mitchell lived on St. Mark's Place in the Village, de Kooningwould drop by occasionally to listen to her recording of the MozartRequiem and to eat ice cream—Mitchell's theory being that, if he ate icecream, he would not drink. Not long afterward, Mitchell had moved toFrance with the French-Canadian artist Jean-Paul Riopelle. According toMitchell, de Kooning's favorite painting at the Louvre was of a cow byPater. As he described it wonderingly to Mitchell—who loved the samepainting—it had "eyes in the back of its head." De Kooning was alsoimpressed by the way Delacroix and Rubens handled the vast scale oftheir large paintings. From Paris, de Kooning went with Fourcade to Lon-
don. There he met the painter Francis Bacon, another artist who owedmuch to Soutine. De Kooning admired Bacon, who was five years youngerthan he was, and found his tormented imagery richly suggestive. "And soXavier and I had dinner with him and [the art critic] David Sylvester and afew of Bacon's friends," reported de Kooning. "I knew he was a terrificguy . . . and he was." Sylvester's own view of the dinner was wry. "It waslike a dinner in Berlin between American and Russian generals. Lots oftoasts and bearhugs but not much communication."
The trip seemed to improve de Kooning's mood. Once back in Springs,he began edging toward more abstract works, creating "women in land-scape" pictures that were less sexually aggressive and confrontationalthan his recent images. "My pictures have been getting bigger and requiremore time," he said, and "getting more and more baroque." The effect wasof a growing softness, of the body flowing into the landscape. By the timede Kooning painted Woman in Landscape VII that year, all that was recog-nizable was a jumble of legs—or was it arms?—within a cloud of yellows,browns, and greens. One particular source of pleasure for him was the finaltouching up of his studio. The construction crews had departed, leavingJohann Luhmer, a master carpenter, to complete the built-in headboardsthat de Kooning designed for the beds. To add a homey note, de Kooninghung pink ceiling-to-floor drapes, having seen them in his neighbors'houses. "I'm keeping up with the Joneses," he explained. The appearanceof the cheap curtains in the vast space was comical, said Lisa, who thoughtto herself affectionately, "Nice try, Dad." With the planting of trees thatJuly in front of the studio—de Kooning did not want the light from hiswindows to bother his neighbors at night—the studio was complete.
But his upcoming retrospective in September 1968 still weighed uponhim, as his dwindling output during that year attests. "I've never had aretrospective, and I don't like the idea of retrospectives," he told DavidShirey of Newsweek not long before the opening in Holland. "It's as if theart world has rolled you up in a shroud and prepared you for quick burial."He believed, "These shows can sometimes mean the end of the artist. Peo-ple will see that I have been painting for over thirty years and imagine memuch older than I actually am. I'm not a senile artist. I still feel young inspirit, I still feel experimental. But the art world will look at thirty yearsof work and consider it enough for the lifetime of any man." Even moredifficult, perhaps, was the prospect of returning to Holland. De Kooningwas already feeling too old. Returning to the places of his youth, which hehad left a half century ago, did nothing to assuage such feelings.
De Kooning recoiled from any direct confrontation with his past.When interviewers asked him why he had never visited Holland he usu-
ally became apologetic. "I was kind of scared of it," he said. "I believe Isometimes wanted to do it, but I was always a little frightened and so itnever came off." About his Dutch years, he would say very little, evenwhen pressed. "I lived with a sort of curtain which protected me fromthinking too much about it." In part, the curtain was lowered to shutaway his painful feelings about leaving his mother and sister, an abandon-ment that his mother never let him forget. Forty-two years after he hadleft Holland, and fourteen years after his mother's last visit to the UnitedStates, de Kooning would now face Cornelia again on her native ground.Cornelia, who was ninety-one years old, lived in a nursing home, her legshaving finally failed after all those years behind the bar. Mentally, how-ever, she remained as acute as ever.
The prospect of seeing Marie was, if anything, more difficult for deKooning. He loved the older sister who had shared his childhood, oftenproviding him with care and sympathy; she knew his childhood from theinside, as only a sibling could. For years, de Kooning had lived with theguilt created by his sudden departure, which left Marie alone with theirangry mother. More than four decades later, the degree of de Kooning'sguilt revealed itself in a remarkable act of indecision: he made no effort, asthe trip to Holland drew closer, to organize meetings with his family. Nei-ther Fourcade nor the Stedelijk dared to raise the subject with him. Whenhis mother and sister finally asked the museum about his plans, de Wildeand Fourcade would tell them only that de Kooning planned to arrive theday of his opening—their way of suggesting that the master might, per-haps, be too busy for family visits.
As the show approached, de Kooning sometimes expressed a moregeneral grudge against the Dutch. In 1968, only three de Kooning paint-ings could be seen in Holland. Two were at the Stedelijk, both purchasedby de Wilde, and a third was in a private collection—a remarkably smallrepresentation. With their frugal nature and bourgeois values, the Dutch,de Kooning believed, had never nurtured artistic sensibilities, as witnessthe tradition of Dutch artists leaving the country. As one Dutch writersaid in an article about de Kooning's return, Holland is a country "thatwould rather see artists go than come." But de Kooning still made goodpress. Months before the opening, the requests for interviews and photo-graphs and visits to de Kooning's studio began to flood in. The Dutchnewspaper De Telegraaf was the first to send a delegation. Many more fol-lowed. Several months before de Kooning's return home, teams of Dutchreporters and photographers assigned to cover "the immigrant who madegood in America" were arriving fairly regularly on the Long Island RailRoad. De Kooning, unfailingly polite despite the intrusion upon his time,
typically greeted them at the East Hampton station, took them to lunch,and gave them a tour of his studio. But he did not enjoy the attention. "Idon't understand why they're making such a fuss about things," he com-plained. "I just want to paint and sell my paintings. I don't want to changethe world."
Not long before the show, Michael Wright resigned as de Kooning'sassistant, exhausted by the life around him. "It got so confused that Ididn't know how many hours I'd worked—what to charge him," saidWright. "It was a 24-hour thing. I used to have to help him take a shower,clean him up, dress him. All that made me feel that I didn't want to bepart of him, although I liked him." Wright hated dealing with the ever-increasing stream of people who wanted to see de Kooning or get some-thing from him. He regularly watched as visitors took drawings from thefloor or coaxed them from de Kooning when he was drunk; now there wasthe added attention from the retrospective. "People would come up to youand ask for an appointment to see Bill," said Wright. "You were in themiddle of everything. After a while you realized that you were working forthis . . . national treasure. It turned me off." In the end, Wright treated adifficult situation much as de Kooning might have. He simply left with-out a word, telling Joan but not de Kooning that he was quitting. "Then Ididn't see him for three months. I didn't want anything to do with him."When Wright finally did return for a visit, de Kooning was sympathetic."He said, 'You know, I kind of understand why you wanted to quit. You'rea good painter; you've got to have your own life.' And he was helpful to mein the art world."
At midsummer 1968, de Kooning was drinking steadily, and heavily.It became clear that his trip to Holland in September was in jeopardy.Because he feared flying, he had originally planned to go by ship and meetFourcade in Amsterdam. But his alcoholism made taking a trip aloneimpossible. Knowing that he should not cancel, de Kooning fell back uponJoan for support. He had not invited her at first—a hurtful slight—but hedid so now. And why not take Lisa as well, suggested de Kooning, and herfriend next door, the daughter of Lila Moss, as a playmate? De Kooningalso asked his old Dutch friend Leo Cohan to return with him. Althoughthe two had moved in different directions since Leo engineered their tripto America together, de Kooning remained devoted to Cohan, who hadsettled in New Jersey and owned a vast jumble shop filled with old furni-ture, knickknacks, and gewgaws. Occasionally, Cohan would visit deKooning. "He was very dear and my father was always very happy to seehim," said Lisa. "He was very jolly. And he always brought these beautifulhand-carved clocks and antique scales that we still have."
Cohan agreed to accompany de Kooning. At one point, when de Koo-ning became so anxious that he threatened to cancel the trip, Cohan coun-tered with a brilliant piece of wile. If you do not return, he told deKooning, "The whole world will think you're eccentric." The prospect ofbeing presented as an eccentric artist, one of the oldest cliches of mod-ernism, so appalled de Kooning that he immediately took a brighter viewof the trip. When the Stedelijk balked at the addition of Cohan to theparty, de Kooning took offense. "There was some question from themuseum that, well, he couldn't bring friends," said Lisa. "So he said,'Well, then, I'm not going, either.' " Given an ultimatum by a heavy-drinking artist who hated traveling, the museum capitulated and agreed toreimburse him for the combined fare of almost $4,000 for the entire party.
The year before the retrospective, as de Kooning's dread built, hewrote a confession to Marie. He told her he could still find no love in him-self for either of his parents. There had been no softening, over thedecades, in his heart. About his mother, he said, "I am paranoid about her.With my self-centeredness and my unforgiving heart—I never forgaveher." The letter suggests how close, in de Kooning, the child remained tothe man.
Of course,—to think such things,—I admit—it isn't very grown-up.
I can't help it.
I stayed in this world of childish wonder
I think that a lot of creative people never grow up.
I am certain that a real man wouldn't paint any pictures!
Or wonder about the universe
Or believe in dreams.
Or think that trees sometimes look at him.
The first sighting of Holland was anticipated as impatiently as, onceupon a time, de Kooning awaited his first glimpse of America. At three-thirty a.m. on September 15 he awoke in his stateroom aboard the linerthe Rotterdam and looked out the porthole. "It was still very early in themorning and pitch dark," he said. There were no lights in sight, only theendless, black expanse of the sea. He knew, however, that land wasapproaching, that the Rotterdam would soon be passing the Hook of Hoi-
land, the little promontory of land that juts out from the Netherlands intothe sea, and he was too excited to sleep. He dressed and went up to thedeck to await his first look at Holland in forty-two years. When it came,the sight brought an unexpected rush of feeling. "I was on deck when wewere at the Nieuwe Waterweg [the great seaway leading from the ocean tothe port of Rotterdam] and I marveled at all the lights on the shore," helater said. "I knew that Rotterdam had changed, that it is the world'sbusiest seaport today, but still I did not realize how and how much. I sawlights, lots of factories and I felt proud suddenly, very proud," he said."After half an hour, daylight came, and I looked again. All the industry, allso clean, neat." He confessed, "I felt Dutch again."
In 1926, de Kooning had shipped out from the same port of Rotterdam,a stowaway hidden deep in the engine room of a freighter. Now he wasreturning a rich man, to a hero's welcome, the honored guest of the mostinfluential museum of modern art in the flourishing country of his birth.Still, the artist who had worked so hard to reinvent himself as an Ameri-can was not about to become Dutch again. Packed in his luggage de Koo-ning carried the Medal of Freedom awarded to him at the White House. Itwas a strange, childlike, and almost superstitious decision on the part of asophisticated man to bring the medal with him, as if he must have a talis-man to ensure that he would keep his American identity. The voyage wasnot easy. De Kooning was almost as fearful of boats as he was of planes.And he weathered the trip by drinking himself into a daze.
By the time the ship docked, however, he had pulled himself together.When he walked off the Rotterdam, followed by Joan and Lisa and hisentourage, he was white and drawn but sober. Waiting for them was thephotographer Claude Picasso, Pablo's son, assigned by the European edi-tion of Life to cover de Kooning's visit. Also waiting was Leendert deKooning, his half brother from his father's second marriage, as well asLeendert's wife and daughter. De Kooning had maintained little contactwith his father's family since leaving for America. After the war, he hadwritten at least two letters to their father, but when the elder Leendertdied, communication had almost ceased. And so it might have remainedhad not Leo Cohan taken it upon himself to put the two sides of the fam-ily back in touch. The year before the show, he visited Leendert at the bot-tling plant in Rotterdam Noord that the younger Leendert inherited fromhis father. Cohan told him about the show and asked him if he wanted tosee Bill when he returned to Holland. Surprisingly, given Leendert'sextremely reserved nature, he had said yes. Cohan then told de Kooning ofthe meeting with his half brother, making it sound more serendipitous
than it had been. DeKooning was genuinelydelighted. It was emo-tionally easier for him tomeet Leendert than to seehis mother or Marie. Hewrote his half-brother,"Today Leo Cohan cameto visit me here in EastHampton. I was so verysurprised to hear that youand he walked into oneanother, and it was thenicest event for me in along time. Your daughterand mine look so muchalike, they could be sis-ters/' He signed it, "Love,your brother Willem."
Now, here was Leen-dert and his family, alongwith a limousine sent bythe museum to collect deKooning and drive himthe hour or so from Rot-terdam   to   Amsterdam.
After greeting his relatives, de Kooning proposed a different scheme to thedriver. He was touched that the Stedelijk would send a limousine for him,and he knew that there would be various officials and representatives ofthe museum awaiting him in Amsterdam, but he did not want to bewhisked so hastily from Rotterdam. "I asked the driver of the car whichwas waiting for us to drive us around a bit." De Kooning's reaction wasone of favorable surprise, just as it had been while he was still aboard ship."I was astonished at the order and neatness," said de Kooning later. "I didnot see much of the old Rotterdam I had left, but I was impressed." Theydrove along the Coolsingel, the old boulevard where the academy hadonce stood and where de Kooning had spent so much of his boyhood. Withthe exception of the town hall and the post office, however, both deliber-ately spared by the Germans during their saturation bombing of Rotter-dam in 1940, little remained of the city center de Kooning knew.
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        With old friend Leo Cohan in Amsterdam in 1968,at the opening of de Kooning's retrospective. Cohansmuggled de Kooning onto the freighter in 1926 thattook him to America.
"I was sorry to see a small park I used to know had gone [the park atthe end of the Coolsingel where de Kooning passed the time with the Ran-dom's and other friends who lived on the margins of Rotterdam society]/'said de Kooning. "But almost immediately I saw the town hall and thepost office. I had seen them when they were brand new. They were not outof place now, and I admired them." De Kooning also liked the new andmodern version of the Coolsingel, with its string of stark modern build-ings. It was, said de Kooning, "an impressive boulevard now. I used toknow it when it still was a canal." The subsequent drive to Amsterdam,shared with his Dutch family, was probably awkward given his halfbrother's reserve and the decades apart. Still, there was catching up to doand exclamations to be made about the striking similarity between Lisaand her first cousin. ("She looked just like me," said Lisa. "It was verystrange.") Although de Kooning's arrival in Rotterdam went largely unno-ticed, according to the New York Times, "by the time he reached the Ams-tel Hotel here [on one of the main canals of Amsterdam] he had to bewedged through a dense throng of reporters, art devotees and critics whocrowded the lobby to get a first glimpse of the painter." The receptionastonished both de Kooning and de Wilde. A country that treated artistspoorly greeted its prodigal son as if he were a movie star. "When a biogra-phical film of Mr. de Kooning was shown on television last night,"reported the New York Times, "the staff of the hotel watched with suchawe that one Dutchman remarked, 'It's almost like the coronation.' "
Interviewed at the time of de Kooning's opening, de Wilde chose tostress how American de Kooning's art was—intending, perhaps, an elegantcomment on the nationalistic fervor. Tom Hess, who spoke at the open-ing, also emphasized de Kooning's American qualities. What mattered tothe Dutch, however, was de Kooning's Dutchness. They loved having aninternational star to claim for their own. His show opened on September18 to overflow crowds and enthusiastic reviews. A country that stillaccepted abstract art only gingerly now seemed intent on embracing thenew. "I have never seen this in my life," marveled de Wilde, as the crowdbuilt and built until prospective viewers crowded the street outside themuseum. "Look at those people," he continued. "The name de Kooninghas only been known in Holland for a few weeks." De Kooning wasbuoyed by the tremendous turnout. It was a welcome antidote to his senseof being left behind in America. Even in Holland, however, he could notforget the marked change of sensibility in New York. As he told onereporter, explaining somewhat cryptically why he had moved to theSprings, in the city "you're compelled to swing along with everything.You have to be careful what you say. Otherwise you can be easily out of
the loop. There's a progressive acceleration going in which you can onlykeep up if you communicate with a secret language." When asked whowere the reigning artists in America, the possessors of the secret language,he answered, "Oldenberg, Newman, Rauschenberg and, nuttiest of all,Warhol."
Although flattered by the attention, de Kooning also hated crowds andthe spotlight. Fourcade, in turn, worried that the strain would lead to anembarrassing drunk. A picture of de Kooning and Fourcade, taken themorning of the opening, showed a surprisingly relaxed-looking de Koo-ning dressed casually in slacks, checked shirt, and blazer. He was smilingbroadly, like an American tourist out for a leisurely stroll. Fourcade wasformally dressed in dark suit and tie, and his face registered nothing butworry and concern, as if he might have to thrust himself between theinquiring camera and his fragile artist. As the opening ceremoniesapproached, de Kooning's composure began to crack. By evening, as hisparty entered the museum through the crowded lobby, he appeared dazed.When the U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands, William Tyler, opened theshow with an elaborate tribute in Dutch, de Kooning seemed to freezewith fear. He had expected the address to be in English, and his ownDutch, which he had hardly spoken in years, deserted him. He was unableto say anything in return and appeared, according to press accounts, flus-tered or "unmoved." Worse, the ceremony opening the retrospectivebecame interminable, for it also included an award to de Kooning of thefirst international Talens Prize, which brought with it a $2,750 stipendand a lengthy citation. By the end, faced with the prospect of small talkand handshaking, de Kooning looked desperate to leave. According to onereviewer, Charlotte Willard, "He ran through the galleries without aglance at his pictures, and would have run right out onto the street if brickwalls hadn't stopped him."
Deliverance came, appropriately enough, from the sister who hadtaken care of him in his youth. Suddenly spotting Marie in the crowd, deKooning startled into focus. He seemed to forget that forty-two years hadelapsed since their last meeting, or that he had failed to set up an engage-ment with her before his arrival. He excused himself from the eyes aroundhim and made his way to her side. The next thing anyone knew, the guestof honor had left the opening with Marie and one of Koos Lassooy's daugh-ters, having not braved the crowds long enough to see the show. Brotherand sister retired to a coffee bar at the Amstel Hotel: Wim and Marieseemed to have no difficulty reconnecting. Whatever pain Marie had expe-rienced at their separation, she was a woman who let bygones be bygones.She was emotional, but also understanding. "Marie had kind of a husky
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        With his mother in 1968 in Rotterdam, shortlybefore her death
voice and was very hearty,"said Joan Ward. "If shelived [in the United States]you would probably haveseen her in a cocktaillounge having a nice old-fashioned. She was verydecisive. A version of hermother in her way. Bothwere very decisive, andvery friendly."
Arranging a meetingwith his mother was a dif-ferent matter altogether.The intervening time sinceher visit in 1954 haddone nothing to ease thememory of the feuds andscreaming matches that summer. Still, de Kooning continued to be a duti-ful son. For years, he had helped to support her and now was helping topay for her upkeep in the PNIEL nursing home. It was one thing to supporthis mother, however, and another to show her respect or affection. Pre-sumably he felt that if, at the age of sixty-four, he did not want to visit her,then he did not have to do so. However, the day after the opening, Marieand Koos came for de Kooning at the Amstel Hotel and drove him, Joan,and Lisa to Rotterdam, all the while telling him that he must visit theirmother. As Koos said later, "He didn't want to go, but we persuaded him,and I think he was surprised by her fragility. And relieved. You see, shewas a masterful woman who dominated the whole family."
De Kooning found his mother, still so powerful in his imagination, asfragile as "a trembling little old bird." With a kind of head-shaking won-der, he said afterward, "That's the person I feared most in the wholeworld." The same day, he, Marie, and Koos visited their father's beer-bottling factory in Rotterdam Noord, where de Kooning again saw theyounger Leendert and perhaps laid the ghost of his father to rest. For therest of the nine-day visit, de Kooning stayed in Amsterdam. Two daysafter the opening, he and Antonie Breedveld, Marie's son, returned to theStedelijk to see the retrospective. But the crowds were still so thick thathe left again without seeing his paintings, instead visiting the museum'sgreat collection of van Goghs, which were housed nearby. He also went tothe Rijksmuseum and marveled at the Rembrandts. After a few days, he
began to delight in simply being a tourist. "I feel happy to be in Amster-dam," he said. "The downtown area managed to keep some of the oldatmosphere." On one day, de Kooning was taken to nearby Haarlem, thehome of Franz Hals and an old town that retained, to an astonishingdegree, its seventeenth-century appearance. There, de Kooning, Fourcade,and their party had lunch at an imposing "castle-like" building, as deKooning described it. The ornate interior reminded him of the art nou-veau style in which the Giddings had specialized some half century ear-lier. "It was like old times," said de Kooning, "seeing its decoration in thestyle of the Gidding brothers."
Eager to locate landmarks from his past, de Kooning searched for thestreet in Amsterdam where he had once lived with Marie. "There was asmall bridge over a canal," he said, "but I could not find it any more. I feltso lost. It was near the Westertoren [West Tower], but I did not rememberthe number." Any twinges of nostalgia were more than offset, however,by de Kooning's impressions of the vibrant present. Again and again, heremarked on the prosperity that he found, no doubt contrasting it, in hismind, with the bitter poverty of his youth. "All those highways all overHolland," he said. "Like America, but cleaner and so neat." And the peo-ple themselves matched their new environment, he thought. "They wearbetter shoes," he said of the Dutch. He told one reporter, "I really wasafraid to come. I thought it would be like coming back to an old familyhotel where you had lived for years, sharing meals with the same people,listening to the same boring stories over and over again. I was quite wrong.Slowly everything is coming back, but not as an old story. There is a newvitality in everything that makes me feel really at home."
By the end of his visit, de Kooning had become so comfortable that heeven lapsed, now and then, into Dutch. For years, he had resisted speakinghis native language, using it only when his mother returned for a visit—and then grudgingly—or when Dutch visitors such as his cousin HenkHofman's wife came to see him. Now he began to speak it again, if in a"slow, difficult" way, as one reporter described it. "How do you like myDutch?" de Kooning asked one writer, obviously delighted with hisprogress. He was equally pleased when two old friends accosted him in theHolbein cafe-terrace of the Amstel Hotel. Pieter van der Ouderalder, a car-toonist for a Rotterdam newspaper, and Jan Smit, a contractor, had bothknown de Kooning as a boy. Van der Ouderalder had been at the academy,while Smit had been a neighbor. De Kooning insisted that they join himfor coffee and a good reminisce about the past.
After his nine days in Holland, de Kooning planned to travel to Spainwith Joan and Lisa. He wanted to see the Goya and Velazquez paintings in
the Prado. As the time drew nearer, however, he changed his mind; thetime spent away from his easel was beginning to make him restive. "Ican't leave my painting for too long/' he said. "I feel a need to get back toit." The next show at Knoedler also weighed on his mind. "When the NewYork show opens in the spring [after traveling to London, the retrospectivewas slated to go to the Museum of Modern Art] I'll have a concurrentshow at Knoedler of my latest works," said de Kooning. "I'll have to getthem finished." And so, when the day came to leave Holland, de Kooning,Joan, and Lisa—loaded down with "tons of bags," as Ward recalled—boarded a plane bound for New York. There to say good-bye were Leendertand his family, who picked up the party at the Amstel Hotel and drovethem to Schiepol Airport. Throughout de Kooning's visit, Leendert hadbeen attentive, while keeping a dignified distance. In addition to the ini-tial meeting between the two families, they had had one dinner and now,at the end, a farewell. It was just the right approach for de Kooning—low-key and unassuming—given his dislike of the "stickiness of family."When they parted at the gate, recalled Leendert, Bill turned and kissedhim. Leendert was surprised and touched. It made a lasting impression onhim, he said, because it was not "the Dutch way."
De Kooning was hardly back in the Springs when word arrived of hismother's death. It was easy to suppose that Cornelia, who died on October8, had willed herself to stay alive in order to say good-bye to her son. DeKooning showed no emotion at the news. Initially, he did not even tellJoan about his mother's death. She heard about it from Hess. "I said, 'Bill,did your mother die?" 'Yeah.' 'When?' 'About two weeks ago.' I openedmy mouth to say, 'Why didn't you tell me?' and then I closed it."
That autumn, failing to find renewed direction in the studio, de Kooningagreed to attend the opening of his retrospective at the Tate Gallery inLondon on December 8. The week before he was to leave, he and Joanwent to Thanksgiving dinner at the home of Cile Lord Downs. (At thetime, Downs was married to Sheridan Lord, a painter later admired for hisLong Island landscapes.) The couple had made large Thanksgiving get-togethers a tradition for several years. "We would set up an enormouslylong banquet table made out of everybody's card tables," she said. By thetime the dinner began to wind down, said Downs, the guests were drink-ing heavily. On the drive home, Joan and de Kooning had an accident.Soon afterward, de Kooning wrote Hirshhorn: "We could have been killed.Twas a miracle. We're going very slow, very slow. That saved us. Rightinto a telephone pole." De Kooning's forehead smashed into the wind-
shield, shattering the glass, and Ward broke three teeth and injured herright hand. "It's a very funny thing/7 de Kooning continued. "This oneawfull [sic] lousy moment—that fat—black creosoted pole . . . andthen . . . like Jacky Gleason says— . . . away we go!"
De Kooning canceled the trip to London. It was just as well, for thereaction to his work was reserved. The English critics expressed particulardoubts about de Kooning's paintings of the sixties. Writing in the Times,Edward Lucie-Smith described them as having been painted, seemingly, inlipstick. "In these, the artist 'thinks pink' till finally we are no longerlooking at countryside but candyfloss. The nudes, meanwhile, edge closerand closer to the banal hues of a Vogue colour-spread, but the colours areemployed, alas, without a trace of irony." The call for irony was charac-teristic of a certain element of cultivated English taste, which blanchedbefore de Kooning—partly for class reasons. Irony, often a weapon of class,was not a quality that he emphasized, preferring gusto and a "recklessabandon" that was foreign to a country like England. (England wouldnever have produced a Rubens.) Critics also did not respect the constantchange in his work. Lucie-Smith wrote, "De Kooning seems to have runthrough as many periods as Picasso, and the indications are that thesechanges are the product, not of originality but of uncertainty."
De Kooning and Ward spent December recuperating from the carcrash. Christmas was not very cheerful. "He never really thought aboutthose things," said Lisa of her father's lack of Christmas spirit. "He talkedabout Christmas when he was a child. The name was different and SantaClaus had brown boots and wore a leather outfit." (However, de Kooningdid make Lisa a small Santa Claus painting that the family would take outevery Christmas.) In January, Hirshhorn asked de Kooning to join him atthe groundbreaking ceremonies for the Hirshhorn Museum and SculptureGarden in Washington. De Kooning did not feel up to the trip. In a letter toHirshhorn full of his idiosyncratic English, he explained, "I am writingyou all this because I really wanted to come to Washington . . . but I yustcould'nt." The reason, he said, was that he was "to worried to lose therythm of working." He added that he had been at work "for weeks andweeks on end on a large picture . . . and have to keep the paint wet... sothat I can change it over and over,—I mean, do the same thing over . . . andover, and that it will look fluid than . . . and fresh.—as if it was really asmall picture."
De Kooning was not just making excuses: he was still worried aboutcreating enough work for the next show at Knoedler, which was timed tocoincide with the opening of his retrospective in March at the Museum ofModern Art. The trip to Holland had interrupted his concentration, mak-
ing 1968 almost a lost year. His last major painting had been the masterlyFigures in Landscape of 1967, in which he had melded figure and groundseamlessly. Although he had subsequently completed a series of "womenin landscape" paintings, he had put most of his energy into hundreds ofdrawings, both because he was in a searching mood and because he wasable to draw in between interruptions. Given the response to his firstKnoedler show, de Kooning anticipated more hostility, but, unexpectedly,his work was now beginning to sell somewhat better. Fourcade respondedto the failure of the 1967 show by raising prices and constantly pressed deKooning's case with collectors and museums. Fourcade was correct in hisassessment that sentiment would eventually turn de Kooning into arevered survivor and founding father. By 1969, a de Kooning oil might sellfor as much as $75,000—then a huge sum.
As the retrospective at MoMA approached, the first glimmerings ofthis new form of social adulation began to appear. De Kooning might be apainter in decline, but he was still de Kooning, the very one who hadpalled around with Jackson Pollock. The artist's relative seclusion onLong Island only increased the air of mystery surrounding this fascinatingdinosaur. By February, critics and journalists were requesting visits to thestudio. It seemed that every magazine that had not covered de Kooning'striumphant return to Holland now wanted to profile "the Dutch-born U.S.master," as Look hailed him in a feature that interspersed reproductions ofhis paintings with photographs, including a huge photo of the studio. DanBudnik, a longtime photographer of the artist, portrayed de Kooning walk-ing alone on the beach bathed in the golden light of late afternoon, hislongish hair swept back by the wind. It was a story that the public nevertired of reading: the romantic genius, storm-tossed by doubts, but stillhandsome and prolific as he weathered into a wise old age.
Even larger than the version at the Stedelijk and the Tate, the MoMAretrospective contained 147 paintings, drawings, pastels, and collages, pre-sented in eleven rooms of the museum. As usual with a high-visibilityexhibit, the museum organized a gala dinner and viewing for the openingnight. The show at Knoedler covered only a brief period, works completedbetween January 1968 and March 1969. Not surprisingly, de Kooningbegan looking for reasons not to attend the New York openings. Accordingto Ward, he rarely worried before a show; but this was an exception. Notlong before the opening in early March, he told Irving Markowitz that heintended not to go. Markowitz told him that he must. If I go, de Kooningcountered, then you must also. "I didn't want to go," Markowitz said. "Ihad left behind black tie and all of that jazz." But he acquiesced. On the
afternoon of March 3, the two men left for the city. The opening-nightgala seemed to be a great success. The several hundred invited guestsranged from Lee Eastman and his wife, Monique, to a sprinkling of Rock-efellers and art world lions like Larry Rivers, who was ostentatiouslydressed for the black-tie event in a bomber jacket and T-shirt. Joan andLisa stayed near de Kooning, Joan in a stylish Geoffrey Beene dress andLisa, now thirteen years old, in brown velvet and pumps. Markowitz stoodguard should de Kooning begin to drink too much. De Kooning saw to itthat old friends like Mary Abbott were invited and given seats of promi-nence. "I got dressed up and had my hair done and thought, Til get to thedoor and they'll say, "Mary Abbott? Who's that?" ' " said Abbott. "But itturned out that I was sitting on his left on the dais."
In the end, the critical reaction was more dutiful than passionate. By1968, the issues raised by de Kooning's art seemed well rehearsed to theart world. Those who despised the cuties of the sixties had alreadyexpressed their views on the occasion of the 1967 show at Knoedler. Sinceeven de Kooning's fiercest critics admired his earlier work, their treat-ment of his retrospective had a regretful "on the one hand and on theother" tone. Some acknowledged that de Kooning was forced to pay forthe sins of his followers and that the fashion for pop now made it difficultto judge his work. When Warhol's soup cans were being celebrated, inshort, de Kooning's old-master stylishness was bound to disappoint. Oneintelligent, if withering, review came in ArtForum from Walter DarbyBannard, who compared de Kooning's all-over style unfavorably to Pol-lock's. It was Bannard's view that de Kooning had long worked against hisown best talents as a draftsman. Calculating that a sort of expressionisticcubism would prevail, Bannard argued, de Kooning had blown up hisdraftsmanship and used color in order to be an all-over painter like Pol-lock. But it had never worked, concluded Bannard, after the "very fine"black-and-white paintings of the late forties, which he thought de Koo-ning might not have considered ambitious enough. With the large Excava-tion, de Kooning was already out of his depth, Bannard believed, and thesubsequent return to the figure had been a "symbol of defeat" and "des-perate retrenchment." In ArtNews, Andrew Forge raised similar issues—but cast them in a strongly positive light. He agreed that de Kooning'sexpressionist side seemed over the top at times and that the tensionbetween figure and ground was never fully resolved. But like Hess andRosenberg, he viewed such contradictions as part of de Kooning's power:"his pictures, restless and contradictory as they are on so many levels, arealways calmly and definitively there." Something in the painting with-
stood the mayhem of the surface. Forge also praised what he regarded as deKooning's rare place in contemporary art, as one of the last to confrontexperience directly.
ArtNews, where Hess was still editor, also praised the Knoedler show.John Perreault hailed the "joyously squashed, smashed, flung up againstthe wall" women and stressed de Kooning's humor and energy. "There issomething youthful about de Kooning's new work. If he were 25 instead of65, unknown instead of celebrated, he could easily be heralded as a newboy wonder, moving in some personal way beyond the anti-form obses-sion of other young artists. How interesting to see real paint on canvasagain!" Perreault also attacked the attackers, an implicit recognition of deKooning's emblematic position in the culture wars. "His new works areshocking because they are of high quality, but do not cater to current fash-ions and cliches." De Kooning's debt to cubism, moreover, looked "moreand more like an art-criticism fiction, a dodge or an irrelevancy." He evensuggested that the "paintings are just as interesting for what they dare asfor what they actually accomplish," adding, "Formal criticism cannotapproach his works because his paintings are closer to life than to art."
With the distractions of exhibiting over, de Kooning began to increasethe pressure upon himself in the studio, searching, as always, for some-thing fresh. He continued experimenting with an off-center axis for thefigure. And he began to change his palette. In the past, the conclusion of aperiod in his art was often foreshadowed by a change of palette. In the pre-vious two decades, he moved from the black-and-whites to primary colorsand then to what he dubbed "circus colors"; in the early sixties he adoptedthe pale peaches and pinks and turquoises of his "Howard Johnson" phase,named after the blurry pastel swirls in which one flavor of ice cream meltsinto another. Now, as if deliberately flouting those who dismissed his six-ties women as vulgar and his colors as candyfloss, de Kooning deliberatelykeyed up his palette to the shrieking point. In Montauk I, the start of asmall series that showed little evidence of the figure, he used some bril-liant reds and yellows. The most dramatic effect, however, came from thepale turquoises and darker greens that permeated the canvas, making itseem watery. Although de Kooning's work of the mid-fifties was some-times highly keyed, it also contained lines drawn in dark charcoal orpainted in black enamel, which anchored the image and brought order tothe color. Now, the anchoring lines were gone: all that was left was great,flowing strokes of paint.
Montauk I and the subsequent paintings did not move quickly off theeasel, a sign, perhaps, that de Kooning had not found a new approach thatsatisfied him. He continued to draw, often with his eyes closed, shutting
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        In his Springs studio, 1968
out the world in order to feel his way to something fresh. Restless asalways, he considered moving into the studio, away from the crampedhouse on Accabonac. But he was not sure whether or not he should leaveLisa. Sometimes, he thought of moving the whole family into the studio."I always say, maybe one day we'll all move in here and I'll get rid of thelittle house," he told John Gruen. That spring, he and Joan decided toenlarge the Accabonac cottage. Originally a summer place, it seemedsmaller than ever with Lisa a teenager. They planned to add a large living-room wing to the front of the house, adjacent to the small existing one,and extend the kitchen. Next to the garage that de Kooning used as a stu-dio in 1963, they intended to construct a swimming pool. "Bill lovedbuilding," said Joan. "He stood over me at the drawing board and said,This is going to be fun, Joanie.' " They "argued for two weeks aboutwhere the swimming pool was going to go. He wanted it straight; I wantedit at an angle." (De Kooning also preferred to leave the fill around the pool,
creating a bank that reminded him of Holland.) In the end, Ward did mostof the planning and design. However, de Kooning added an interestinggrace note. At one end of the new living room, which had a cathedral ceil-ing, he placed a small cupboard where the ceiling came to a V. "If you lookway up there, there's this door that leads to nowhere," said Lisa. The cup-board could not be reached and had no purpose but looked enigmatic andsomehow right—enlivening, mysteriously, the big room.
Of course, pools and living rooms were only an incidental interest. DeKooning, always his own toughest critic, recognized that he still hadn'tcreated a major style in the Springs. The images of splayed women werelively, intense works of art, but lacked the largeness of sensibility—orsoul—found in his earlier art. Like much of his work in the sixties, theyalso seemed diminished by a kind of gnawing, sexual irritability. Just howgray de Kooning's life could be was memorably captured by John Gruen,who interviewed the artist during this period. Before driving to theAccabonac house, Gruen telephoned ahead, rousing de Kooning only aftera long while. Joan and Lisa were not there. "Bring me a small shot ofwhiskey," de Kooning told him. When Gruen appeared, he found de Koo-ning looking like a wreck in a house that was empty except for the blaringsounds of a large television. "You know, it gets pretty lonely out here," deKooning told him, eyeing the liquor bottle. "That's why I keep the televi-sion running. What I do, see, is, I turn the TV on, then I go upstairs and liedown, and then it sounds as though there were people downstairs." Thestaid middle-class furnishings, Gruen felt, added to the air of gloom.
In contrast, the echoing emptiness of the silent studio to which deKooning then took Gruen struck the writer as full of promise. Everythingin the huge kitchen gleamed. The bedrooms upstairs, two years after thecarpenters and painters had finished their work, appeared stark, empty,and fresh. Inside the closets were heavy wooden clothes hangers. "Ialways promised myself that one day I would own the most expensiveclothes hangers available," he told Gruen. "I never wanted to see a wirehanger again in my life." Each one had cost him $12.50, he announcedproudly. The effect, Gruen thought, was that of a "dream house, never tobe inhabited."
34. Mud in Your Eye
The figure is nothing unless you can twist it around like a strange miracle.
What would you think, asked Priscilla Morgan, a publicity agentand a casual but old friend of de Kooning's, of coming to Italythis summer? Morgan was promoting Gian Carlo Menotti's Fes-tival of Two Worlds in Spoleto, an Umbrian town about an hour fromRome, where a small show of de Kooning's work was planned. De Kooningwas tempted by the offer: trips were becoming a way for him to escapefrom the pressures, both domestic and artistic, of life in the Springs. Whena reporter in Amsterdam asked him if he would ever return to Holland, hesaid no, but that he did think of going to Italy: "I feel an affinity there." Healso understood that Morgan, whom he had known since the 1950s, wouldtake good care of him. Attracted to celebrities and fame, she had some-times helped him dry out in the old days in New York and he was fasci-nated by the theater world she inhabited and admired her command ofdetails and scheduling. She respected him enormously and hoped, sheadmitted, that de Kooning would one day become romantically interestedin her.
Italy's foremost contemporary composer, Menotti had established hisfestival in 1958. It encompassed not only opera, Menotti's particular pas-sion, but all forms of music. It also included an annual show of art. The artexhibition, Morgan told de Kooning, would run from June 28 through July13. De Kooning could attend the festival as a sort of informal artist-in-residence during that period; he would be honored along with the poetEzra Pound. Once de Kooning agreed—"I have a little vacation coming tome," he wrote the Hirshhorns—he made a surprising decision: he invitedSusan Brockman to accompany him rather than Joan and Lisa. Since theend of their affair, de Kooning and Brockman had remained good but dis-tant friends. He sometimes visited her when he came to New York for oneof his frequent dental appointments. Susan, after some initial surprise andhesitation, agreed to join him. Not surprisingly, Ward was furious. DeKooning's decision also hurt Lisa's feelings. Both she and her mother hadhoped there would be more family trips like the one to Holland. Late thatJune, de Kooning arrived at Morgan's duplex on Sixty-fourth Street carry-ing several wallets, each stuffed with a wad of hundred-dollar bills. Sev-
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eral days later, he flew with her to Rome, where Brockman intended tomeet him later.
The Rome to which de Kooning returned had changed little since heand Ruth partied away the waning months of 1959. But de Kooning him-self certainly had a different perspective. Perhaps, by going to Italy withSusan, he could reawaken a sensation of youth and promise. De Kooningand Brockman had never formally concluded their relationship, and henever tired of her. Perhaps they could still make a life together. Once inRome, de Kooning immediately made it clear to Morgan that he was notin a mood to socialize. He had brought sketch pads with him, and wantedto work. Morgan booked him a suite at the Albergo Nazionale in Rome,her favorite hotel and just a short walk from the Piazza Navona. She alsogot him a room in Spoleto at Menotti's house, a Renaissance palace. DeKooning could spend the week in Rome and weekends in Spoleto.
After he arrived, de Kooning began brooding about the lack of studiospace in Rome. And in Spoleto, where he was expected on weekends, hefound the demands upon his time burdensome. Then, one afternoon, hewas touched by serendipity. He was sitting with Priscilla Morgan at asmall cafe off the Piazza di Santa Maria in Trastevere, across the Tiberfrom downtown Rome. A working-class neighborhood of artisans andcraftsmen, where a slangy subculture flourished, Trastevere was a part ofRome where de Kooning felt particularly at home. Around four-thirtyeach afternoon, when the furniture-making and cabinetry shops in theneighborhood closed, the central square would rapidly fill with workershaving an apehtivo and also with members of the Italian film community,who had moved into some factory spaces in Trastevere. De Kooning wassitting behind some waist-high flower boxes filled with green hedge when,suddenly, a man poked his head over the hedge and exclaimed, "My God,it's Bill de Kooning."
It was the sculptor Herzl Emanuel, who had lived in Rome since 1962."I was driving through in my minibus," said Emanuel. "And there he was.I hadn't seen Bill since the middle fifties. I pulled the car over and said,'Bill.' And he said, 'Ah, Herzl. I knew you were in Europe.' " Although deKooning and Emanuel had drifted apart, their acquaintance was a longone, dating back to the Depression and the WPA era—a fact that alwaysmattered to de Kooning. In the thirties and forties, Emanuel was activelyinvolved in the Communist Party. In the early fifties, when de Kooningproposed Emanuel for membership in the Club, the sculptor was uncom-fortable with the group's revisionist political bent. "I didn't like the waythey were going," he said. "They were shedding any vestiges of left-wingorientation. McCarthyism was going, and everybody tried to clean their
skirts." As a result of the red scare in the fifties, Emanuel was dismissedfrom his high school teaching job in New York and eventually moved toRome, where, through a lucky break, he took over a large former factoryspace in Trastevere that included a crude foundry. "I wasn't interested inthe foundry, but I was in the space, which was like a big New York loft,"said Emanuel. By the late sixties, he was a well-established sculptor inRome with a family—and a foundry. "We had a very warm greeting," saidEmanuel of his meeting with de Kooning, "and then they piled into mybus and we went to my foundry." It was located on the Via dei Riari, asmall street not far from Trastevere's main square. The buildings liningthe street generally dated back two centuries. In the foundry's wall was aheavy old door, behind which a walkway led to a long and low secondbuilding set back from the street. Up the hill from this building wereRome's botanical gardens. The architectural effect was startling, as if onewere wandering from modern Rome into another century. According toEmanuel,
When Bill came in, he fell in love with it. The walls, the floor, the pit.He said, "My God, it looks like the days of the Renaissance. The Etr-uscans." Then he saw my pieces. I had stuff being prepared for casting.He said, "Where's your studio?" I said, "You want a studio here? I havea lovely little studio." It had a big skylight, and it looked out on a littlegarden. There were a lot of cats in it, but it had charm. He was so car-ried away by the ambience.
Emanuel soon established de Kooning in the studio. Inspired by hisstrange and ancient-seeming surroundings, de Kooning became excited bythe possibility of doing some sculpture. "Bill said, 'Do you suppose I canget my hands on some clay?' " said Emanuel. "He was hanging aroundSpoleto with not much to do"—creating a series of blind drawings, one ofthe few things he could do with no space of his own—"and he saw theopportunity to make his stay far more productive. And have a brand-newexperience."
For the next week or so in Rome, de Kooning settled into a studio rou-tine. By then, Susan Brockman had joined him. Each morning, he andSusan would meet Emanuel, and they would walk to the Via dei Riari,where de Kooning would work until late afternoon. "He'd be asking melittle questions," said Emanuel. "He was doing very nice, impassioned lit-tle figures. They looked like a group of figures on a beach. I left him alone,but I did comment on his work. I thought he was having a marveloustime. To me the figures were in the spirit of his blind drawings." De Koo-

        
        [image: Picture #85]
        

        Untitled #2, 1969, bronze, 6 V " x io3/ " x 3"
ning became so involvedwith his new project, in fact,that Susan asked Emanuelnot to tell anyone of his pres-ence, for fear of interrup-tions. "I agreed to keep it anabsolute secret," said Eman-uel. "Some Americans saidto me, 'Isn't that Bill?' And Isaid, 'No, no, no.' "
From this short burst ofwork came thirteen smallsculptures. While makingthem de Kooning imagined,as Emanuel said, a beachtableau. The smallest figurewas seven inches high but only three and three-quarters inches across; thelargest was a little over fifteen inches high. Each was stretched and pulledand pummeled, much as the figures were in his recent paintings. The firsttwo leaned back with their legs splayed out awkwardly in the squat, pin-ioned pose of the figures in his Women on a Sign series. Others appearedto be something between figures and inanimate objects. Untitled No. 5, afigure thirteen and three-quarters inches high, stood more or less conven-tionally upright. Like de Kooning's drawings of the time, the sculptureswere done with his eyes closed and, while not abstract, evoked the feelrather than the appearance of the body. Heavy limbed and earthbound,with something of the primordial ooze about them, each seemed in theprocess of being born. In contrast to the smooth and anonymous surfacesof much modern sculpture, the figures, each remarkably personal, werefull of thumb- and fingerprints: de Kooning's hand was always close athand.
The painter relished the touch of this new medium, in which he couldtranslate his instinctual feel for the human body directly into the clayitself without the interruption of the brush. He would work from mid-morning until early evening. Then he and Susan, sometimes accompaniedby friends, would go out for dinner, followed by late-night strolls aroundthe city to unwind. Much as he loved working, de Kooning also lovedRome at night. "We would walk all night," said Morgan, who regularlyjoined de Kooning on her free days. "He was a night person." Always con-scious of poor working people, de Kooning liked to buy flowers from theold women who hawked them nightly in the fashionable cafes of Rome.
One time, said Morgan, they saw the same woman twice. It was very latethe second time, and de Kooning gave her money. In a show of gratitude,she piled all of her unsold bouquets onto Priscilla.
The Spoleto festival came to life on weekends, when de Kooning wasexpected to be in attendance. His quarters in Menotti's palace were luxu-rious. An elegant butler looked after the house and took care of the guests.Each morning, the butler offered to make de Kooning's bed, which deKooning could not tolerate. According to Morgan, "Bill said, 'He's toohandsome. He looks like a nobleman. He shouldn't make my bed.' " In thesixties, Spoleto had not yet become crowded with tourists. "The concertswere on the very highest levels," said Emanuel. "The emphasis was onyouth, and there were also marvelous dancers. We got tickets to every-thing and anything. . . . The whole place is theatrical-looking. It has won-derful baroque palaces, and a big piazza. There are also a number of smalltheaters from Renaissance days. It was made for performance arts."Although de Kooning loved the theater, he rarely went in America, so heparticularly enjoyed the performances. There was also a continual roundof partying among the celebrated guests whom Menotti attracted. At oneparty, the guests included Ezra Pound and two old friends of de Kooning's:Buckminster Fuller, who had been at Black Mountain with Bill andElaine,- and the sculptor Isamu Noguchi. De Kooning was also given anairy backstage room in a theater as a workplace, where he made some pen-and-ink drawings.
De Kooning and Brockman got along well, but it soon became clearthat they were destined to remain friends rather than to renew theirromantic relationship. Both keenly felt their difference in age, and Brock-man was not feeling well during the Italian trip. De Kooning's passion wasfor the clay, and she delighted to see his absorption in the new medium."Towards the end he was obviously very pleased," said Emanuel. "Hesaid, 'Geez, you know, this is wonderful,' and he was very grateful. He hada very good working period in Rome. He had said, 'You know, these trips,they can be very disruptive.' " De Kooning was so pleased that, after muchhesitation, he asked Emanuel if the little figures could actually be cast.Emanuel assured him that they could be. The process involved firing thepieces, made of water clay, in a kiln. From the hardened clay a mold wouldbe made, which would then be used for casting the sculptures in bronze."Mind you, I'll pay you," de Kooning told Emanuel.
De Kooning flew back to New York at the end of July. At first, hestayed with Brockman and then, characteristically, gradually went to seeJoan and Lisa. Ward was still upset by de Kooning's seemingly inexplicableoverture to Susan. In time, however, de Kooning returned to his house in
the Springs. The memory of the foundry lingered. Perhaps working"blind" with charcoal, and now, unexpectedly, clay, was cleansing hiseyes and making possible a new beginning; perhaps a blind man's touchwould reopen his eyes. Not long after his return, he wrote Emanuel a typ-ically rambling, chatty letter. "The last couple of days, that strange, hotodour of your foundry came back into my nose . . . and those strange mys-terious quiet brick mound's coming out of the ground came into my headagain . . . the men working . . . the dog . . . and the junk in the Italienbackyard. And it certainly was nice of you when you told me to comeover. And I am glad and grateful that I did!" The purpose of his letter wasto see how serious Emanuel was about casting the little sculptures intobronze. The two had tentatively agreed upon making six editions of eachwork. Since de Kooning would be back home at the time of the casting,Emanuel had told him that he could not sign them, but that they couldnonetheless be dated and numbered, and "de Kooning" written uponthem. "I know how things are . . . but I hope that you still are willing to goahead and do what we agreed upon," wrote de Kooning. "To go ahead andcast what ever you think can be done which ever way."
Despite his experience in Rome—and the fact, as he wrote toEmanuel, that he was "really taking it [sculpture] serious enough"—deKooning did not resume making sculpture upon his return to Springs. Hemay have felt too daunted to continue without Emanuel's know-how andencouragement. Perhaps the experience also seemed foreign, somethingthat had occurred almost magically while on vacation and could not berepeated once he returned home. However, he did insist upon enlargingone piece, the tiny Seated Woman. At the recommendation of SculptureHouse in New York City, which helped sculptors with everything but theactual casting of their pieces, he hired David Christian, who had workedthere, to make a larger trial version, twenty-five and one-half inches tall.Christian was not a specialist in the highly technical process of enlarging,in which an artist's maquette is blown up by stages using a pantograph orgridding machine, and Seated Woman would have proved a challenge, inany case, for even a highly trained enlarge^ there was not a uniform con-tour anywhere on the work. The surface appeared ravaged, since de Koo-ning had compressed the clay into countless ridges and craters. Thefigure's arms resembled wings; the legs were stumpy,- the bottom part ofthe work was detached and rested beside the figure. In the end, thepainstaking process took months, with Christian doing much of theenlarging by eye alone, adjusting and calibrating along the way. WhenChristian finally finished enlarging Seated Woman, the Modern Art
Foundry in Astoria, Queens—which was located in the former stables ofthe mansion of the piano-making Steinway family and adhered to thesame tradition of European craftsmanship—was selected to cast it.
As winter approached in late 1969, de Kooning, still struggling at theeasel, began to sink into the well-known routine of drinking and fighting.Although the Italian trip gave his assistants a brief respite, John McMahonand Irving Markowitz, who (along with Ward) mainly took care of himduring the binges of the previous five years, were tiring of the work.Increasingly concerned by what he regarded as de Kooning's depression,Fourcade once again decided to provide a diversion, this time a Januarytrip to Japan. The World's Fair would open in Osaka in March 1970 andwould include an exhibition of works by contemporary artists from manycountries, including de Kooning, whose work had never before beenexhibited in Japan. Isamu Noguchi would also be there working on a pavil-ion for the fair. In the past, de Kooning had never paid much attention toChinese and Japanese painting; its air of immateriality did not particularlyattract an artist devoted to the fleshiness of paint. In his "Renaissance andOrder" talk of 1950, he said: "I admit I know little of Oriental art. But thatis because I cannot find in it what I am looking for, or what I am talkingabout. To me the Oriental idea of beauty is that 'it isn't here.' It is in astate of not being here. It is absent. That is why it is so good. It is the samething I don't like in Suprematism, Purism and non-objectivity."
De Kooning agreed to make the trip. For assistance in planning it,Fourcade called upon Kermit Lansner, the editor of Newsweek and thehusband of the painter Fay Lansner, a member of the second generation ofabstract expressionists. A keen observer of the art world and an admirer ofde Kooning, the editor then asked the magazine's Tokyo bureau chief,Bernard Krisher, to help plan the itinerary. A noted figure in Japan,Krisher, whose many responsibilities included entertaining dignitariesand editors on their trips to Japan, was eager to meet de Kooning. He pro-vided Fourcade and de Kooning with hotel accommodations, introduc-tions, the services of a translator, and suggestions for various excursions.Their first stop was Tokyo, where de Kooning's introduction to traditionalJapanese style was the Fukudaya, a charming Japanese inn or ryokan—oneof the few left in the country—that elevated simplicity into an art. Thefloors were covered with tatami; the walls were the sliding paper parti-tions of traditional Japanese architecture. In such inns, individual roomsoften contained only a small table and one decorative scroll, supple-mented each night by futon mats placed on the floor for sleeping. Slipperswere worn inside—never shoes—and baths were taken in shared pools.
The effect was spare, elegant, and serene. Fourcade hoped the serenitywould influence de Kooning's behavior. Before leaving for Japan, the artdealer impressed upon him the need to remain sober. De Kooning prom-ised to behave, but Fourcade still watched him carefully.
In Tokyo, the days were filled with entertaining. There were partiesfor eight or ten people at Japanese restaurants; de Kooning met his Japan-ese contemporaries, the artists Shiko Munakata and Jiro Takamatsu, andseveral leading dealers and art critics. Not surprisingly, Japanese art inter-ested de Kooning more than the Japanese art world did. Accompanied byFourcade and the translator Wakako Ogawa, he paid a prolonged visit tothe Tokyo National Museum. Of all the works on display, he was mostmoved by Sumi painting, a style closely associated with Zen Buddhism, inwhich the artist draws with an ink-soaked brush. Monochromatic and cal-ligraphic, Sumi painting resembled, to some extent, de Kooning's black-and-white pictures and Franz Kline's abstractions. It may have alsoreminded him of his recent sculpture. Sumi painting emphasized touch,freedom, and an escape from past practice. A Sumi painter would probablyhave understood the desire to work "blind."
After Tokyo, de Kooning and Fourcade traveled to Osaka, the site ofthe upcoming exhibition of contemporary painting. Fourcade intended tomake arrangements for the loan of paintings. He was also eager to findnew collectors. "I think the real purpose of the [Japanese] trip, for him,was to meet potential clients," said Krisher. "I was trying to suggest a deKooning show to the Seibu people, who own the Sezon Group departmentstores. It's the department stores that have the major exhibitions here.What they wanted was a retrospective, since de Kooning was not such abig figure in Japan in terms of collecting. But Xavier brought up the factthat any show would have to be a Xavier show"—one limited to recentwork that Fourcade himself handled and which was for sale at the gallery.While Fourcade engaged in business, de Kooning saw Japan's second-largest city. Osaka, more industrial than Tokyo and just as overbuilt, wasnot a common destination for tourists. But any lack of charm was offsetby the presence of Noguchi, who was creating his waterworks project forthe upcoming World's Fair. Aware of de Kooning's interest in the sexierside of popular culture, Noguchi took him—without Fourcade—on a longnocturnal outing through the city. The evening began with dinner: Osakawas known for distinctive fish dishes, including raw and boiled globefishand blowfish. Then they went to a Japanese-style massage house. Fromthere, Noguchi and de Kooning moved deeper into the glittering Doton-bori, the entertainment quarter of Osaka. At one point, de Kooning, nodoubt emboldened by alcohol, began to make passionate advances to a
Japanese stripper. Noguchi was highly amused. Years later, whenever hevisited de Kooning on Long Island, he would always refer with a twinkleto the club in Osaka.
De Kooning's main taste of ancient Japanese culture came when hetraveled to Kyoto and saw the Grand Shrine of Ise. Perhaps the high pointof his trip was his last and quintessentially Japanese experience: a visit toMount Fuji. De Kooning stayed nearby, at the Mount Fuji Hotel, but spentmost of his time at a two-story wooden house owned by the Krishers atLake Yamanako, at the foot of Mt. Fuji. The ground floor was filled withJapanese artifacts that interested de Kooning, including signature seals.The second floor contained a spacious living room, with one window thatframed a spectacular view of the mountain. "January is the clearestmonth," said Krisher. "You could see Mount Fuji on the left and the lakebefore you."
As a rule, de Kooning was not especially affected by trips abroad. Heenjoyed his larger-than-life stay in Rome in 1959 with Ruth Kligman andtalked about it for years afterward; but usually it was all one could do, saidLee Eastman, to get him to talk about subsequent visits. It was differentthis time. "He was very impressed with Japan," said Markowitz. "Therewas a quietness in Japan, to the people. He appreciated that." The art alsoremained with him. "He liked the calligraphy," said Markowitz, "and heloved the rice paper." Even so, the trip did nothing to assuage de Kooning'srestlessness. In April, the English sculptor Henry Moore came to NewYork for a show at the Knoedler Gallery and visited de Kooning in theSprings. After examining many large works in silence, Moore expressed anoutsized admiration for a small drawing—a response that did not please deKooning. However, Moore also saw de Kooning's Italian sculptures inNew York and told Fourcade that he liked them. They would be strongerif enlarged, he said, perhaps to the monumental proportions of Moore'sown work. Until then indifferent to the sculpture, Fourcade, perhaps sens-ing a potential market, changed his mind about their quality and lookedforward to seeing the enlarged Seated Woman being made by Modern ArtFoundry.
Although de Kooning remained moody throughout early 1970, a newhelper, Carlos Anduze, brought an air of brightness to the studio andhelped shore up the spirits of the flagging John McMahon and IrvingMarkowitz. An unflappable man from Venezuela, Anduze first met deKooning during the painter's final years in New York. "He was big—a fan-tastic physical specimen—and black," said Michael Wright. "He was a
handsome guy and a great womanizer. But he never worked in his life. Helived off of men and women. He made people happy. I used to say, 'Howcan you do it? You're so bright—and yet you live off of people.' And Carloswould say, 'Ehhhhh . . .' " When a vacuum developed around de Kooningin the late sixties, Anduze appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, to offerhis assistance. "He used to come and go," said Markowitz. "It seems likesomebody would send up a rocket when there was a problem, and Carloswould show up."
Eventually, he went on the payroll. But Anduze was not a typicalassistant. He had studied economics and was a certified public account-ant. "He'd never touch a hammer," said Wright. "What he did for Billwas . . . he'd talk with him. He could talk for hours, telling jokes and, youknow, Bill liked him. He was like a bodyguard. He liked having somebodybigger than he was to protect him." Few people could handle a drunken deKooning, either physically or emotionally. Carlos was an exception. Hewas never judgmental. He accepted de Kooning as he was. "We used tolock Bill in the house with him," said Markowitz. "He had a great abilityto control Bill and to listen." Anduze quickly became a friend and protec-tor of Lisa as well. According to Markowitz, "He moved into the family."
Up to a point, Carlos also defused domestic tensions. Ward remainedhurt that de Kooning had chosen to take Susan Brockman to Italy. Whileshe knew that de Kooning would not be faithful to her, she sometimes feltthat he had no regard whatsoever for her feelings. Often, when she stoppedby his studio, she would find another woman there. According to MollyBarnes, de Kooning's friend from Los Angeles, Ward would never acknowl-edge her presence. Once, at a birthday party de Kooning gave for Barnes atthe studio, she appeared around eleven p.m. and begged him to comehome. When he refused, she left in tears. De Kooning, who hadn't beendrinking, asked for a brandy. "Why does she always do that?" hedemanded of no one in particular. "She knows I'm out. She has plans her-self. But she always has to make a scene. Why does she do it?" The artistHerman Cherry answered, "Because she needs drama." Barnes added,"Because she's a bitch." At that, de Kooning wheeled furiously uponBarnes and told her, "Go to hell." He could criticize Ward, but otherscould not. Joan's house still represented a home life to him, and she wasthe mother of his daughter. "He pretended to have no interest in her atall," Barnes said. "And then you'd say, 'Well, why does he go home, whydoes he keep this thing going?' And he always said it was because of thedaughter."
In the summer and fall of 1970, de Kooning began to spend morenights at the studio. It was Lisa's departure from the house on Accabonac
that, in part, made this possible. In September, she left the Springs forboarding school, freeing de Kooning from the obligation he felt to livewith Ward in order to provide Lisa with a sense of family. Now fourteenyears old, Lisa had not adapted well to the local schools. At the HamptonDay School, where Ward enrolled her after their return to Long Islandfrom New York, there were only about a dozen students in the entire highschool, many of them disaffected children of wealthy people in the area.Lisa had attended Hampton Day from the sixth through the eighth grade,liking it well enough, but its permissive character concerned her parents."We were a terrible bunch of kids," said Heidi Raebeck, who attended theschool after Lisa left with the same group of people. "As I look back, I pitythe teachers who tried to deal with us."
During the sixties, a rebellious youth culture was developing in theUnited States. The new mood was not lost upon teenagers on Long Island.During the summers, hip and well-to-do kids from New York wouldstream into East Hampton. "We'd hang out with these very groovy kidsthat were all hippies already," said Raebeck. The behavior of the importsinevitably rubbed off on the local kids, Lisa among them. She had a muchlarger allowance than most children her age. Rumors began to circulatethat she was smoking pot. According to the local art dealer Elaine Benson,whose daughter went to school with Lisa, "She was obstreperous andadventurous and worrisome." Like many adolescents, Lisa was becomingmore emotionally volatile. But she also had genuine passions. She becamean accomplished rider and continued to be fascinated with animals, tak-ing an increasingly sophisticated interest in them.
For ninth grade, Lisa's worried parents decided to send her to Buxton,a small, unconventional, and prestigious school in Williamstown, Massa-chusetts. On paper, Buxton seemed ideal for Lisa. It had only ninety or sostudents; the school's involvement with each was extraordinary. Foundedby Quakers, Buxton adhered to goals of modesty and hard work andretained a work program in which students helped take care of the school."It was supposed to be this Utopian community that was separate fromthe rest of the world," said Joan Levy, an artist who roomed with Lisa andbecame friends with her during Lisa's first year there. However, many stu-dents found the school's emphasis on community claustrophobic. "Youcouldn't go into town except on Tuesdays from four-thirty to six-thirtyand on Saturdays from eleven-thirty a.m. to eleven-thirty p.m.," saidLevy. "And you weren't allowed to go on the Williams campus. And youcouldn't talk to townspeople. You had to be with Buxton people. You hadan allowance of four dollars that you could pick up on Saturday. And thatwas it." Moving from the freedom and disorder of the Hampton Day
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School into this strict environment proved difficult for Lisa. "This busi-ness of who you can talk to, who you can socialize with, and being stuckon the campus was against her grain," said Levy. "It was limited in a waythat was too confining and unrealistic for her." The school also had an airof supreme unreality. Despite its plain beginnings, it had turned into aplace of wealth and privilege, filled with a disproportionate number ofchildren of the rich and celebrated. According to Levy, "Most people's par-ents were famous musicians, writers, actors, painters, physicians." Theresult was a wild skew between the principles of modesty espoused byBuxton and the lavish way the children actually lived at home. For Lisa,the best aspect of the school was its strength in the arts. She also adopteda large menagerie of pets, including premature gerbil babies that she hand-fed until they could eat normally. Once, with delight, she gave Levy's petduck swimming lessons in a school bathtub.
In September, de Kooning and Joan together brought Lisa to theschool. Both also visited on parents' weekends, said Sidney Simon, apainter and sculptor who knew de Kooning and whose daughters attendedthe school. (Lisa herself remembered very few visits from her father.) "Theschool was famous because about 80 percent of the kids had divorced par-ents," said Simon. At the end of the open days, the mothers would go oneway and the fathers another. De Kooning, in a fatherly way, befriendedLisa's friends, particularly Joan Levy, who was already very serious abouther own painting. "I was in my Breughel and Vermeer period," said Levy."Being several centuries behind the times, I had never heard of Lisa'sfather and knew even less about his work." De Kooning admired one ofLevy's pictures. "He'd say, 'Go look up so and so,' " said Levy. "He told meto call him when I wanted to talk about art, and to reverse the charges. I'dcall and he'd say, 'Hello, darling, vat are you vorking on?' I would talk tohim for hours. We talked about the whole gamut of art history over thepay phone. He told me what to look for in particular artists. He'd say, forexample, look at the way Hopper painted the people to look like the furni-ture and the furniture to look like the people."
De Kooning turned unexpectedly to lithography in 1970. It absorbed hisattention for much of the year. When the Museum of Modern Art hadasked de Kooning and other artists in 1966 to contribute lithographs to abook in memory of Frank O'Hara, de Kooning enjoyed the process of illus-trating the poems, so much so that he did twenty drawings on Mylar to bemade into prints. He had also made seven other original prints that yearwith Irwin Hollander, a master printer who had recently moved from Cal-
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ifornia to New York. Although Hollander encouraged de Kooning to makemore, "It was not until [de Kooning] returned from his trip to Japan thathe responded to do a body of lithographs. Perhaps the seeing and feeling ofcalligraphy, Sumi brush painting, and Zen inspired him to do prints.Whatever, the results were beautiful," recalled Hollander. The printmak-ing, in black and white, offered de Kooning an escape from the highlykeyed colors of his most recent paintings. And the tools were different.And he worked within a different rectangle. If the liberating spirit of Zenencouraged him to make art without worrying too much—Zen sought tofree the hand from the paralysis of thought—the regular trips to New Yorkalso allowed him to leave the studio and the claustrophobic house.
The first lithographs produced that summer at Hollander's workshopreferred to his Japanese trip. Among them was a picture called Love toWakako, in which two groups of calligraphic brushstrokes floated across alargely empty space, and Weekend at Mr. and Mrs. Krisher, in which thevertically soaring landscape of a scroll painting, or of Mt. Fuji itself, wasevoked in a few circular strokes. By the latter part of the summer, thefemale figure began to appear in the prints. Woman at Clearwater Beach,for example, depicted a woman in the familiar splayed position seen inmany of his paintings from the sixties. By the fall, de Kooning was work-ing with increasingly dense patterns. The Marshes was an all-over imageof spiky linear lines, reminiscent of reeds and marsh grass, and bubbly,waving ones that suggested water. At the time, both the Japanese litho-graphs and the small Italian sculptures appeared to be nothing more thanmomentary enthusiasms, taken up casually under the influence of a trip.But the sensations de Kooning experienced while in Japan and inEmanueFs studio in Rome remained with him, even though his interest insculpture and lithography would not last long. He was getting a fresh feel-ing in his fingers. He was getting to know the earthy physicality of the wetclay, and, equally, the light and airy freedom of the Zen line. His desire forthe essentials—water, air, light, earth—was strengthening.
35. Human Clay
You made me over.
De Kooning did not drive a car or keep an appointment book. Friendstook him out when he was staying at the studio. In the middle ofAugust 1970, Harold and May Rosenberg brought de Kooning to adinner party in Bridgehampton given by the Iranian expatriate painterManouche Yektai and his wife, Nicki. (Among the guests were Saul Stein-berg and Robert Fizdale and Arthur Gold.] During the introductions, deKooning met a woman in her thirties named Emilie Kilgore, called Mimiby her friends, who was married to a Houston businessman. Kilgore wasdark and almond-eyed—like, friends said, an Egyptian princess. Sheappeared very proper, yet had a mischievous glint in her eye and broke eas-ily into a warm smile or an open-hearted laugh. There was a yearningintensity about her as well, a desire to be more than a wealthy socialitewho dabbles in the arts. At the Guild Hall museum in East Hampton, Kil-gore had recently seen an exhibit of photographs of artists from the areaand was taken by de Kooning's "wonderful" face. In the flesh, he wasshorter than she would have thought—but there was that same face.
The dinner was a buffet at which the guests milled about. After din-ner, Kilgore found herself sitting on a sofa with de Kooning, Rosenberg,and Christophe de Menil (whose parents, Dominique and John de Menil,would later donate their celebrated collection to the Menil Collection, amuseum in Houston, Texas). The talk naturally concerned art—and,inevitably, the low melodrama of reputation. Like many women in hercircumstances, Kilgore, who went to Smith College and came from asocially prominent family in St. Louis and Houston, knew how to simul-taneously tease and flatter distinguished older men at a dinner party.{"You're the greatest painter," she told him.) Very soon, however, the con-versation between de Kooning and Mimi developed into something morethan light banter. She remembered:
I was sort of transfixed. ... I think I was unaware of anything else goingon. And we just talked, looking straight at each other for a long, longtime. And then he was leaving, because he was going home with Haroldand May, and he said, "Am I ever going to see you again? You know, I
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don't drive a car. Do you ride a bicycle? . . . We could take a bike ridemaybe."
They made a date to meet the following Tuesday on bicycles at a treein front of Guild Hall. Kilgore, who lived only a few minutes from GuildHall, only half-believed that de Kooning would pedal all the way from theSprings to East Hampton to see her, a distance of several miles. De Koo-ning, similarly, doubted that the pretty young woman from the partywould remember their date. Mimi arrived first, then de Kooning. They sattalking for awhile under the tree. De Kooning proposed that they havelunch together, perhaps at Montauk. So they bicycled to Kilgore's house,put de Kooning's bike in the back of her car, and drove to the eastern endof Long Island, where they had lobsters at Gosman's Dock—a favoriterestaurant of de Kooning's—and walked around the famous lighthouse.
After lunch, Kilgore drove de Kooning home. He asked if she wouldlike to see the studio, but she declined the invitation; she had a tennis les-son. Instead, she said she'd come the next day. He showed her around, andthen they sat in the two rocking chairs and de Kooning brought her booksof his work, telling her, "They call everything Woman now." About aweek later, she invited de Kooning to accompany her on the Guild Hallannual house tour, in which people visited notable houses in the area.Only an infatuation well beyond the ordinary would have led de Kooningto participate in such an activity. On the driveway at one house, Kilgorenoticed a frog that had been flattened by a car's tire. Its limbs were splayedout, much like a figure in one of de Kooning's pictures. She picked it up.And then she handed it to him. He kept it for the rest of his life.
It was during the house tour, de Kooning later told her, that he fell inlove. Kilgore herself was less certain of her feelings. "I was fascinated. Iwas attracted," she said. "But whether or not I had fallen in love at thatpoint is hard for me to say." Kilgore believed herself to be in love with hersecond husband, John Kilgore, a lawyer and partner at the venture capitalfirm J. H. Whitney, whom she had married five years before. Kilgore wasan unusual man, a Southerner with courtly manners who wrote poetryand had translated a novel from Spanish into English. He had four chil-dren, and she one, from previous marriages; they also had a child together.The Kilgores were well known in East Hampton. They belonged to theMaidstone Club, an old-money preserve of mainly WASP families whosummered in the area. A woman in Emilie Kilgore's position did notlightly get involved with an artist from the Springs.
Kilgore had always been attracted to creative, soulful men (amongthem the short-story writer and critic Walter Clemons]. She loved Europe
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        Emilie Kilgore and de Kooning in de Kooning's rocking chairs, early 1970s
and spent her junior year at college in Paris. Her major at Smith was arthistory, and, like Susan Brockman, she had studied dance seriously. Aftercollege, she taught French at a private school in Houston before moving toNew York, where she worked briefly at the Frick Collection. She regardedherself as a New Yorker, having been in Manhattan for eleven years, andshe and her husband had lived in the city until 1969. Then, suddenly andunexpectedly, her husband proposed moving to Houston for business rea-sons. She had little say in the matter, although she wanted "to back upwhat he was doing." In late 1969, he made the decision to move the fam-ily. "I said I can't bear the thought of not having any place in New York,staying in a hotel." So she found a pied-a-terre across from the Metropoli-tan Museum.
De Kooning and Mimi saw each other several more times in the latesummer of 1970. Their get-togethers were noticed. Gossips at the Maid-stone reported that Mimi was visiting the famous artist in his studio. JoanWard also noticed that de Kooning appeared smitten by a new woman. Ofcourse, Ward acknowledged that, apart from Lisa, she had little hold overde Kooning. Like most women in her position, however, she found theidea of a passing affair less threatening than the possibility of a seriousongoing relationship. This new love recalled de Kooning's flight to Susan
Brockman in 1963 and, before that, his affair with Ruth Kligman. "By thattime I was a little tired, too/7 said Ward. "I wanted to take a vacation fromall this. The Emilie bit was just a little too much. It was getting a little toocutesy. We were getting older, and the same old game was being playedout again." One night, Ward telephoned Kilgore's husband in New York tocomplain about the situation. "He said, 'Can't you control your husband?'I said, 'Can't you control your wife?' He was mad. The next day Billlooked at me with a sort of horrified admiration. 'That was a terrible thingto do, Joanie. That man was very upset.' I imagine he was."
John Kilgore was indeed upset by the news that his wife was visitingan artist in the Springs, although she had not begun an affair. He called herright away in East Hampton, saying, "I just had a phone call from Mrs. deKooning." When Mimi asked what she said, he answered, "I'm not inter-ested in what she said. I'm only interested in what you have to say. I don'texpect you to respond this moment. Think about it and call me backwhen you're ready to talk." Then he hung up. Mimi immediately calledhim back and explained that she'd seen de Kooning four or five times inthe last two weeks. They had not begun an affair, she said, but she foundhim a remarkable man and hoped that he would become a good friend oftheirs. Kilgore told her, "I don't ever want to see him."
De Kooning was also upset, describing Ward's call as "a dirty trick."He told Mimi that he would call her husband to reassure him. De Kooningthen did call John Kilgore in New York, who refused to take his call. Atthat point, Mimi realized that she would have to make the difficult deci-sion about whether or not "to scratch Bill out of her life." She decided thatshe could not circumscribe her world in that way. But she always believedit possible that, if her husband had welcomed de Kooning as a friend, shewould not have begun an affair with him. Not long before the Kilgores leftEast Hampton, Mimi made a last visit to the studio. He asked her for aphotograph. She gave him two—one of her with her son, one with her sis-ter. He also asked if he could keep an earring that she left by the phone.She gave him the other earring as well.
In Houston, the Kilgore family missed East Hampton. As a result, theKilgores spent almost every holiday there. In the fall of 1970, they flew toEast Hampton for Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. Mimi alsooccasionally visited New York. In October, de Kooning came into the cityto see her. They spent the day roaming around with, among others, theartist Herman Cherry, who had moved to Long Island not far from deKooning, and the art dealer Heiner Friedrich. It was a madcap day ofyouthful high spirits. (At one point Cherry admired the mink coat of afriend of Mimi's, who said she'd trade it to him for a David Smith drawing.
He put it on and, since she was much taller than Cherry, the coat draggedalong the ground. Cherry then strode into a shop and emerged smoking acigar.) The group went to a Picabia show at the Guggenheim, ate lunch atFanelli's in Soho, and had dinner at a French restaurant on West Forty-sixth Street. During the holidays on Long Island, Mimi saw de Kooningwhenever there was a free moment, usually at the studio or at a restau-rant. When de Kooning received the proofs of his lithographs, he canceledone called Valentine by scrawling her name across it. He also gave her alithograph of Valentine that he had printed on silk. On another cancella-tion proof—an image inspired by her—he wrote "With love" in the fig-ure's hair. At the end of December, Kilgore, for the first time, saw deKooning have a drink. During their years together, he almost never drankwhen she was present, and, in the beginning, she assumed he was a teeto-taler. (He would ask for a Coke whenever she ordered a drink.) On this par-ticular day in December, however, Mimi wanted de Kooning to meet herfather, who was visiting for Christmas. He was almost exactly the sameage as de Kooning. Her father was not judgmental, but the upcomingmeeting probably made de Kooning anxious. When she arrived at the stu-dio with her father, de Kooning was not there, and his assistants lookedworried. She found him walking along the road and picked him up.According to Kilgore, the first thing he said after introductions was, Tmcrazy about your daughter.' Then he said, 'Let's go to town and have adrink.' "
By now, there was no question how Mimi and de Kooning felt abouteach other. Their long separations were very difficult. They filled thehours apart with letters. Between 1970 and 1979, when he began to havedifficulty writing, de Kooning sent Mimi seventy-five long and impas-sioned love letters—an extraordinary outpouring of feeling. He wouldpace the studio struggling with the sentences, and then (as he described it)"draw" the words in his rolling, calligraphic hand. In these drawn letters,the words were often spaced out on the page for visual effect, and thethoughts were episodic, the words conversational, as if he were right therewith Mimi rather than alone. Sometimes, the letter kept him company forseveral days. He would add to it whenever the mood for writing cameupon him.
He could not stop telling her how much he loved her. He wouldscrawl "I love you" again and again across the page. He waited impa-tiently for her replies. "You made me so happy with your beautiful letterthis morning," he wrote. "I have been thinking that I will smear you withmy gorgeous Howard Johnson colors. I mean my painting I am working onand I am kissing you now all over. I am crazy about you. Yes, I love you so
much." He often told her, "You're here wherever I am." In one letter, deKooning wrote that he has become "some kind of closet and closed thedoor, you're inside and I will not let you come out. I love you and nobodyknows you're here." Later in that same letter, he wrote:
The Egyptians named the painter the maker of outlines. Day after day Ihave you in front of me. Even if I closeted you away I see your beautifulface. I see you in all other women. Your outlines are in my heart. Themore I see beautiful women, other women on television and advertise-ments, I mean they are just photographed then. I see you in all of them.And when one of them is slow motion swaying her dark hair, in myheart I know it's you and I see a big green tree where the water's run-ning free.
Most letters were filled with humor, art, memories, declarations oflove, and an almost surreal free association—very much like de Kooning'sway of talking. In one, he drew an old-fashioned movie house on which heput her name in lights. He would often compare her to water, perhaps thehighest compliment he could pay anyone. One letter actually seemed toturn into water, the written lines becoming waves. It was not just thelovers' separation that provoked these letters, however, but an agingman's growing sense of urgency. De Kooning, desperate to renew himselfas an artist, told Mimi in many different ways that he was being reborn inher love. She was the "angel" who "made me over." The letters suggestedthat, as with water, there should be no boundaries in consciousness—andthat de Kooning could be young as well as old. In the first half of an earlyletter, for example, he wrote:
Darling Mimi,
But more—and more I love you. I told you that I found a way towrite you. It has to do with having strange and longing feelings. I had—many—years ago. I remember walking in quiet streets. In a part of theHague in Holland which was close to the sea then. It is natural to havethose longing feelings when so young. [But?] I am walking there againnow. For you. Naturally it has changed—but remembering it. ... I caninsist to have it the same as it was. As in a dream I found youthere . . . and so I can write to you about it. Some time a longing cannotfind a way to express with. But with you I can walk again in thoseempty streets. It is romantic and I can go and look for you there.Remembering the streets so well. . . they help me to be in the sameneighborhood with you. It is a little like having lunch with you in Sag
Harbor. It is near all that water there. I told you that I came to Americain the summer of 1926. Looking for work ... I found myself in the Sev-entees and Madison Ave. And those rather classy houses there (particu-larly 5th Ave). I could then . . . not help feeling . . . that they made me ina strange way think about that quiet summer naborhood in Holland. InHolland the streets there go rather up and down . . . very much like thestreets which emptied themselves on uptown Riverside Dr. I can alsobe with you in Brussels—there are streets there too which gave me thesame unfulfilled feeling . . . but with you I am alright walking there.You see ... I love you. With you a ceremony could be cleaning thehouse. You can be completely self-absorbed! If you want! With you Ifind places of the past to take the hardness out of me. . . . Withyou . . . the most romantic period of my life is available to me! But Icannot help thinking that Chopin had only to stick his neck out and hecould look into George Sand's window. We must be in love . . . hope-lessly.
At the end of the letter, de Kooning appended a charcoal drawing ofMimi's head and wrote "and love you" underneath. Then he added a codaon still another page: "After reading the letter over . . . meaby it's not soreally very good. And thinking it over ... I remember when I was waytingfor you at the Guggenheim Museum. What a gorgeous day!!!
"And love you."
By January 1971, the essential pattern of their love affair was estab-lished. They would see each other on Long Island during the summers andon holidays, and in New York City on occasional days throughout the restof the year. In East Hampton, they would go on drives and eat out, often inSag Harbor or at the Spring Close restaurant in Amagansett. "Most of thetime we talked. Or listened to music. Or danced. Or drove around. Orate," said Mimi. Sometimes they played billiards at her house. "I can seeevery inch of his hands. His thumbs hung quite close to the rest of hishand. . . . The very first night I met him he put his hand next to me and Ilooked at it and made some joke about now I'm going to tell your fortuneand he said, 'You see, I have the simian line.' He had very few lines on hishands. Like three. ... He kept his hands beautifully groomed. . . . Nevercovered in paint." She loved to watch him paint.
How much time there was concentrating and looking, sitting in thatchair! Maybe having a cigarette. But still just looking with such inten-sity. And then getting up and walking over . . . still with his eye on thepainting and then Kershewwwww! [painting so rapidly]. Everything
leading up to it was so long and then he got there and it was alwayspretty quick.
In the summer of 1971, concerned that they would rarely find timealone—especially with Lisa on vacation and often at the studio—de Koo-ning rented a small house in Noyac, a working-class community near SagHarbor. They "spent some rather blissful, somehow sweet and domesticafternoons" at the house. It had a little yard of uncut grass and a swing."There were neighbors nearby and he would swing me in the yard andthey loved it. They didn't have a clue who he was." When they met inNew York, they would usually go to galleries, museums, the ballet, andthe theater. De Kooning loved A Little Night Music and often asked her tosing "Send In the Clowns." They would also meet at the apartment deKooning owned on Third Avenue and Tenth Street or at Kilgore's pied-a-terre, once its renovation was completed in the summer of 1971. Morethan once, de Kooning stood on the top of the steps outside the Metropol-itan Museum of Art and waved at Mimi in her window.
In the fall of 1970, not long after de Kooning met Emilie Kilgore, Fourcadenotified him that the casting of Seated Woman was complete. At theartist's request, it was colored black in a three-step process in which cop-per nitrate, then iron nitrate, and lastly ammonia sulfite were applied tothe surface. ("You use a torch to get the color," said Bob Spring, the presi-dent of Modern Art Foundry. "The color is in the surface of the metal. Youheat the bronze, and at different temperatures the nitrates and ammoniasulfite are applied to create the patina. The first time it's done with anartist, you establish their color. Bill liked black.") The piece was waxed topreserve it and then taken to Knoedler. When de Kooning came in to thecity to see it, he was both startled and delighted by the large, powerfulpresence of the figure; he was pleased, too, that so much of his touchremained visible, the bronze fingerprints echoing the distinctive stroke ofhis brush on a canvas. The English critic David Sylvester would later likenSeated Woman to a goddess. "She arouses visions of a Bernini fountain inwhich the figures and the water have become interchangeable. ..." She"seems to be made, not of flesh and blood, but of the sea. She is an incar-nation of the pitiless movement of the waves." De Kooning himself likedto quote Brancusi: "All sculpture is water."
So excited was de Kooning by Seated Woman that he decided to forgofurther enlargements of the Roman pieces and instead begin an entirelynew sculptural series. Perhaps the sense of renewal stimulated by his rela-
tionship with Mimi also contributed to this bold decision. It would benecessary, in any case, to find a knowledgeable assistant to help him.Would the young man who had enlarged Seated Woman be interested?Yes—David Christian agreed to help. So in June 1971, almost two yearsafter making the little clay pieces at Emanuel's foundry in Rome, de Koo-ning returned to sculpture in earnest. He approached the project with anopen-ended feeling of freedom, extending the sense of liberation he foundin the Zen-inflected art of Japan and in his recent printmaking. He did notfeel, while working as a sculptor, oppressed by history or know-how orfashion. "I wasn't obliged even to myself," de Kooning said. "I mean, Inever studied modeling or anything. I took it serious, and less serious. Youknow—the way it came out." Toward larger considerations about thedirection of modernist sculpture, which since the fifties had been mostlyabstract and made of materials more impersonal than clay, he remainedcompletely indifferent. "De Kooning's audacity, in the face of what nowpasses for the 'issues' of modern sculpture," said the critic Peter Schjel-dahl, "has been precisely to ignore them."
Initially, de Kooning had to overcome a visceral dislike of the water-based clay, recoiling from its slick and gooey feel as he made large pieces.In Rome, his sheer delight in making the little figures tempered this feel-ing. Now he decided to use a variety of gloves that enabled him to main-tain the mark of his hand without directly touching the clay—workmen'sgloves from the hardware store, gloves in every size so he could put onepair over another. A second problem he confronted was scale: he wantedto make larger pieces than he had in Rome. Christian proved both imagi-native and adept at figuring out ways to solve the technical issues of scale.Although he was not "one of the boys" in the way Athos Zacharias,Michael Wright, or John McMahon were, Christian created an air of possi-bility in the studio. If de Kooning wanted to alter a clay figure again andagain, Christian gave him hope that they could technically find a way.
De Kooning chose to begin with a large male figure. For Christian, thechallenge was to devise flexible armatures for the figure that would enablede Kooning to make as many changes as necessary in clay. Some were ply-wood profiles, mimicking in wood the recent drawings that were often aninspiration for his sculpture. These profiles could be used as a startingpoint for applying the clay. If de Kooning wanted an arm, Christian wouldmake one out of plywood with aluminum crossing around it to give itstrength. These constructions could be cut with a saw, even through theclay, if de Kooning decided to lengthen, shorten, or otherwise modify theshape. Christian also devised a variation on the standard aluminum wirearmature, in which thin wire is twisted around thicker wire and mounted
on a block of wood to provide a frame for the clay. Since de Kooningwanted something more pliant, Christian created sturdy structures madeof pipe with twisted aluminum appendages that could turn as much as180 degrees. "David was very clever/7 said Bob Spring. "He made arma-tures that could move, and yet were still strong enough to work on"—animportant requirement given the heavy masses of water clay that deKooning would pile upon his sculptures.
De Kooning named the evolving figure Clamdigger. Like the womendepicted in his earlier painting Clam Diggers, the sculpture was inspiredby figures de Kooning observed searching for clams in the mud. Whereasthe women in the painting were pinkly voluptuous, however, this newclam digger was heavy, dark, and very masculine. De Kooning worked onClamdigger for many months, putting the piece through the same cru-cible of creation and re-creation as a painting. According to Christian, "Afigure that began seven or eight feet tall was cut down to five feet; an armwas cut off, another bolted on,- it went through countless versions ofheads, two of which were cast from the figure in progress in order not tolose them." Every day, Christian would pre-knead blocks of clay; de Koo-ning liked to keep the clay as wet and malleable as possible, just as hetried to keep the paint wet in his paintings. ("Bill must work wetter thanany sculptor has," said Christian.) If he initially disliked the feel of clay,de Kooning rapidly came to appreciate its mutability as he punched, beat,and shaped it. "In some ways, clay is even better than oil," he told CraftHorizons magazine in 1972. "You can work and work on a painting butyou can't start over again with the canvas like it was before you put thatfirst stroke down. And sometimes, in the end, it's no good, no matter whatyou do. But with clay, I cover it with a wet cloth and come back to it thenext morning and if I don't like what I did, or I changed my mind, I canbreak it down and start over. It's always fresh."
In August 1971, de Kooning left the Accabonac house and moved intothe studio. His work was momentarily interrupted by Lisa, who decidedto drop out of Buxton several months after beginning her second yearthere. She disliked the headmaster, who enjoyed analyzing the Buxtonstudents to their faces, and she could not stomach the rules. She returnedbriefly to the Hampton Day School, but said that was "like going back-wards." Her final stop was the local high school in East Hampton. "I got inthere and did half of tenth grade and then I dropped out completely," shesaid. "It wasn't working out." Upon her return to the Springs, she movedinto the studio with her father,- she was then fifteen. If she sought as littleguidance as possible, she found what she wanted with her father. "I thinkchildren do contemplate dropping out of high school, and their parents
say, That's very nice. Now get on the bus/ " said Lisa. "But my fathersaid, 'Nowadays you go up to the cash register and it has that machine. Itcounts the food. It's fantastic' I told him I wanted to drop out and thosewere his remarks. The way I interpreted it, if such incredible things can bedone nowadays, who needs the education? I didn't have anybody sayingthat I should keep going. My mother didn't either. What could she say? Iwas living at the studio with my father."
Father and daughter relished each other's company, but did not findliving together easy. "I didn't stay there long," she said. "I was his daugh-ter and he loved me and of course I could stay there. But I was a teenagerand he was so much older, almost in his seventies. One time when I camehome from school and went to put the music on—you know, Jimi Hen-drix, The Mothers of Invention, something like that—there was a writtennote in charcoal on one of these pads that my father used that said 'A daywithout music' It was written in this elegant script, since he was atrained sign-painter." De Kooning often had a funny, disarming way ofcommunicating with his teenager. She came home another time to findher drawers and closet emptied and clothes strewn around her room.When she confronted her father, he said, " 'Well, gee, you know, youseem to like it like that. So I thought I'd help you along a little bit.' So Igot the point that even though it's your room, you have to keep it cleanbecause it's my house. I thought it was an ingenious way of handling thesituation." Lisa often went into Manhattan and, by the end of 1972,moved into the old rental apartment on Third Avenue and Tenth Streetwhere she and Joan had lived years before. "Lisa was running around theworld when she was fifteen," said Heidi Raebeck, Lisa's friend from EastHampton, who lived for a while around 1973 in the New York apartment."There was a bunch of people who were very independent."
At the time, the East Village was filled with teenage runaways caughtup in the counterculture of the period. "I lived with Lisa and walked downSt. Mark's Place, and there were hundreds and hundreds of young lost lit-tle hippie souls," said Raebeck. "There was a lot of mescaline and acid andpsychedelic drugs." The East Village was also home to a chapter of HellsAngels—perhaps the most active in the country outside California—whose headquarters were in a dilapidated, six-story building on East ThirdStreet. Lisa hung out with the Angels as well as with the college studentsat nearby New York University. The Angels, for a time, became a surro-gate family for her. "I felt safe with them," she said. But she also chose towork, teaching, for example, at a local Head Start program and eventuallybecoming adoption coordinator for the ASPCA.
Not surprisingly, de Kooning worried about his daughter. He askedLou Rosenthal of New York Central Art Supply to look after her, since hisstore was close by de Kooning's apartment on Third Avenue. He also usedCarlos Anduze as a troubleshooter in New York. Often, when Lisa went tobars around the Village, Carlos would linger nearby, to help if she got intotrouble. Even John McMahon was sent to New York on occasion to checkon Lisa. Stories circulated about wild parties at her place and, according toRaebeck, "The one time I took acid was in de Kooning's apartment." Butthousands of young people were behaving similarly in 1972, and Lisa'sfather, himself a rebellious young man who escaped from home at a simi-lar age, refused to rebuke his daughter. Besides, he was distracted, asalways, by his work—and by his passion for Emilie Kilgore.
By March 1972, de Kooning was essentially finished with Clamdigger,which he dated on the underside of the penis. Next came several figuresrelated to the paintings that immediately preceded his move into clay.Notable among them was Cross-legged Figure, which was suspendedslightly above the ground rather than rooted in the earth like Clamdigger.Twisted brutally around a central axis, the figure has arms that are flungbackward, in a dramatic counterpose to the legs,- its huge hands weresplayed out like those of a tap-dancing minstrel singer mugging for acrowd. Cross-legged Figure displayed less control, however, than a min-strel singer would. It seemed to be the puppet of forces larger than itself,juiced by unexpected jolts of electricity and spasmodically contortedinto new positions. De Kooning told Joop Sanders, "I always twist thetorso so the back is the front and the front is the back. Because if it doesn'tlook good, it always looks rather interesting, you know. It makes it myste-rious."
In the late fall of 1972, de Kooning had accumulated a small but sig-nificant series of sculpture. Besides the four larger pieces—Clamdigger,Cross-legged Figure, Floating Figure, and Seated Woman—he had theoriginal thirteen small figures from Rome as well as two small, flayed-looking heads. The question was where to exhibit the new sculpture andpainting. In 1971, Xavier Fourcade decided to start his own gallery. DeKooning wanted to remain with him, but the dealer had not yet openedhis new space.
And so it seemed propitious that in 1971, after five years of litigationwith Sidney Janis, Lee Eastman and his son John negotiated an out-of-court-settlement that led to one last de Kooning show at Janis. The legalskirmishing had gone back and forth. On the first round Janis had won theright to sell the sixty or so works still at the gallery against the actual
amount of less than $2,000 which the gallery was out of pocket (asopposed to the $150,000 originally claimed by Janis). Since the decisionwas anomalous at best, the Eastmans then appealed and won the appeal,first in appellate court and then in the Court of Appeals. The courts ruledthat de Kooning owed Janis only $2,366. De Kooning was ordered to paythat amount, and Janis was ordered to release the paintings. "I went withBill to a warehouse on West Forty-second Street where the pictures were,"said John Eastman. "He was so happy to get them back. It was hotweather. Afterward, we were walking along the street and some kids onthe street sprayed us [from a hydrant] and Bill was smiling."
Once the Eastmans got the paintings back, "we decided that there wasno reason to have the suit," said John Eastman. So Lee Eastman arrangedto have lunch with Janis's lawyer. "I said, 'I tell you what I'll do. We'll set-tle the case by giving you one show/ " recalled Lee Eastman. According tothe curator Manuel Gonzalez, then a key employee of Janis's gallery,"Nobody really wins. It was more of a lovers' quarrel than anything else.But Sidney thought that he had won. All he wanted was a last show. Hewanted to prove that he was right. He gave his lawyer an Arp to pay him."The shrewd Eastman insisted that de Kooning set the prices as part of theagreement. Eastman then priced the paintings so high—at around $80,000a painting, an enormous sum in 1972—that Janis could sell almost noth-ing. De Kooning's paintings of the last four years filled three rooms of thegallery. In addition, there was a long case that contained de Kooning'ssmall sculptures from Rome, as well as the larger pieces that he had madeover the past two years. Afterward, to compound the irony surroundingthe event even further, Leo Castelli, the man who even more than Janisturned the pop artists into stars, gave a party.
By 1972, the rancorous opposition to de Kooning that developed in thesixties was moderating. He remained an irrelevance to many in the artworld, but not one who had to be fought. The critic Robert Hughes beganhis review of de Kooning's new show in Time by quoting Harold Rosen-berg's witty observation: "Like Western civilization, like humanity itself,de Kooning is constantly declared by critics to be in a state of decline."The Time critic then wrote a favorable, if hedged, review. While acknowl-edging the doubters—"There is no doubt that since the middle 1960sWillem de Kooning has suffered in reputation. As one of the father figuresof Abstract Expressionism, he has offended critics who believe in the ironlaws of stylistic turnover by outliving his 'period' "—Hughes admired deKooning's irrepressible energy and willingness to change. Nine monthsearlier, moreover, the Museum of Modern Art had followed its de Kooningretrospective of 1969 with a second, small show titled "Seven by de Koo-
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        At work on Clamdigger, the first in a series of large sculptures he began in 19 ji
ning" that ran from December 30, 1971, until the end of February 1972—a signal that, whatever the ebb and flow of reputation, the aging de Koo-ning was now an essential figure in the modern canon.
Clamdigger
"Sculpture," said Picasso, "is the best comment that a painter can makeon painting." De Kooning would no doubt have agreed. He worked in claypartly because it helped isolate and clarify a crucial element in his paint-ing: touch. And not just touch as it's often defined in the art books, assomething especially fine that only a connoisseur can appreciate, buttouch as the visceral act of pushing and squeezing and shaping. In the mudpuddle, perhaps, a master of painting could recover the joy a child takes inthe world of sensation. His hands could momentarily replace the brush ashe shaped the human clay.
De Kooning loved the idea of clam diggers, occasionally returning tothe theme after completing the painting with that name. Digging forclams was yet another form of excavation. Clam diggers searched by
touch for life buried in the mud. Like the clams they sought, they wereessentially blind. They had to rely upon instinct, feeling, and touch, muchas de Kooning did when making drawings with his eyes shut. The hiddenclam was also, of course, a symbol of female sexuality.
De Kooning seldom depicted the male figure. When he did, the imageoften had autobiographical overtones, and typically, as in his Crucifixiondrawings, reflected feelings of persecution and suffering. In Clamdigger,the figure was ungainly and misshapen. His feet were massive clumps atthe end of spindly legs,- his hands resembled clubs; his genitals weregrotesque. In part, Clamdigger represented another eruption of the goofi-ness in de Kooning's art, that current of manic existential "hilarity" thatsome observers found low or embarrassing. {Clamdigger was the husbandof Woman I.) But the figure in Clamdigger also appeared indomitable. Heseemed to be awakening, half formed, from the primordial bog, a man ofinchoate sexuality who still searched for the clam—or the quick—of exis-tence. He was wet and blind with birth, at once old and young, ancientand contemporary, a Giacometti who has not yet found his spine. Like aclam digger, de Kooning himself, exhausted from the fifties, was stillstruggling to recast himself. In 1972, his relationship with Mimi broughthim more happiness than he had known in years. With Clamdigger, heseemed to be reaching way back, perhaps to the child for whom touch wasthe first truth.
36. Santa Emilia
It seems that a lot of artists, when they get older, they get simpler: they feeltheir own miracle in nature,- a feeling of being on the other side of nature.
De Kooning's passion for Emilie Kilgore continued to deepen. Helived mostly alone, but his life now had a bearing, a star upon whichhe fixed with a kind of rapturous, childlike innocence. His lettersseemed to overflow with feeling. "I love you wherever you are forever. . . .You made me over. . . . You're with me all the time even when you're notwith me." He would wait anxiously for her letters, and he spent hourscomposing his own. "I have never had a woman like you in my life. Youhave made me a romantic man. You have given me something no one hasever given me." He showered her with extravagant statements, such as "Idedicate all my paintings to you." In the spring of 1971, he sent her apainting in Houston.
Those around de Kooning had little idea of the impact of the relation-ship. While obviously infatuated, de Kooning was also a man in his latesixties whose main focus had always been the studio, and Mimi spentmost of the year in Houston. Friends naturally regarded her as simply hislatest diversion, though the more astute among them recognized that shewas also the kind of woman to whom he was especially drawn. She waswhat de Kooning liked to call "a classy dame." And "classy dames," deKooning's old friend Mary Abbott always believed, were what he foundmost consistently intriguing. Marisol, Susan Brockman, Abbott herself,and now Mimi, had what Abbott called "an aura," creating an air of mys-tery and remove. But Mimi was obviously much more than a "classydame" to de Kooning.
Music, all kinds of music, was an important part of our relation-ship. ... He whistled beautifully. He whistled Bach all the time andwas terrific at doing it. I knew that he liked Rachmaninoff, so I gavehim all the best recordings. . . . One time he burst into tears while lis-tening to a tenor. . . . He loved show-tunes. We would sing songstogether. I loved dancing, so I would dance. And do cartwheels outsidethe studio near a gazebo. We would dance together outside. I taughthim the tango. He didn't pick it up easily. His feet were too big. He
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always said he was supposed to be much taller than he was, but theydidn't have enough vitamins during the war, and he'd say, "Look at myfeet!" You know, the feet of Clamdigger are also very big in relation tothe body.
The joy she brought de Kooning was unencumbered. She did not askfor money or pictures or marriage. She did not even ask for more timewith him. She did not treat him as "older." De Kooning instead becameyounger with her, awakening once more to youthful dreams and passion.Together, they would often look at the sky, sometimes sitting on the grassoutside the studio when it was dark. "He would look up in awe," she said."He really responded to a night sky full of stars, but not with the kind ofspirituality of Rothko, but just looking up in awe. He would say thingslike billions, and then billions more behind that, and billions morebehind that. He said that it's overwhelming because it makes you feelboth very small but very big at the same time."
In New York City, Kilgore wanted to see the shows in galleries andmuseums, and she enjoyed dining out with friends and going to the the-ater. Her enthusiasms swept the retiring de Kooning along. Whenever shecame to New York, he would take the Long Island Rail Road into the city,sometimes staying at his old haunt from the sixties, the Hotel Chelsea.Kilgore delighted in his way of seeing the world. Sometimes, she jotteddown his asides. About Vermeer: "You never know what the milkmaid'sthinking." About critics: "There was mutual aid in reverse. I can do with-out them and they can do without me." About photography: "Photogra-phy does a good job. It takes all the misery out." He would often tell her,when they saw examples of contemporary art that were self-consciouslyironic or witty: "I don't have a sense of humor about art."
Kilgore was naturally flattered by the attention of a man she consid-ered a genius, and she could hardly fail to respond to his ardor. "It's lovelyto love someone," she said, "but it's also lovely to love the way in whichyou are loved. He said to me once, 'There is absolutely nothing that youcould do that would make me not love you.' That's quite something!Almost like the unconditional love of a mother. I always felt I had tomake people love me." She was also moved by his inner intensity. He wasusually fighting his demons, in a state of desperation about his work, andhe would often cite Groucho Marx's response to the person who askedhim whether he was a man or a mouse: "Throw a piece of cheese on thefloor and you'll find out!" (De Kooning would say "Trow a piece . . .") Shefound something gallant in de Kooning's struggle with his demons,including those of age and decline. Their difference in age rarely came up,
but when it did he would sometime tease her by confiding, "I'm givingyou the best years of my life!" The prospect of drying up, of losing thejuice of life, tormented him. He wrote her that once, many years before,when he was a young artist in Chelsea, he saw an old man sitting alone inthe corner of an almost empty cafeteria on Twenty-third Street. And heremembered wishing that some romantic song would start playing so theold man could "cry his eyes out, he could wallow, be tragic almost,instead of old."
In 1971, de Kooning began to dream of spending some time with Mimiin Venice. The Venice Biennale would be held in June 1972, and Mimi wasplanning to go there with her sister. It was hardly surprising that hewanted to be with Mimi in Italy, which was always de Kooning's versionof paradise. Italy elevated the senses into a kind of religion,- Italian artists(especially of the baroque) were not embarrassed Puritans but, on the con-trary, relished joyful visual extravagance. In Italy, the past lived in thepresent; and similarly, age might unite with youth. In 1971, de Kooningsaw Visconti's film of Thomas Mann's Death in Venice. No doubt heresponded to the theme of an older man's lush and melancholy infatua-tion. He wrote to Mimi that their upcoming trip "could very well be THEmost romantic event of my life, and that is only because I am so crazyabout you that I tell you."
De Kooning and Mimi met in Venice in June 1972. They stayed with acousin of hers who lived in a palazzo in the city, the artist Timothy Hen-nessy, and they participated to some extent in the social swirl of the Bien-nale and an Italian summer. Many people associated with the Cobragroup, some of whom de Kooning knew, were in Venice. (The well-knownpainter Pierre Alechinsky was the subject of a Biennale show.) At onepoint they attended a lavish party outside Venice given, de Kooningrecalled, by a "Texas lady with a hair-do." The pianists Gold and Fizdale,friends from the Hamptons, had rented a villa nearby. De Kooning andMimi also went briefly to Rome and to the Spoleto Festival, where theyspent several days with Roland Penrose and Lee Miller, making excur-sions to Assisi and Perugia. Only once did de Kooning threaten to begindrinking. He became "nervous as a cat," Mimi said, but she was able totalk him out of it. He told her, "You saved me from myself."
Mostly, they wandered the Italian streets. Mimi was indefatigable. DeKooning loved the youthful hurrying about, though he also gently chidedher. One angel on a church, he wrote in a letter, told him "that you weregetting fed up taking us to all the places that you wanted to see." They vis-ited the island of Torcello, where the Byzantine Virgin in the apse of thechurch reminded Mimi of her mother, and they ate in small restaurants.
De Kooning delighted, as lovers will, in Mimi's little habits and expressedhis pleasure with a charm that she found irresistible: "Anything you didnot feel like eating yourself too much of you most of the time decided Ishould have a little more of." On the way back to the United States, thecouple stopped in London, where Mimi visited her sister. De Kooning con-tinued home. Both understood implicitly that their time in Venice wouldbecome the defining moment of their relationship, the symbol of whatthey meant together. "I think," Mimi said of their relationship, "that hewas trying to hold on to something." At the baroque church of SantaMaria del Giglio, de Kooning later wrote, they looked upward "at that gor-geous church, that one most beautiful angel." The angel on top of thechurch, de Kooning told her, was looking at him. No, Mimi smiled, theangel was looking at her. It didn't matter: they felt singled out, together,by the angels. Later, de Kooning would often refer to "the angel on top ofthe roof of Venice." And his pet name for Mimi became "Santa Emilia."
In the studio, de Kooning lived in an increasingly circumscribed world ofwork and occasional visits from friends, with Mimi never far from histhoughts. He kept her Phi Beta Kappa key, of which he was inordinatelyproud, next to his Medal of Freedom. With their relationship more widelyknown, they tried to behave more discreetly than before, attending partiestogether in East Hampton only rarely. De Kooning did not want to embar-rass Mimi or her husband (they did not separate until 1980). Instead, hewould take her to get-togethers with close friends from the art world, suchas Saul Steinberg, Constantino Nivola, or Hans Namuth. During the pres-idential campaign in the fall of 1972, the New York Times highlighted deKooning in an article about artists who supported McGovern, but it wasmostly friends, not de Kooning himself, who took an interest in politics.
It was only in the summer that de Kooning regularly saw Mimi. Atnight, during much of the year, he sat alone in front of the television, asmall figure in the large expanse of the studio and living area. He rarelysaw Lisa during this period; she was in New York, living a life, he wastold, edged with drugs and danger. As always, Ward remained on theperiphery of his life. De Kooning would ordinarily go to the Accabonachouse for help when he got into trouble drinking. He seldom made tripsinto Manhattan except to see Mimi or, on rare occasions, to attend theopening of a friend's show. Old friends mattered more than ever, but manyhad died or came to Long Island only in the summer. They would stop athis studio in the late afternoon,- or, he might drop into a friend's housewhile biking around the neighborhood. He especially liked to visit Nivola,
who lived with his wife, Ruth, just a short bike ride away down Old StoneHighway. An immigrant from Italy, Nivola, like de Kooning, had had toscrap his way through the world; the two men felt comfortable together inthe way of two Europeans who never quite forgot their good fortune incoming to America. Often, they would sit in the kitchen—rarely in themore formal living room—or chat in the garden together "about art andideas and the world situation," recalled Ruth Nivola. Herman Cherrywould also drop by de Kooning's studio, sometimes with a bottle. A regu-lar at the Cedar in the fifties, Cherry was a garrulous if somewhat pugna-cious painter originally from California. "Dad kind of liked HermanCherry," Lisa said, "because he was such a grump." Tom Hess alwaysstopped by when he visited the Hamptons. Sometimes Marisol appeared.She would sit silently by the hour in the studio, watching de Kooning andgazing at the paintings and drawings strewn about.
More than anyone else, however, de Kooning looked to Harold Rosen-berg. During the summer, when he and his wife, May, lived in the Springs,the critic regularly visited the studio, his arrival announced by the soundof his bum leg dragging across the driveway. Rosenberg could still dis-course for hours on almost any topic. Although de Kooning sometimeswearied of his grand conversation, he still relished the intellectual stimu-lation and the feeling of a shared past. Throughout his life, de Kooningretained a special affection for his friends from the difficult thirties andforties. Rosenberg, moreover, had remained a staunch supporter of deKooning through both good times and bad. According to Lisa, "Theyalways looked settled together. Both of them in the rockers and very set-tled. They talked about things that were important, but in such a casualway." They also knew how to smile together. De Kooning loved to tellfriends a Mutt-and-Jeff story about the time that he and Harold were driv-ing by the tiny local airport in East Hampton. De Kooning pointed to asign that said "Low-flying aircraft." Rosenberg—a towering figure besidede Kooning—replied, ''What are you worried about? I'm taller than you."
A late and unexpected friend was Salvador Dali, who, like de Kooning,was represented by Fourcade and began visiting de Kooning. The reputa-tion of the flamboyant surrealist was much diminished in the seventies,but de Kooning always enjoyed him. "I like Dali very much," he told JohnRussell of the New York Times. "He's very quiet now—not like he used tobe—and when I said to him 'Why did you paint those Salvation Army pic-tures?' he said, 'Maybe I'm not really a good painter, after all.' " Fourcadehimself continued, with churchlike regularity, to pay a weekly Sunday-morning visit to de Kooning, who would sometimes unload his resent-ments  upon  the  diplomatic  dealer.   De  Kooning  could  never  quite
understand why, if he was such a successful artist, Fourcade did not bringhim cash after the sale of his pictures. What use was being rich if youcouldn't, like Joe Hirshhorn, peel off a few hundreds? Lee Eastman regu-larly visited de Kooning—partly to judge his condition but also becausethey had become very friendly over the years. In the 1970s, Eastman, whohad represented de Kooning for more than a decade, would take childrenand privileged visitors to the studio so that, it seemed, they could breathethe air of genius. Eastman seemed to regard de Kooning as the Einstein ofart. Occasionally, he invited the painter to dinner at the family's house onLily Pond Lane in East Hampton. Typically, de Kooning arrived in comi-cally mismatched jackets and shirts, the plaid of one clashing with thestripes of the other. "Bill talked in a stream of consciousness that turnedout to be precise," said Eastman. "It would have an unforgettable point."By 1976, the get-togethers sometimes included Paul McCartney, who hadmarried Eastman's daughter, Linda, and was interested in de Kooning'swork.
At times, de Kooning, always ambivalent about the party world, flewinto a rage at the social trivia around him. He told friends that he hated"the chit-chat" of parties (in his Dutch accent the phrase was "shit-shat")and complained that every Tom, Dick, and Harry felt free to drop by hisstudio. He sometimes cursed strangers off his land and hung a chainacross his driveway. Once, when the young critic Peter Schjeldahl was atthe studio—de Kooning considered Schjeldahl one of the few critics whounderstood him—an obsequious South American artist dropped by. DeKooning was drinking and offered the artist some Johnnie Walker Red.Some time passed. "Later," Schjeldahl wrote,
de Kooning appeared to take his first notice of Enrique, who was gazingat him worshipfully. "Enrique! My friend!" exclaimed the master,embracing him. With one arm around the handsome, slightly chubbyLatin, he addressed me [Schjeldahl] as if I were the world. "This man ismy friend. Enrique here is so important to me. I love this man!"Enrique wept with happiness. "But Enrique," de Kooning cooed in astage whisper tremulous with hurt feelings, "I want you to tell me onething. Tell me, why are you so goddamned second-rate?"
Apart from Mimi, Lisa, and friends from the old days, de Kooning hadlittle patience for visitors. During the long winter months, he liked toinvite the owners of the local general store, Clarence and Dorothy Barnes,to dinner. Sometimes, he would not want them to go home. "I thought he
was lonely and sad," said Clarence. "We'd take him over meals on holi-days. He'd eat like he was starving. Not like ordinary people. He'd justshovel it in." Ruth Nivola saw de Kooning as "a man who liked his soli-tude," who even at parties was "always sort of removed, thinking abouthis art." De Kooning relished being an honorary fireman. Every year theBarneses would take him to the Fishermen's Fair in Springs, a charity forlocal fishermen, with whom de Kooning empathized. De Kooning alsoinvited artists who were Lisa's friends to stay at the studio. They providedcompany, reminded him of his own peripatetic youth, and gave him thechance to talk informally about art.
One example was Lisa's friend Heidi Raebeck, who had been livingwith Lisa on Third Avenue in New York. When the two began to get oneach other's nerves, Lisa proposed a generous and novel solution. Why notlive with her dad for a while, since Heidi was an aspiring artist? "I thinkLisa just called up and said, 'Is it okay if my friend Heidi stays with you fora while?' So I moved in and Bill and I lived together. And no one was everthere." (By the time Raebeckarrived, in 1973 or 1974, deKooning's longtime assistant,John McMahon, was spendingless time at the studio.) Anotherrecipient of de Kooning's gen-erosity was the young painterJoan Levy, Lisa's former Buxtonroommate. Levy would periodi-cally stay with de Kooning inthe Springs for a week or so. Herrelationship with de Kooning,like Raebeck's, revolved almostexclusively around art. Whenshe would arrive in the lateafternoon—so as not to disturbhis day's work—he would maketwo huge cups of coffee andthey would sit in the rockers."We'd talk about what he wasworking on in the studio," saidLevy. "Or he'd say, 'Did youbring any pictures with you?'And he'd critique them, some-       De Kooning and daughter Lisa, late 1970s
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        times hard. Or we'd look at what he was working on." De Kooning wasinterested in her responses. He believed, he told her, in a pure visionunspoiled by too much "art education." He was also moved by heryouth—by the image of an artist whose working life still lay ahead.
Over many hours of studio visits, Levy came away with a vivid senseof how de Kooning still struggled over each painting. He continued towork out of doubt. "One little shift of color or line could change the formso another image appeared," she said. "But then as soon as it starts toappear you have to make a new choice about which avenue to take. That'swhat Bill used to call 'the anxiety of possibilities.' " She would ask him,"How the hell can you paint something if you're trying to not paint it?Can you imagine being a kid trying how to understand how to paint andhere's this guy unpainting himself? This used to stymie me. The thingwas, it stymied him just as much. So in his presence I would feel thisalmost contagious anxiety." The youthful Levy looked at the agingpainter and saw that, for a man like de Kooning, the challenge neverdiminished. In the winter of 1974 and 1975, she sensed that the internalstruggle was particularly intense.
De Kooning's binges, in the early seventies, were infrequent but dev-astating. He wrote to Mimi about "a strange feeling hovering aboutme ... at times, I feel as if I were walking on the other side of myself, thatsome existential panic was taking me over." He told her of sitting "in thisbig white [studio] here in all my colossalness as an upright worm." In Feb-ruary 1973, he seriously damaged his liver and pancreas during a bingethat ended, once again, in Southampton Hospital. In October and Novem-ber 1973, he was admitted to a treatment center in Freeport, Long Island.Kilgore visited him as much as possible in New York and the Springs, butfamily responsibilities often kept her away. She scheduled brief trips withhim, to Boston on an art tour and to Washington to the HirshhornMuseum. In 1976, de Kooning's half brother Koos paid another visit to theUnited States,- de Kooning, at a loss how to entertain his relative, flewwith him to Houston to see Mimi. At one point when she was busy teach-ing, Mimi asked the young painter John Alexander to take de Kooning tothe Rothko Chapel so that he could see the somber abstractions Rothkopainted shortly before his suicide. De Kooning sat on a bench in thechapel, perhaps remembering when he first met Rothko on the bench nearWashington Square, and wept.
As always, de Kooning's anxiety stemmed largely from the extraordi-nary demands he placed upon himself. "Santa Emilia," he wrote, "I waswriting you this long letter yesterday I have in front of me but I reallydidn't like it. It wasn't good enough. I have also at night been walking
around the grounds growling like a dog. I feel like biting somebody. I'mexhausted working-wise. Didn't do bad but each idea gives me a newone." Writing letters to her, usually late at night, became a way to temperhis loneliness and exhaustion. Often, the letters would become very play-ful; the writing of them improved his mood. He would mock his despairby drawing little pictures on the letters of arrow-pierced hearts or weepingSanta Emilias. In one letter, he comically enumerated a night of TV:
i) It is twenty minutes after ten and 2) Lisa and I are watching televi-sion 3) A picture about the Civil War 4] Good looking men on horsesare continuously crossing shallow rivers 5) And at times are praying forthe dead 6] And often one sees tombstones with names like "James" onit 7] And then, too, people are singing in small churches with prayerbooks in their hands 8] The woodwork is light in color there 9] It is dif-ficult to end the picture. Lisa and I are waiting. We want to go to bed.More and more people are getting killed. And it seems the whole busi-ness is done because Jimmy Stewart is the father.
Although de Kooning appeared to be working mainly on sculpture inthe early seventies, he continued to devote most of his energy to painting."Bill's primary artistic expression was not sculpture but painting," saidBob Spring, who saw de Kooning at most three or four times. "We did nothave a normal sculptor-foundryman's association." He worked sporadi-cally in clay, completing four new pieces in 1973. The following year, deKooning turned to sculpture for the last time. Large Torso, like Clamdig-ger and Seated Woman on a Bench, conveyed a primordial sense of life assomething fragmentary and rooted in the earth. The arms of the torsowere long and massive, weighing down the trunk and evoking the originsof mankind in the muddy ooze. Nothing could have been further in spiritfrom the classical ideal of beauty in Western culture, which is often repre-sented by fragments of ancient Greek sculpture. Large Torso, like most ofde Kooning's sculpture, implicitly celebrated change, mutation, and thepossibilities of the shaping hand.
Again and again, de Kooning told Mimi he wanted to see her moreoften. Then, in 1975, he asked her to marry him. "He was in one of thosechairs in front of the television set," she said, "and I was sitting belowhim on the floor leaning on his chair, and I had turned around and waslooking at him, and he asked me to marry him. I didn't know how torespond." There was a long pause. Then de Kooning said with a kind ofglum humor, "You don't supposed to be silent." In fact, he had already dis-cussed the possibility with Lee Eastman, who told him that he could
indeed get a divorce without Elaine's agreement after so many years ofseparation. De Kooning told Mimi he would build her a separate house, ifshe wanted—he even promised to be "the greatest influence" on her chil-dren—but Kilgore demurred. "It was tempting," she said, "but it wouldhave been too big a change. So many lives would have been affected." Andshe had "compartmentalized," as she put it, her relationship with deKooning. But Mimi also recognized that their periods apart actuallystrengthened the relationship. De Kooning had never lived happily with awoman for any sustained time; Mimi did not consider herself the excep-tion. She understood that he wanted to be alone when he wanted to bealone, free from emotional pressure, to concentrate upon his work. She,too, wanted time alone. Since de Kooning never felt crowded by Kilgore,he could continue to love her. "The relationship lasted," she said,"because of what it was. He could have me the way he wanted me, in hishead."
Kilgore sensed that, to de Kooning, she was also a symbol. She embod-ied a dream about existence that he refused to yield to age. "In his head,"the aging painter—who turned seventy in 1974—was veering betweenpowerful moods: on the one hand, a heightened joy; on the other, isolationand a yearning melancholy. Almost every afternoon, as he bicycledthrough the countryside, he instinctively identified her with the waterylandscape around him. "I was on my bike to the bay," he wrote her, "andhad a look at the back of your neck there." The back of her neck was thebeach. Where her hair fell across her neck was the shoreline. The softbeginnings of her hair was "the grass where the pebbles of the bay are." Helonged to drink "the water of her mouth." In one letter, he wrote, "Giveme water Emilie and love." He would often explain that they were notseparated: "You are myself even more than I. How you like that one!You're inside of me." In the seventies, de Kooning, who often mentionedZen, believed that he was beginning (in Kilgore's words) to "live his wholelife in the present." He knew age, of course, but Mimi brought back theyoung de Kooning. Bicycling along the water was also touching the backof her neck. Everything he was—and had been—could flow together in amoment.
In the spring of 1975, de Kooning's long dry spell ended—boldly, grandly,dramatically. In six months, he completed twenty sumptuous abstrac-tions. He himself appeared surprised at this sudden upwelling of images,especially that so many should survive his scrutiny. "I couldn't miss," hesaid. "It's strange. It's like a man at a gambling table [who] feels that he
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        De Kooning's favorite pastime, biking to Louse Point, mid-seventies
can't lose. But when he walks away with all the dough, he knows he can'tdo that again. Because then it gets self-conscious. I wasn't self-conscious. Ijust did it." The lush paintings, each eighty by seventy inches or eighty-eight by seventy-seven, contained none of the anger or bitterness thatsometimes animated his earlier work.
De Kooning's immediate inspiration was the watery landscape of theSprings, especially at Louse Point. His loose curving brushstrokes cap-tured the free play of the water, light, and sky. "He said that he was reallyintrigued with the way all of those colors would reflect off the surface ofthe water, and how the forms would emerge and dissolve," said Levy. "Itprovided a huge supply of possibilities for paintings." Paradoxically, thepictures were also the most earthy—the most physically like wet clay—that de Kooning had ever made. They were full of puckers, bubbles, ridges,and spatters. The paintings embodied the sort of epiphany that de Kooningand Mimi were discussing, when the evanescent sensations of a long lifeseemed to come together. Their watery character conveyed the savor ofsuch moments. Water had no boundaries,- water reflected the earth, sky,figure, and landscape; water was ever-moving desire,- and water brought tomind, as well, a kind of lovely "life is passing" melancholy.
De Kooning had always been a tactile painter, of course, and in thesixties his whipped-up mixtures of safflower oil, water, and turpentine
had given extraordinary emphasis to the actual paint. He liked to say, "Iam the world's greatest mixer of paint." In 1975, using the same basicmethods as before, he would first prepare a canvas by sizing and resizingit, painting it with lead white paint and then sanding with sanding plasteruntil the surface became almost translucent. "He went down layer bylayer until it was fine like paper," said Mary Abbott. "The white glows."He would also roughen up the surface somewhat so that he could draw onit more easily with charcoal, which was his traditional way of beginning apainting. And he would use newspapers to slow the drying process of hisemulsion, often struggling to keep the picture wet.
In the mid-seventies, however, the paint gained even more texture. Itseemed to rise tumescent from the surface of the canvas, color laid intoand over color. "I get the paint right on the surface," de Kooning toldMimi proudly. "Nobody else can do that." According to Tom Ferrara, theassistant who joined de Kooning in 1980, "He wanted the paint reallyjuicy and thick." During this period, de Kooning looked yet again to Sou-tine. "I've always been crazy about Soutine—all of his paintings," he said."Maybe it's the lushness of the paint. He builds up a surface that lookslike a material, like a substance. There's a kind of transfiguration." Whendescribing his first glimpse of the Soutine paintings years before at theBarnes Collection in Philadelphia, he said that "the Matisses had a light oftheir own, but the Soutines had a glow that came from within the paint-ings—it was another kind of light." De Kooning compared his handling ofthe paint to the way Miles Davis made music. "Miles Davis bends thenotes. He doesn't play them, he bends them. I bend the paint."
Despite their sealike freedom, the best paintings were carefully com-posed. They depended to some extent upon an informal grid, but not onethat constrained the flowing brushstrokes. "The way I do it, it's not likeCubism, it's like Cezannism, almost," said de Kooning of the way he pat-terned his brushstrokes, which he termed "fitting in." A supple layeringof the space was also a way in which he brought a feeling of controlledform to the watery image. A loaded brush skittering across the surface likea splash of water might be rhythmically related to a deeper and ghostlylevel of watery space below, where the paint had been partially wipedaway. (Often, de Kooning would scrape down a canvas but leave traces ofpaint behind, creating, for example, an astonishing sensation of the sky'sreflection upon momentarily quiet water.) The most original composi-tional device, however, was de Kooning's masterful way of varying thevisual "speed" of his brush. His stroke would lead the eye at one speed andthen another. A loaded brush of crimson would move at a certain tempo,then fishhook, dropping into a slow-seeming patch of yellow. Rhythm,
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        speed, and tempo—not juststrokes—came into visualbalance.
By autumn, de Kooninghad more than enough newpaintings for an exhibit thatOctober at his dealer's newgallery, Fourcade, Droll, Inc."He said, 'They just pouredout of me like water,'"according to Joan Levy. Theshow itself hardly made animpression upon de Koo-ning, though he helpedselect the works to hang: hewas too busy working. Thenumber of paintings contin-ued to increase. Most werecalled "Untitled" and dis-tinguished by number.There was a strong familyresemblance among them.Although     de     Kooning's
palette differed from painting to painting, as did the degree to which the"fitting in" of the brushstrokes was loose or compressed, they all con-tained ideas borrowed from other works. Throughout this period, deKooning surrounded himself with recent canvases. Often he would makea drawing from a recently completed picture, which then served as thestarting point for another.
Of course, the figure was reflected in the "water"; or, more accurately,she became part of the flowing water. "I could sustain [the figure] all thetime because it could change all the time," he said. "She could almost getupside down, or not be there, or come back again, she could be any size."In his new paintings, the figure, finally, seemed to find a home at sea.There was none of the goofiness, awkwardness, or difficulty that was partof de Kooning's insistent earlier truth about the relation of the figure to itsenvironment. The pictures themselves were at once passionate and famil-ial in feeling. "I like a big painting to look small," he said. "I like a bigpainting to get so involved that it becomes intimate,- that it really starts tolose its measurements,- so that it looks smaller. To make a small paintinglook big is very difficult, but to make a big painting look small is also very
North Atlantic Light, 1977, oil on canvas, 80" x 70'
difficult/' The paradoxes that powered de Kooning's art came togetherseamlessly. Water and earth, man and woman, figure and ground—whocould separate them in these works?
It seemed astonishing to those around him that de Kooning could sum-mon this burst of painterly energy. Had he died when he was seventy-five years old, he would have been remembered for creating a passionatelate style—for leaving the world with a kind of glorious painterly burst.
What became clear at the time, however, was that he was burninghimself out. In his letters to Mimi, he wrote of his exhaustion and his"terrible state of depression," the worst he had ever known. He could notstop working, even to take a brief trip to Mexico. "I cannot lay down thebrush." During the years from 1975 to 1978, when he created this cycle,de Kooning very nearly drank himself to death. As always, it was partlythe burden of expectations—imposed by both others and himself—thatled him to discharge the tension through bingeing drunks. The crowd oflionizers was growing larger and larger outside the studio door as de Koo-ning changed from a has-been to a "grand old man" of painting. In Sep-tember 1974, the Australian National Gallery in Canberra purchasedWoman V, one of de Kooning's famous cycle of fifties Women, for$850,000. It was a record amount for a work by a living American artist.Soon everyone knew the value of the throwaway drawings on de Koo-ning's studio floor. Even when he was drinking in local bars, people would"cozy up" to him in an effort to get invited to the studio, where, theyhoped, they could collect their own "de Kooning."
In the sixties, there had been only one major show of his work, the1968 retrospective that originated in Amsterdam. By the mid-seventies,however, the number of shows seemed to grow exponentially. In 1974, theWalker Art Center in Minneapolis mounted an important exhibit of deKooning's drawings and sculpture, which focused as none had before uponhis draftsmanship. The same year, Fourcade, Droll organized a compre-hensive show of de Kooning's lithographs that continued to travel aroundthe United States until early 1977. In 1975, the Japanese finally staged theexhibition that Fourcade lobbied for on his trip to Japan with de Kooning;and there was a show in Paris as well. Then, in 1976, no fewer than eightsignificant de Kooning exhibits opened, including two in Amsterdam.Plans were under way for an ambitious exhibit, sponsored jointly by theHirshhorn Museum and the U.S. Information Agency, that would toureleven cities throughout Europe and Eastern Europe, introducing de Koo-ning's work to Poland, Yugoslavia, Hungary, and East Berlin, with stops as
well in Spain, Norway, and Dordrecht. In New York, Fourcade alsomounted another show of new paintings. Smaller than the one from theprevious year—there were twelve new works—it drew favorable noticeswhen it opened in October. Writing in the New York Times, John Russellpraised the new landscapes with their occasional references to the "samebuttery female body" of de Kooning's past. He concluded: "Mr. de Koo-ning in his 70's is still inventing new ways of mixing the paint, new waysof getting it to do his will, new ways to accommodate the thrusts of thepsyche." Most important of all was Diane Waldman's proposal to mount aretrospective at the Guggenheim of de Kooning's years on Long Island.Scheduled for 1978, it would provide the first opportunity for many peopleto see de Kooning's work since his move to the Springs. The critical con-sensus remained that the Long Island period represented a decline, butFourcade believed that continually exhibiting de Kooning's late paintingwould change that perception.
De Kooning could not entirely ignore such outside distractions, andthey probably contributed to the pressures that, his friends feared, wouldsoon kill him. The periods between binges seemed to shorten. Halfwaythrough the seventies, de Kooning had already dried out several times atSouthampton Hospital and other institutions that took care of alcoholics.Sometimes, he tried to make light of the stays. He liked to tell peopleabout the time he was admitted to the hospital and got undressed. Then,the nurse left him alone for a minute, so he got dressed again, hailed a cab,and went to a local bar. But the truth is that the hospital interludes wereextremely depressing. According to Elaine Benson, who volunteered at thehospital, few people visited de Kooning in Southampton. And no one wasthere to pick him up. "I saw him sobering up maybe six times," she said."He looked so small and Chaplinesque, with these hairless white legshanging out of these hospital gowns. . . . You felt that nobody was takingcare of him. He had this orphan quality." One time, Benson asked deKooning when he was going to be released, and he said, "I think today, butI don't know if anybody is coming to get me."
Part of the problem was that John McMahon had left the studio forgood late in 1974, after nearly twelve years as de Kooning's assistant.What prompted the break was McMahon's marriage and subsequent moveto Atlanta. The wedding reception was held at de Kooning's studio. (Beforethe wedding, de Kooning took McMahon upstairs to his room and gavehim one of the suits that he had bought, with Ruth Kligman, in Italy."Look," Bill told John. "Roma. Feel the material. They don't make suitslike that here.") According to de Kooning's housekeeper, GertrudeCullem, "John stayed in the studio a couple of weeks before he left
because Bill missed him. He just wanted to see him and be with him. Johnused to take him around. Like his son, really." Before he left, McMahonrecruited Dane Dixon, who had looked after de Kooning for a time in NewYork in the early 1960s, to replace him. It was not an ideal arrangement,however, despite the warm friendship between the two men. Dixon wasphysically up to the job of handling de Kooning. He was burly—"like abear," said McMahon—with a yeoman's beard and an intimidating man-ner, and he could head off trouble with a threatening "Fuck off" or "Getlost." But Dixon was also an alcoholic and, while he never urged de Koo-ning to drink, he was often drunk himself. He was a good old boy wholiked carousing at local bars and inviting pals back to the studio.
Joan Ward was always there to help de Kooning, but she could notcontrol him as his condition worsened. One Saturday morning in the earlyseventies, the artist David Porter found Joan and de Kooning in bad shapeat the Accabonac house. In 1970 de Kooning had helped Porter recoverfrom near-fatal burns over 70 percent of his body by calling up nine suc-cessful painters and asking each to contribute $500 to Porter and his wife"because David and Marian need money." Later, when he went to thankde Kooning, de Kooning offered him more money. "With that, he pulledout a roll of bills," said Porter. "I never saw so much money in life—and[he] pushed it on me. He said it was $100,000.1 said, 'Bill, I don't need itnow.' "
Porter asked de Kooning if he would like to go to a clinic for treat-ment. "They were both at the kitchen table and Bill's ankles were like this[so swollen]," said Porter. "He had no shoes on. And each was drinkingsolid dark brown alcohol, probably Scotch. He was so drunk. She wasn't sobad. I talked to them both. She said to Bill, 'Do you want to try to stopdrinking?' He said yes. So I said, 'I'll take you to a place that will help youstop drinking.' " A member of Alcoholics Anonymous, Porter was famil-iar with the treatment centers on Long Island. He asked an AA buddy tohelp him drive de Kooning to South Oaks, a center in Amityville with anexcellent reputation. "I drove [de Kooning] to Amityville, a long drive, andhe was right behind me," said Porter. "The whole time, he had his handsaround me and I almost choked. It was terrible—I'll never get over that.Talking away." After they arrived, de Kooning had to walk barefoot intothe institution because his feet were so swollen that he couldn't put on hisshoes. "And when Joan and I got him inside he couldn't sign his name,"said Porter, because his hand was trembling so badly. Instead, he simplymade an X on the signature line. De Kooning probably remained at SouthOaks for the prescribed twenty-eight days of treatment. "At Amityville,you go to AA meetings while you're there," said Porter. "They give you
personal attention and load you up with vitamins, and they get rid of theedema."
After he was released, de Kooning continued to go to AA meetings.However, he was never a good bet for any long-term commitment—exceptto art—and he soon sloughed off the organization's requirements. "I'm allright in the meetings/' he told Mimi. "I just can't take it home with me.When I feel broken down I take a drink and that works for a while." By1977, de Kooning's drinking became life-threatening. Often, now, whenfriends were scheduled to visit de Kooning, they would get a call from anintermediary who would tell them not to come. No sooner would deKooning return to his studio after a stay in the hospital, newly sober andwith a fresh supply of sedatives to calm him down, than he would fly offagain, increasingly strung out from the combined effect of drugs and alco-hol. The sound of an ambulance wailing down Woodbine Drive to collecthim became almost routine.
At this juncture, de Kooning was persuaded to try AA once again, thistime through the indirect auspices of Elaine de Kooning. In 1976, Elainehad become the Lamar Dodd Visiting Professor of Art, a newly createdposition at the University of Georgia. She was commuting betweenAthens, Georgia, New York City, and Long Island. After years of beingonly distantly in touch with de Kooning, she was edging back into his life,having bought a summer house nearby in the Springs in 1969. Newlythrough AA herself, Elaine often went to the local meetings. Like all faith-ful followers, she tried to recruit her alcoholic friends to the organization.At one AA meeting in Bridgehampton, she heard a Montauk man namedEugene Tiritter speak. Afterward, Elaine introduced herself and told Tirit-ter that de Kooning had mentioned hearing him speak in Montauk. Some-thing that Tiritter had said there—about the cave paintings of Lascaux andthe people who created them—had impressed de Kooning. It was not thesort of thing that ordinarily came up at an AA meeting. Even though deKooning had left AA, Elaine asked Tiritter if he would be willing to helphim. Tiritter was the sort of person, as Elaine knew, whose company deKooning enjoyed. Like Clarence Barnes, he was a down-to-earth man. Hisfamily was Romanian. He himself was a mason. Born in Brooklyn andraised in Queens, just outside Manhattan, he moved to Montauk in 1965,following the new wave of building on the eastern end of Long Island. LikeWimpy de Ruyter and other old Dutch friends of de Kooning's, he hadserved in the merchant marine and could talk to de Kooning about shipsand the sea. And like de Kooning, he loved philosophy—and was self-taught. If de Kooning would listen to anyone about booze, in short, itwould be to a salt-of-the-earth philosopher like Tiritter.
At the outset, Tiritter did not know who de Kooning was. By the timehe learned that he was a celebrated artist, he had accepted him as a regularguy. "I genuinely enjoyed him even after I knew he was famous/' he said."He was so funny. He'd say things like, 'You know, I'm really a prettyfamous guy.' But it wouldn't make you mad. If you got to know him, itwasn't ego." Once a week or so, Tiritter would pick up de Kooning andtake him to a local AA meeting. Usually, they would drive to Montauk,where the meetings were held in the dingy basement of the local Catholicchurch. "Sometimes he'd come in his overalls that were all full of paint,"said Tiritter. "He enjoyed that, because he had been a housepainter. He'dgo to meetings and sit through them. I don't ever remember him talking alot at AA." Tiritter would also visit de Kooning in his studio, where theywould sit in the rocking chairs and talk about philosophy. According toTiritter, "He was with Wittgenstein, I with Sartre."
De Kooning nonetheless began another binge. It was worse than ever.Not only was he admitted to Southampton Hospital, but he also lost hismemory and became so disoriented that he did not know who he was.Frantic about de Kooning's latest lapse and about the alcoholics and hang-ers-on increasingly swarming around him at the studio, Joan Ward askedTiritter what to do. "I didn't think Bill was really the kind of alcoholicwho would kill himself [through drinking]," said Tiritter. "That's what Itold Joan." Then Dr. Wright, de Kooning's physician in Southampton,asked the psychiatrist Dr. Ralph Junker, who had become a friend of deKooning's after seeing him off and on for several years, to evaluate him. AsTiritter shrewdly noted, de Kooning's habit of making friends with hisdoctors was not especially helpful. "I think Bill liked to become veryfriendly with people and think that he had some kind of control," saidTiritter. "If he got friendly with his psychiatrist, for example, then hecould be in control." If de Kooning were in control, then he could manip-ulate his doctors, rather than follow their lead. De Kooning, too guarded toopen up to a psychiatrist, similarly could never meet the demands of AA,which involved confessing with brutal candor the personal problems anddegradations created by alcoholism. The relentlessly confessional tone ofAA certainly did not suit his reserved Dutch nature. "There were the fun-niest stories of Bill in AA," said Joan. "He went to Montauk, where thepeople weren't all that rigid. He finally said, 'You people sure can beat adead horse.' They thought that was very funny."
Drugs were also becoming a problem. At the time, doctors routinelygave alcoholics sedatives to calm them as they were weaned from liquor."Pills keep up the sedative effect," said Tiritter. "And then you crashwhen you're back home [without drugs] and you drink again because you
feel terrible." There was the further danger of mixing alcohol and drugs.De Kooning never intentionally mixed them, but he became hooked onthe calming effects of sedatives, which created the danger that he wouldbegin drinking and not remember that he had already taken pills. Some-times, de Kooning would forget and take another round, and lapse into astupor. With neither AA nor psychological help having an effect, thebingeing de Kooning began to end up at the hospitals-of-last-resort foralcoholics. He had already been to South Oaks Hospital and to the reha-bilitation facility in Freeport. Subsequently, Porter and Tiritter took himto the Brunswick Hospital Center in Amityville. De Kooning lookedpleased, said Tiritter, when a large young attendant came to take himaway. De Kooning always felt most comfortable, it seemed, when stronghelpers were nearby to take care of him.
By 1977, de Kooning's short-term memory was beginning to falter.The people around him naturally concluded that any forgetfulness on hispart was caused by his excessive drinking. He was always worst, in thisregard, when exhausted from a binge,- he would improve markedly whenon the wagon. De Kooning himself was aware of some mental slippage,- heeven discussed his absentmindedness with a friend, the painter Dan Rice.But the dangerous bingeing, not the absentmindedness of a man in hisseventies, was what worried those around him. Too much time now wasspent lying listlessly on the couch recuperating in Joan's house. Ward said,"He did not even feel much like seeing Mimi, because he didn't feel well."Strung out on either alcohol or sedatives, de Kooning became so desperatethat he sought out a practitioner of alternative medicine, Dr. Lee Ham-mer, who believed in using acupuncture, herbs, and teas to straighten outchemical imbalances in the body. "He didn't believe in too many pills,"said Ward. "He liked folic acid and things like that. The natural way. Andacupuncture. One time he left a needle in Bill's head. He had it banged allthe way into the [lower back of his head]. Every time we went over therehe would give me some new herbs. This one taken here, three of thesetaken there." Under Hammer's care, de Kooning began a nine-day, all-liquid diet intended to clean his system. "Look at the iris," Hammer toldJoan. "You'll see how [his eyes] clear up." De Kooning drank only teasmade out of roots that Joan fixed in a blender. At the end, his body didindeed seem purified. "I think it probably would have cleared up anywaywith a decent diet and not drinking," said Ward. "But it didn't hurt Bill,and it gave him something to concentrate on."
Whatever the reason, de Kooning felt strong enough after the regimento move back into the studio. Somehow, he returned to work; the greatcycle of landscapes would continue into 1978. And then the endlessly
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dreary bingeing started again. De Kooning certainly had no consciousdesire to kill himself. He feared death, as he told Mimi, and "drinkingyourself to death" would have struck him as "corny." Still, he may wellhave believed that he would die after concluding this last great cycle ofpaintings. What more was left for a man of his age? It was somehow fit-ting, at the end, to hold nothing back.
In the summer of 1977, Lee Eastman decided to intervene. He hadcome upon de Kooning one too many times with his head on the table,mumbling and defeated and dirty. Only radical measures, he believed,would end the downward spiral. Joan could not stop him. And Mimi spentmost of the year in Houston. The situation, Eastman told de Kooning,must change. What exactly Eastman said is not known. But the lawyerhad years of experience with de Kooning's indirection, and he was proba-bly able to convey to the painter that nurses and possibly institutionaliza-tion—in effect, the loss of his studio—lay in the not too distant future.And so, at Eastman's urging, de Kooning turned to the one person in theworld whom Eastman thought might be able to bring order to chaos. Hiswife, Elaine.
. . . Whose Name Was Writ in Water
When the poet Gregory Corso showed de Kooning around Rome in thelate fifties, he took him to the house where Keats lived at the end of hislife. Moved by the poet's early death, de Kooning never forgot the epitaphthat Keats wrote for himself, for it perfectly captured the painter's ownsense of a momentary and ever-changing world.
When he painted . . . Whose Name Was Writ in Water, de Kooningwas seventy-one. He was a man nearing death, blissfully in love with ayounger woman. Like all truthful invocations of paradise, the paintingwas suffused by melancholy: the garden of desire was a fleeting imagewritten in a stormy pool of reflections. But. . . Whose Name Was Writ inWater was equally a masterpiece of lyrical joy. It contained no recogniza-ble figure, but the flesh tones glinted among the bending forms of thepainting, and the long stroking touch of the hand was everywhere. Desirehere did not appear only erotic,- it did not seek only to possess. Desireseemed something larger and more encompassing—a delight in the quickof existence. The digger felt the clam.
In the best works of the series, of which . . . Whose Name Was Writ inWater was an early example, de Kooning redefined the pastoral tradition
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in an original way. He found a means, at last, to unite the figure and thelandscape into an ideal image that he could believe in. His originality layin the perspective he adopted. He presented the pastoral from within—from the perspective of the figures in the landscape—rather than fromwithout. He was not the outsider who surveys the ideal scene from afar.He had passed through the looking glass,- he created, as he put it, "a feelingof being on the other side of nature.7' The physical touch that de Kooningcarried from wet clay into paint enabled him to embody more vividly thanever before the tactile pleasure of those within the landscape. The lushbrushstrokes, while living together harmoniously, appeared free and spon-taneous. Nothing appeared imposed.
De Kooning always insisted upon movement, both palpable and meta-physical. . . . Whose Name Was Writ in Water coiled with an energy with-out beginning or end. Its left side contained an extraordinaryconcatenation of speeds, for example, resembling what happens whenwater backs up against a pier. In art, the pastoral was traditionally pre-sented as an image of preternatural stillness; it usually appeared delicate,aristocratic, and easily broken, like porcelain. De Kooning instead ani-mated the pastoral, his dream made of verbs, not nouns. Nothing couldlong trap or hold the eye in . . . Whose Name Was Writ in Water. Theaging de Kooning in the Springs, like the young man who crossed theocean to America, did not believe in a static image of existence. He rel-ished the sea of consciousness, stirred ceaselessly by different moods,desires, memories, and sensations. To know the miracle of nature, fromthe inside, it was necessary to remain off-balance rather than centered."Y'know the real world," de Kooning said, "this so-called real world, isjust something you put up with, like everybody else."
I'm in my element when I am a little bit out of this world: then I'm inthe real world—I'm on the beam. Because when I'm falling, I'm doingall right; when I'm slipping, I say, hey, this is interesting! It's when I'mstanding upright that bothers me: I'm not doing so good; I'm stiff. As amatter of fact, I'm really slipping, most of the time, into that glimpse.I'm like a slipping glimpser.
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        Together once more. Elaine came back into de Kooning's life in 1977.
37. Elaine, Again
That Elaine, she's always the emergency girl.
It seemed miraculous, at once wonderful and improbable, that de Koon-ing would turn to Elaine for help. Not only had he been estranged fromher for two decades, but Elaine herself, a newly reformed alcoholic whoconstantly struggled to make ends meet, had many serious problems. But,as everyone also knew, Elaine turned everything she did into a larger-than-life story. Her move back into de Kooning's life was no exception:wasn't it marvelous that they were back together? As time passed and shebecame more confident, she presented their reunion as at once romantic,generous, and soul-stirring. Not only did she stop the great artist's drink-ing, saving his life, but she moved into the studio, restoring the closenessthey shared thirty years before in their loft on Twenty-second Street.
There was considerable truth to Elaine's story line. But the reunion,on both sides, also owed much to a pragmatic assessment of the facts.Only the certain prospect of failing health and imminent death led deKooning, who had always resisted ceding authority to anyone, to giveElaine control over his affairs. There was no question, on his part, of anyromantic rekindling of feeling; he remained passionately devoted to Emi-lie Kilgore. He regarded Elaine, when things were going well, as a cozydomestic friend. But Elaine was still deeply attached to him. Now asalways, he was the center of her life. She was also weary of the years ofscraping by, and returning to de Kooning provided her with what she hadlong craved but never found: financial and emotional security. Being withhim solidified her position in the world. Not surprisingly, she did notemphasize the practical aspects of their reunion. 'Tart of Elaine was aboutbeing very open and honest," said Elaine Benson. "And part of her appar-ently had this 'True Romances' concept of their relationship, because shecame back and was mother hen to him and kept him alive. She refused toadmit that she lived in her house and he lived in his house and that sherarely even stayed overnight."
After Lisa's birth in 1956, de Kooning made little effort to see Elaine.She struggled through the following years with a kind of desperate gal-lantry. As an artist, she specialized in portraits painted with the slashingbrushstrokes of fifties action painting. The high point of her career had
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come with the commission in 1962 and 1963 to paint President Kennedy.Otherwise, she sold paintings irregularly, and, when financially pinched,turned to de Kooning for help. In addition to paying her bills occasionallyand sending her a check for $250 or $300, he would give her pictures tosell, sometimes shaking his head in admiration at her wonderful talent forself-dramatization. (Once, when asking for a painting, she told him, "Idon't want to wind up on a street corner selling pencils.") But Elaine alsotried not to depend upon de Kooning for money. To support herself, shebecame a kind of itinerant art professor and lecturer, teaching over theyears at the Pratt Institute and Parsons School of Design, both in NewYork; as well as at universities in New Mexico and California; at CarnegieMellon in Pennsylvania,- and, most recently, at the University of Georgia atAthens. Her students adored her. She treated them as if they were alreadyserious artists, emboldening them. "The first thing she told us was that weweren't painting large enough," said one of her students and later assis-tants, Eddie Johnson, who was at the University of New Mexico in Albu-querque during Elaine's first teaching job in the fifties. "At that time, aneighteen-by-twenty-four-inch painting was considered large for a student.It took most of us a semester or two to work up to [that size]. All of a sud-den, here we were working on four-by-six-foot paintings. It was a very lib-erating experience." She never referred to her separation from de Kooningand spoke intimately of Kline, Pollock, and other celebrated artists. "Herfriends were our gods," said Johnson. "She was like Prometheus."
Outside the classroom, Elaine partied hard with both students andfaculty. Of the men who mattered most to her in the late fifties and six-ties, all were married: Tom Hess, Harold Rosenberg, and the sculptorRobert Mallary, whom Elaine met in New Mexico. One of Elaine's neigh-bors in the early sixties would joke about her sex life by counting out thedays: Tom would be Wednesday, Harold Thursday . . . unless Elaine wasnot seeing a more casual lover. Between teaching jobs, she lived in down-town lofts, first at 791 and then 827 Broadway. In the sixties, Elaine'sbehavior became increasingly self-destructive. She was a heavy smoker aswell as a drinker. She liked to gesture with a cigarette in hand, theswirling motion underscoring the dance of the conversation. She hadalways been sexually free, but now she was sometimes careless with men.One story she regarded as "amusing" concerned a mugger hiding in theshadows who accosted her, pulled a knife, and demanded her money.Rather than scream, Elaine feigned laryngitis, so he would not hurt her.Then, she invited him up to her loft for coffee, and the two becamefriends. People laughed—oh, that Elaine, they would say.
Elaine loved the idea of artists gathered together. "She alwaysreminded me of what I read about Gertrude Stein/' said Johnson. "Shedidn't have a formal salon. But every time I was over there, there'd be aknock on the door and some other artist was popping over for a visit."However, New York was changing. Most of the surviving abstract expres-sionists, including de Kooning, had left the city; the buzz in New Yorkwas now about pop and later styles of art. More and more, hangers-onfilled her studio. Many were greedy and calculating. Betsy Egan Duhrssenrecalled a party at Elaine's loft when "all of these young men kept bringingher checkbook to her and saying they needed more booze." By the end ofthe evening, "she had signed away about $900." Duhrssen tried to makeElaine see what she had done, "but she didn't want to hear it." Tostrangers, Elaine sometimes looked like a boorish drunk who spilleddrinks and scattered cigarette ashes. She borrowed regularly from friends—often more than $1,000 at a time.
And yet, she usually had a marvelous sparkle around her. She seemedto enlarge life. In order to join her friends on Long Island, she scratched upenough cash for a charmless shotgun house on Shelter Island, which waslinked to the rest of Long Island by a ferry. It was only a boat ride awayfrom the East Hampton artists, she announced, and besides she adored thepeople on Shelter Island because they were "so straight." One time, thepainter Robert Dash took the ferry over to visit her. "It was about elevenin the morning, and it was like a Booth cartoon," he said. "The ceiling wasabout three feet above this oilcloth-covered table. There was a sick gera-nium in the window and a broken lightbulb, and Elaine with a bottle ofScotch saying, 'Oh, I love this place.' " Few recognized Elaine's sometimesfrantic way of living for what it was: a dancing in the dark that kept herprivate demons at bay. (Her behavior may have stemmed, in part, from thedoubt and worry created by her mother's institutionalization duringElaine's childhood.) She recounted her troubled inner life, which she con-cealed from others, only to a diary that she kept religiously. One personwho sensed despair in Elaine was the poet John Ashbery, who said,"Despite the immediacy and vivacity, I felt that Elaine was always hold-ing something back, that there was some secret that she couldn't impart."
Her sister Marjorie, who knew all the secrets, finally decided that shemust intervene in Elaine's life, and sometime around 1974 she taped oneof Elaine's drunken discourses without her knowledge. Far from beingamusing and witty, as Elaine fancied herself when she drank, she wasrambling, incoherent, and tiresome. Horrified, she vowed to quit drinking.It was her fear of losing control of the image she presented to the world
that finally inspired her to seek treatment. She joined Alcoholics Anony-mous, and with the help of three people—Marjorie, her therapist, and anEpiscopalian priest—succeeded in breaking the addiction.
At the same time, Elaine found a new financial advisor in Aladar Mar-berger, whom she met during a teaching interlude at Carnegie Mellon andencouraged to come to New York. Flamboyantly gay, with a taste for gos-sip and intrigue that rivaled Elaine's, Marberger became director of theFischbach Gallery. Soon Elaine, whom Marberger affectionately called"Mother," began to exhibit there. Aladar also urged Elaine to seek a regu-lar allowance from de Kooning and promised to help her get one. Half of deKooning's worldly goods, he reasoned, legally belonged to Elaine. Why notgo after them? Nothing formal came of his plans. But in 1969 Elaine didtrade her Shelter Island house for a small summer cottage on Sandra Drivein Springs, just down the road from de Kooning's studio. Eventually,Elaine sold that house and bought a more comfortable year-round one onAlewive Brook Road. It was about ten minutes from de Kooning's studio,in a leafy area of East Hampton called Northwest Woods. She added a stu-dio; when her landlord in New York decided to raise her rent exorbitantly,she moved to the country full-time. "She wasn't willing to be gouged,"said the artist Jim Bohary, a close friend of Elaine's.
Before the early seventies, Elaine paid de Kooning occasional visits inthe Springs. But now, with a house of her own in the neighborhood, shesaw him more often. "I know that she and Harold Rosenberg used to comeover to visit Bill," said Bohary. Sometimes, de Kooning also visited Elaine.It was natural, since she lived nearby, that Elaine would become inter-ested in de Kooning's alcoholism after she herself joined AlcoholicsAnonymous. "The thing about AA is that you're supposed to go backthrough your life and see the people whom you've wronged," said BetsyDuhrssen. "So when Elaine went into AA, she tried to make amends topeople." It was during this time that Elaine asked Eugene Tiritter if hewould work with de Kooning. Along the way, she also persuaded de Koo-ning to see a doctor in Manhattan for professional advice about treatinghis alcoholism.
It made some medical sense, therefore, for Elaine to step in and moni-tor de Kooning's day-to-day health at the studio. She had always denied, inany case, what de Kooning's intimates assumed—that the rift between herand de Kooning was permanent. Friends often observed that Elaine alwaysspoke about de Kooning as if she had seen him the day before, even whenyears elapsed between visits. "I always used to think it was rude to herboyfriends to talk about Bill constantly," said her friend Jane Freilicher."But she was oblivious to it." Even so, Elaine was initially very tentative
at the studio and often stayed at her own house. "Believe me," said JoanWard, "she came in and she was on tiptoe. She didn't know how much shecould put over, or how much Bill would take. Or how much power Lisaand I had. In those first years, if I ever stopped over to see Bill, within tenminutes Elaine would appear. I don't know what she thought we weregoing to do with Bill. After all these years, I wasn't going to shanghai himand bring him back here. But that shows you how unsure she was."
Elaine also proceeded cautiously because she feared de Kooning's tem-per. She was well aware, from the early years of her marriage, that theirrhythms of living were different. He was a solitary, preferring to be aloneor to talk to a few "old-timers," whereas Elaine lived like a social whirl-wind. ("I have a thousand close friends," she liked to say.) Dealing withthe other women in de Kooning's life presented an immediate challenge.In 1977, Lisa was a rebellious twenty-one-year-old forced for years tostruggle with an awkward family situation. She was not going to treatElaine as a fairy godmother. Nor would Joan warmly welcome Elaine.Even though Ward and de Kooning had lived more or less apart since 1971,they had remained in close touch, and de Kooning almost invariablyturned to her when he was ill. On some level, de Kooning, Joan, and Lisacontinued to function as a family. At Lisa's twenty-first birthday, saidElaine Benson, "Bill was very much there and being the father and theywere a little nuclear family. I think having the child was very important tohim."
There was also, of course, Emilie Kilgore. In the late seventies, herrelationship with de Kooning remained strong. While she continued tolive in Texas, she maintained her apartment in New York and visited EastHampton as often as she could. Elaine initially treated Kilgore much asshe treated Ruth Kligman, assuming a clucking air of affection, as if shefound it charming that Bill should have girlfriends. When Kilgore wouldarrive at the studio to take de Kooning somewhere, she would solicitouslysend the two off together like a mother seeing her son off on a date. Earlyon, Elaine and Mimi had one misunderstanding created, characteristi-cally, by de Kooning himself. Elaine had accepted a dinner invitation. Butde Kooning, without telling Elaine, instead went out with Mimi. He didnot tell Mimi he had had prior plans. Elaine, stood up, furiously upbraidedMimi and de Kooning when they returned. And yet the two women soondeveloped a friendship, implicitly acknowledging that each had her essen-tial part in de Kooning's life.
Given the uncertainty of exactly who stood where in de Kooning'slife, Elaine did not immediately quit her job teaching at the University ofGeorgia in Athens. The position, while untenured, was for three years and
paid extremely well—$40,000 a year. Since it was only a two-day-a-weekobligation, she was able to commute to and from Georgia. But the job stillkept her away from the Springs for significant amounts of time. In the fallof 1977, not long after agreeing to help de Kooning, she asked two of hernephews—Christopher (Jempy), her sister Marjorie's son, and Clay, herbrother Peter's son—if they would spend some time with de Kooning.Their real job was to control his drinking, as Dane Dixon seemed unableto do so. The arrangement worked fairly well that fall and winter. Elaine'snephews made sure he regularly attended AA meetings at St. Luke'sChurch in East Hampton. De Kooning was still working hard on his latepastoral landscapes, twelve new examples of which were shown by Four-cade in October, which helped to keep the studio calm.
De Kooning seemed to be in a settled state of mind in 1978 as theopening approached of the Guggenheim's "Willem de Kooning in EastHampton." It was his first big museum exhibition in New York in nineyears. Fourcade set up a number of interviews to publicize the show. Writ-ing in the New York Times, John Russell described de Kooning as "smalland delicate, with an altar-boy's fringe of fair hair, an almost weightlesswalk and a quickness of response and perception which most people losein first youth." De Kooning spoke to Russell at length about Matisse, whowas supplanting Picasso as a key inspiration. Organized by the curator andscholar Diane Waldman, the show, which opened on February 10, was acourageous one—it was still common for intelligent critics to treat deKooning's Long Island years with either condescension or contempt—andselected with unusual discernment. Of the fifty-six paintings on view, halfwere from the series that began in 1975, among them . . . Whose NameWas Writ in Water. As a result, viewers were left with a stronger impres-sion of the pastorals of the seventies than they were of the candied, sexu-ally lurid paintings of the sixties. The show also included some of his bestdrawings and a selection of sculpture.
The reviews, however, were subdued. No critic recognized the origi-nality of what de Kooning was doing with touch, the figure, or the pastoraltradition; critical taste in America had never displayed much patience, inany case, for the heightened color and swirling "too-muchness" of Rubensand the baroque, which de Kooning was carrying forward into modernpainting. ("I'm crazy about Rubens," de Kooning said, "all those volup-tuous women. He was the ultimate of the Baroque period—all hallelu-jah. "| It had also become a point of honor for serious critics in theseventies to resist the hype of the commercial art world. Fourcade's unre-lenting effort to advertise de Kooning's contemporary work as a great lateflowering backfired among the strong-minded. Both Hilton Kramer and
Robert Hughes emphasized, as if to protect art's honor, that de Kooning'srecent paintings were decidedly not comparable to the late work ofCezanne, Monet, and Matisse. Kramer praised de Kooning's "extraordi-nary energy and confidence," but also found the exhibit "dispiriting,"referring to the "delectable painterly surfaces, which begin by seducingthe eye and end—for this observer, at least—in a suffocating surfeit ofsweetness and charm. There is a certain invertebrate quality to Mr. DeKooning's late work that turns soft and mushy under examination, as if itwere an organism consisting of flesh without bones." Hughes acknowl-edged de Kooning's "seriousness as an artist and his historical achieve-ment," but thought that the latest work "was not remotely of the sameorder as the late works of other old men of the modernist mountain—Matisse at 80 with his colored cutouts, the last paintings of Cezanne,Monet's lily ponds."
What critics gave to de Kooning with one hand, in short, they stilltook away with the other. In any case, by 1978 de Kooning seemed toaccept his role as an artist more honored than understood. The transitionto wise old irrelevance that began with the Presidential Medal of Freedomin 1964 was, in fact, becoming almost burdensome: the Edward MacDow-ell Medal from the MacDowell Colony for "outstanding contribution tothe arts"; the gold medal for painting from the American Academy of Artsand Letters; a medal from the Albert Einstein College of Medicine,- and,later in 1978, membership in the American Academy of Arts and Letters.The attention was part of a revival of interest in the entire New Yorkschool. In October 1978, the Whitney Museum of American Art exhibiteda retrospective of abstract expressionism—the first ever—that included120 paintings by 15 artists. Even more dramatic was "American Art atMid-Century: The Subjects of the Artist," the show that in May 1978opened the new East Building, designed by I. M. Pei, of the NationalGallery in Washington. It focused on de Kooning and six of his contempo-raries: Gorky, Pollock, Newman, Rothko, Motherwell, and David Smith.The festivities that marked the opening began on May 30 with a lavishblack-tie dinner presided over by Paul and Rachel "Bunny" Mellon for twohundred guests. The building's atrium was filled with hurricane lampsand topiary trees. Both Elaine and de Kooning were there.
In May 1978, Elaine decided to resign from her teaching job in Georgiarather than return for a third year. The prospect of taking care of de Koo-ning seemed preferable to the tiring commute. She was also irked that theUniversity of Georgia had offered Philip Guston $2,000 for one lecture.Although her $40,000 annual salary for her two-day-a-week job was moremoney than she had seen in years—"about a thousand dollars a day," said
Conrad Fried—she felt undervalued next to Guston. Before giving up thelucrative job in Georgia, however, she wanted a more formal agreementwith de Kooning to protect her financial position. She first discussed theidea with de Kooning himself, who agreed in principle to a new arrange-ment. So did Lee Eastman, who always believed that de Kooning shouldnot divorce Elaine, anticipating that she might again play a role in his life.But Eastman was also not a man blinded by sentimentality or emotion,-and he knew who he worked for. He drew up papers specifying that Elainewould get a handsome financial reward—but only if she gave up the rightto control de Kooning's estate. Elaine was insulted. But reluctantly, afterangry discussions with family and friends, she agreed to his terms. Whenshe told the University of Georgia that she was resigning, they offered hera $5,000 raise and tenure. But tenure, Elaine said, was a "trap." She quither final teaching job with few regrets.
On July n, 1978, Harold Rosenberg died of a stroke, complicated bypneumonia, at his house in the Springs. De Kooning immediately fellto pieces. Not only was Rosenberg an intimate from the early days in NewYork, but he was the most consistent champion of de Kooning's art, neverdoubting his friend even as others hedged their bets. He was the old-timerwho put in the most talk time with de Kooning, joining him in the studiorockers to reminisce or to tilt at the absurdities of the present. Rosenbergwas a large-minded man, a battler in the philosophical skies, whose deathdiminished the world around him. And then, two days after Harold'sdeath, Tom Hess died suddenly of a heart attack. In the space of two days,de Kooning lost two dear friends and his earliest, most steadfast critics.
De Kooning was not a realist about death. It unfailingly shocked him.He could not bear the thought, he told Mimi, of its finality. The loss of histwo friends left him more isolated than ever, and the grief drove him intothe most destructive drunk of his life. Years later, one of his closest neigh-bors, the artist Rae Ferren, still vividly recalled being awakened early inthe morning by the sound of Lisa's two huskies baying and howling at thestudio. "That was their reaction to the ambulance having taken Billaway," said Ferren. "He was desperately ill." Southampton Hospital coulddo little for him: he just began drinking again once he was released. Thebinge stretched first into weeks and then months, with occasional briefperiods of drying out.
What did he think about during his sober times? About the soberfacts, perhaps. His painter-friends Gorky, Pollock, Kline, Rothko, New-man, all dead. Now Tom and Harold. Increasing mental difficulties of his
own, including short-term memory loss, a harbinger of old age and death.And control of his studio slipping away. Soon, Elaine's nephews could notstop his drinking. He would swat them away, becoming bearish and vio-lent if anyone tried to stop him. Even in his mid-seventies, he was stockyand strong. He punched and lashed out if crossed. Elaine's nephews toldher they wanted to leave. Elaine was at a loss about what to do. So wasJoan Ward, who feared that this one might really kill him. Ward againsought the help of Eugene Tiritter, who had become de Kooning's mostimportant AA connection. She proposed that he take de Kooning to hisown house for a weekend, and see if he could break through to him. On aFriday, Tiritter drove the half hour west to the Springs, picked up de Koo-ning, and brought him to Montauk. The first evening in Tiritter's smalland neat house passed fairly well. In the morning, however, de Kooningwas surly. He wanted to go home and begin drinking again. "It was veryuncomfortable," said Tiritter. "Bill was getting sober and he wanted to bein his own bailiwick." As Tiritter stalled, de Kooning became a cajoling,duplicitous, negotiating drunk. Would Tiritter like a painting?
Elaine grew increasingly desperate. Her job was to control de Koo-ning's drinking, but by the late fall of 1978, he showed no sign of emergingfrom the serial binges. How could she keep liquor away when de Kooningcould bike down to the Barnes Country Store for a couple of six-packs andmany visitors seemed all too happy to share a bottle? The local doctorsstepped forward with dire warnings: if de Kooning did not stop drinking,he would soon be dead. Elaine tried intimidation. When she would findhim with his head on the kitchen table, a down-and-dirty drunk, shewould tell him, "If you keep this up, you're so strong that you'll wind upsweeping the floor in your own studio and that will be the only thingyou'll be able to do." The fear of losing his mind sometimes sobered deKooning up, but his resolve would soon weaken. It was not hard to get abottle from Dane Dixon. Dixon did not want de Kooning to drink, but hecould not, after their years together, deny his friend and employer.
Elaine then turned to her brother Conrad, the one person whom shethought could handle the situation. She drove up to see him in LivingstonManor, where he lived in a house in the heart of the Catskills on land thatthe Fried family had originally settled in the 1840s. Although Conrad hadcontinued painting since his days as de Kooning's assistant and informalstudent on Twenty-second Street, he had also pursued a career as aninventor. He was known as a problem-solver. "I was separated from Elaineand Bill for a good number of years because of the boozing," Conrad said."It was stupid and crazy. So I wasn't close to Elaine. I would see her everycouple of years." After Elaine stopped drinking, however, they reconciled.
Conrad had never forgotten how kind de Kooning had been to him. "Iowed Bill a lot," he said, "because he helped me not in a physical way, buta psychological way. He became a mentor. He helped me to know what Iwas doing."
So Conrad reluctantly agreed to live in the studio. "I went out thereand moved right in on Bill. I'd take him out bicycle riding and walking. Imade sure that he had vitamins and good food. And I kept the booze out ofhim. People would feed him booze because he was helpless. Anyone couldtake a drawing." Together, Conrad and Elaine systematically wentthrough the community, asking local bars and stores to stop selling himbeer and liquor. Some, like Clarence Barnes, complied. "What a hard thingthat was to do, with the kind of money that household was spending,"said Barnes. "But I had to tell him no." De Kooning then began to pedal tostores farther away, putting the beer in the basket of his bicycle. AfterElaine removed the basket, he was spotted riding along with a six-packtucked under one arm. It did not take long for tension to rise betweenConrad and de Kooning. Like Elaine's nephews, Conrad had a difficulttime controlling de Kooning when he exploded into a bull-rage. Instead ofignoring the outbursts, Conrad took them personally. And de Kooningcould be remarkably abusive. He would sometimes fight for a drink likean enraged animal; once, he smashed his fist into Conrad's stomach.
Elaine decided to try antabuse, a foul-tasting drug that sickens a per-son who drinks alcohol. It was a Pavlovian cure with which de Kooningwas already familiar. Elaine did not tell de Kooning that she was givinghim the drug. She simply began to add antabuse to his eggs in the morningor to the health drinks from his earlier regimen that he still consumed.And he did become dreadfully ill. Elaine would say, "That's what drinkingdoes to you." The problem was that de Kooning—once he started todrink—drank quickly and kept on drinking regardless of the conse-quences. By the time the antabuse began to take effect, he had often con-sumed as much as half a quart of Scotch. The results were terrifying;instead of merely becoming sick to his stomach, he would lose conscious-ness. If Conrad, Elaine, or Dane were not around—and de Kooning wasstill often left on his own—his life was in danger. One time, when thewriter Arnold Weinstein and his wife dropped by the studio to take deKooning to a party, they found him lying on the floor in an apparent coma."This was really terrible," said Weinstein. "My wife got really scared; shethought he was dead. We called up and got him to the hospital. He wasdrunk, and this was the response to the antabuse."
Several months after he moved into de Kooning's studio, Conrad, too,wanted to leave. But abandoning de Kooning was tantamount to killing
him. So Conrad devised another solution. At one point, while he had beenworking in Maryland, Conrad befriended a group of talented youngpainters, including Tom Ferrara and his friend, Robert Chapman, whowere studying at nearby schools. "I was like a guru to these young fel-lows," said Conrad. At the time, they were an active part of the rebellioussixties generation, but by the late seventies, said Conrad, they had"straightened out and become serious. I said, well, Elaine needs help. AndI brought up Tom." Ferrara arrived early in January 1979, eager to meet deKooning and full of the excitement of a twenty-five-year-old artist inthrall to a legendary figure. The initial meeting between the two thatElaine had planned never took place, however, for de Kooning begandrinking. At first, Ferrara lived with Elaine in her house on Alewive BrookRoad. Gradually, Elaine began stopping by de Kooning's studio with him,either for dinner or after they had been grocery shopping, to see how thetwo got along. "He was pleased that I had an Italian name," said Ferrara."In a way I guess he thought I was a foreigner too." As the months wentby, Ferrara began to help de Kooning stretch canvases and carry out someof the odd jobs usually performed by Dane Dixon, who was himself inpoor shape and was rarely around. Toward the end of 1979, Elaine beganeasing Dixon out of his job. Loyal to his drinking buddy and susceptible toDane's pleas, de Kooning resisted her efforts for a while, but even he prob-ably realized that Dixon drank too heavily to be an effective assistant. "Atthat point, Bill really did need someone at least to fix dinner and staythere," said Ferrara. "There were all these people who tried to hustle himand get things out of him. It was like being a 24-hour watchdog."
The gradual departure of Dane Dixon in early 1980 marked the truebeginning of Elaine's control over the studio. By then, Tom Ferrara wasliving there almost full-time, with a bedroom down the hall from deKooning's. His friend Robert Chapman would join him as a studio assis-tant in October 1982. The new arrangement suited Elaine: she couldsometimes stay at her own house, make trips abroad, and generally comeand go as she pleased. By the end of 1979, de Kooning had stopped drink-ing. But he had also stopped painting.
The deaths of Rosenberg and Hess, and the destructive bingeing that fol-lowed, effectively ended de Kooning's cycle of pastoral paintings. Bylate 1978, several months after their deaths, the flow of paintings hadalready been reduced to a trickle. Then, at a certain point in 1979, deKooning simply walked away from the easel. By the time Ferrara movedinto the studio, de Kooning was hardly working at all. "He said he got to a
point where he felt like he could make the paintings with his eyesclosed," said Ferrara. "His way of describing it was 10-20-30. It hadbecome predictable." De Kooning told Joan Levy that he "had a dreamthat the water was turned off," and that he could not then paint anotherpicture in the cycle.
The year 1979 was extraordinarily difficult for de Kooning, not onlybecause he was drinking but because he was deeply depressed. Some-times, he hardly seemed to move, rendered helpless by a melancholy dark-ness closing over him. "He used to talk about angst," said Ferrara, "abouthow there was not really a word in English to describe it." He referred tohis condition as a "state of shock." A "gloom" had settled over his body. Itmight take several hours before he could be cajoled out of the dread thatgripped him. When the depression grew so severe that he could not bear it,he would demand a slug of whiskey. Occasionally, a combination of alco-hol and sedatives left him disoriented and foggy. The blank canvases inthe studio added to his unease. On a visit in 1980, foan Levy recalled see-ing a painting on de Kooning's easel that had long since dried—which sheknew meant it had been abandoned, since he kept his "living" canvaseswet. There was an anchor form, she said, "stuck right smack in the mid-dle of the canvas."
De Kooning's failing memory further deepened his depression and sig-naled a more general deterioration of his mental faculties. He was awareof the problem, painfully so, but spoke to no one about it. As early as 1974,before leaving for Georgia, de Kooning's longtime assistant John McMa-hon began noticing how vague de Kooning could be. Molly Barnes, hissometime girlfriend from California, noticed a similar vagueness by 1977.It might now take him a while to recognize a neighbor or someone he sawinfrequently. When telling a story, particularly about the past, he wouldremain completely focused and recall every detail. But then, a few min-utes later, he might retell the same story. Almost everyone explained suchsymptoms as the result of drinking. How could anyone drink as de Koo-ning did without such consequences? As far back as the late fifties, he hadsuffered from blackouts. During one particularly bad episode in Rome in1959, an Italian doctor warned him that such abusive drinking couldadversely affect his nervous system.
In 1979, de Kooning wrote his last letter to Mimi. He could begin butnot end it. He repeated the opening passage again and again. It was, saidMimi, "the same letter seven times," and he handed it to her rather thanmailing it. Nevertheless, she remained one of the few people aroundwhom he brightened, and he continued to take a great interest in her life.
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When her sister died at the age of forty-two Kilgore established, in 1978,the Susan Smith Blackburn prize in her memory. (The prize, awarded eachyear to a woman playwright in the English-speaking world, soon becamevery influential.) De Kooning created and signed a limited edition of printsto be given to the winner and others associated with the award. He wasgrowing increasingly anxious about Mimi's future. In 1980, the Kilgorestold family and close friends that they were separating. "He would getvery worried about me," she said. "He knew I wasn't poor, but he had thisview of me as a waif or as an orphan."
De Kooning feared that family tensions close to home were eruptingin ways he could neither understand nor resolve. He was now surroundedby women, each with a different but strong claim upon him: wife, lover,mother, daughter. He was particularly concerned about Lisa. He liked towrap his arms around her and sing a version of a song from Guys andDolls—"Sue me, sue me, what can you do but sue me, I love you." But heknew Lisa was unhappy about Elaine's presence in the studio. Elaine hadmoved into Lisa's room, and her larger-than-life personality and efforts tobring order to the studio did not leave much breathing room for a quixoticdaughter. Lisa began to feel uncomfortable taking her father for a drive.She wondered what had happened to all the photographs of her in the stu-dio. De Kooning did not know what to do about her uneasiness. And so,Lisa began spending more time on the West Coast, working at a variety ofjobs in which she trained and cared for animals. She helped make the Mer-cury "Cougar" commercial; she once rode Orca the Killer Whale. But shekept an eye on home, too, and continued to try to find a place for herselfthere. In 1979, she helped develop a charity benefit for the ASPCA, andshe asked both her parents to attend. Elaine did not like de Kooning toappear in public without her. The situation quickly became so emotion-ally fraught that, in the end, neither parent attended the event; after thebenefit, Emilie Kilgore took Lisa and some of her friends to dinner. Lisasaid the experience "scarred" her. Not surprisingly, she began to look topeople outside her immediate family for guidance in how to respond to aworld increasingly interested in "de Kooning's daughter." De Kooning'sold friend Priscilla Morgan became a "sort of surrogate mother," accord-ing to Ferrara, which set up still another awkward situation, sincePriscilla and Elaine were not friends. Lisa spent less and less time in theSprings.
As de Kooning weakened, Elaine assumed complete control of the stu-dio. Through his bookkeeper, Frances Shilowich, she monitored his cashflow. She oversaw who was hired and fired, who visited him at his studio,
and what publicity he engaged in. According to Joan Ward, he finallyawoke to what having Elaine back in his life meant:
Bill was playing the game out to the end. He thought between the threeof us [Joan, Elaine, and Emilie] there would be a real push and pull. OK,everybody is up for grabs now. Come in and fight over me and let thebest man win. He loved push and pull around him, playing one personagainst another. But he didn't realize that as he was getting older and alittle shaky, Elaine as the wife could come back and legally take over.And, I must admit, I retreated. It wasn't until he realized that he wastrapped—that nobody was going to do battle—that he tried to rebel. Butit was too late. He was trapped in his own trap.
It was Ward's theory that de Kooning stopped painting in 1979 as away of resisting Elaine. "It drove her frantic," said Ward. "Think about it:I've captured the lion, and now the lion is no longer doing what makeshim the lion. I've saved him from himself and he isn't painting? How's itgoing to look to the outside world?" It was a theory that Tom Ferrara dis-puted. De Kooning just needed a new way of working, in his view, a freshsource of inspiration. In fact, de Kooning did sometimes resent Elaine'sauthority and would belligerently demand of Ferrara, "Who's in chargehere?" as if, said Ferrara, he was genuinely worried that he might not be.And a new cycle of work would obviously help. But de Kooning's ownexplanation for the block—"angst"—was probably the most accurate. DeKooning was too red-blooded to yield graciously to the indignities of age.The reader of Kierkegaard, who believed there wasn't a word in English toconvey what "angst" truly meant, was suffering from the soul-sicknessthat northern Europeans knew so well. He was facing age, death, anddiminishment. White winter light and early darkness.
In 1980, de Kooning was seventy-six years old. Sometimes, Elainethought he must be finished, much as Susan Brockman had two decadesbefore. But one day in the spring of 1981, after months of staring at thedried-out canvas on his easel, de Kooning, without ceremony, laid out hispaints, picked up a fistful of brushes in his left hand, and began the finalseries of his life.
38. The Long Good-bye
Then there is a time in life when you just take a walk:And you walk in your own landscape.
De Kooning was not an artist who worked by plan. The notion form-ing in his mind about his next cycle of paintings probably resem-bled an intuition or an inkling, something that could be fullyapprehended only through exploration at the easel. But its outlines couldalready be sensed in his talk. During the spring of 1981, Gorky, never farfrom his thoughts, became a particularly powerful presence. "In a way/'de Kooning said in the early eighties, "I have him on my mind all thetime." In April, the Guggenheim mounted a retrospective of Gorky's art;Elaine and Tom Ferrara took de Kooning into New York to see the show.His old friend's way of drawing with the brush—especially the wanderingwhimsy of his line—must have stirred de Kooning, given the work thatwould shortly emerge in his studio. Matisse, too, was often in histhoughts. He admired the graphic simplicity of La Danse, which he hadoften seen in the Museum of Modern Art, and he loved the spirit of thecutouts. "Lately I've been thinking," he said in 1980, "that it would benice to be influenced by Matisse. I mean, he's so lighthearted. I have abook about how he was old and he cut out colored patterns and he made itso joyous. I would like to do that, too—not like him, but joyous, more orless."
If asked to describe what he admired about the French painter, deKooning said it was the "floating" quality of his pictures: "It was the ethe-real thing about Matisse," said Ferrara, "that appealed to him as an oldman." (De Kooning loved the airy Tiepolos he saw in Italy.) The paint-laden works of the late seventies also seemed to float, but with the liquidviscosity of water near the shore. The "float" that now interested himseemed airborne. During this period, a conservator warned de Kooningthat his unconventional mediums of the sixties and seventies, mixturesbased mainly on safflower oil and water, might actually destroy his paint-ings over time. "This conservator came to the studio and said, 'Becauseyou're using this safflower oil and spackle and water as medium, yourpaintings are not going to last," said Joan Levy. "He said, 'The guy told meto use traditional medium.' " The warning increased de Kooning's impa-
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tience with the densesurfaces of his late-seventies work andreinforced his growingdesire for lighter, moreevanescent art.
De Kooning hadmade a kind of peacewith age. The furiesabated; he recoiled lessfrom the injustices oftime. He was no longerthe man who made thepassionate pastorals.But perhaps somethingmight yet be done.Age, too, had its light.In the spring of 1981,de Kooning essentiallybegan to empty out thelandscapes of the lateseventies. At first, hesometimes dipped intohis old bowls of color,but, gradually, thepaint in the bowls nearhis easel began to dryup. Now, instead ofwhipping up the paintbeforehand, he oftensqueezed it from a tube onto his palette—a huge, glass-topped worktableon wheels—and then pushed his brush into his new Bocour medium, aclassic mix of varnish, oil, and rectified turpentine. Once the brush wasloaded with medium, he would pick up a blob of paint and apply it directlyto the canvas, often creating ribbonlike forms against a white ground. Heused a spackling knife to remove excess pigment with sweeping strokes,leaving behind scraped patches and ghostly residues on the white ground."I scoop off what I don't like," he said. In Untitled I of 1981, the thickimpasto and interwoven brushstrokes of the late landscapes disappeared,replaced by a surface more like his smooth, thin-skinned paintings of thethirties and forties. If the paint once lay heavy on the canvas, now the
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        At work on a "ribbon" painting, 1983
white background shone through and flicking strokes—made with a linerbrush whipped around with the wrist—danced across the surface. Thenew images looked spare and open, less layered than before. The dazzlingintensity of the underlying white gave each an inner radiance. Beforebeginning, he painted each primed canvas white so that he could workwet-in-wet, the colors blending in interesting ways. "When he starteddoing those paintings of the eighties, the light was pouring out," said JoanLevy. "He said, 'What do you think?' I said, 'They're so ethereal. It lookslike you died and went to heaven.' " De Kooning agreed. "Yes, that is whatI was going for."
De Kooning was not just scraping off the weight of the past. He wasalso beginning to empty out the turmoil in his art, having already aban-doned in the seventies the edgy anger that fired much of his art. He stillsought visual tension; the art historian Richard Shiff described the workof the early eighties as being wound as tight "as a coiled spring." But henow also hoped to create a thoughtful sensation of tranquillity. Accordingto Ferrara, de Kooning once said of his paintings from the eighties, "I likethem because they don't go for the throat." It was important to him thatthey seemed to come effortlessly, as if "breathed" onto the canvas. Heoften spoke of wanting to connect simply and directly. "Bill talked a lotabout sign painting," said Ferrara. "He said, 'I want [the paintings] to bejust like a sign.' He wanted that really explicit statement." According toConrad Fried, "Bill wanted 'ease' in his paintings. He said that if you workpainstakingly, what happens is that some of that pain comes across to theviewer. But if you work freely, then that comes across and makes theviewer feel free. He'd say, 'For no reason at all' about what he was doing.He'd say, 'I might work on a painting for a month, but it has to look like Ipainted it in a minute.' " It was difficult to attain that ease. De Kooning,in the early eighties, continued to work and rework his paintings. Anassistant photographed no fewer than fourteen different stages of UntitledXXIII oi 1982.
Once embarked on the new series, de Kooning worked steadilythroughout 1981 and 1982, producing fifteen paintings the first year andtwenty-eight the second. He began to draw less than he had in the past.Now, he would make an initial drawing on the canvas itself, and then userecently completed paintings to stimulate his eye. He would lift passagesfrom paintings with charcoal and tracing paper (as he had often done inthe past), which he would then transfer to other pictures. "It was like theprocess of making collages," said Ferrara, who watched de Kooning movethe tracing around until it worked with the picture. With canvasespropped around the studio for reference, the evolving paintings, like the
seventies cycle, bore a family resemblance to one another—increasinglyso as the decade wore on and de Kooning began one painting by lookingdirectly at its predecessor. Still, they varied greatly. Some from the earlypart of the decade were covered with thick, muscular tongues and ribbonsof paint. Others had the delicacy of Untitled XXIII of 1982, in which a fewblue ribbons—and one patch of red—floated above a white-and-pink-tinted background. All had the same luminous, floating atmosphere."When he started using straight paint with the traditional medium hethinned the surface of the canvas, but he also compressed the visual illu-sion of space," said Joan Levy. "It was compressed onto the surface."
Concerned about de Kooning's change of direction, Fourcadeapproached the first show of de Kooning's works from the eighties gin-gerly. "New Paintings: 1981-1982" was carefully selected and scheduledfor the end of the spring season,- Fourcade chose only ten examples. Theresponse by the New York Times was enthusiastic. Noting the quietstrength of the new works, John Russell praised their "many points ofrepose" and went on to write, "These are 'late' paintings, inasmuch as [deKooning] may no longer have energy to burn in the way that he hadtwenty years ago. But in place of that almost ostentatious energy there isa new spareness of statement. Even five years ago, he would not haveshored up the composition as he does today, with big battens of paint thatbring the kind of balance we expect in a shipyard."
Tension in the studio subsided once de Kooning stopped drinking. Then,as he began to work again, Elaine and the assistants did everything pos-sible to make painting easy for him. When he complained that his backhurt from the strain of moving around canvases on the easel, for example,the technically gifted Fried designed a new metal-framed and hingedeasel—with clamps on top and bottom to hold the canvas in place—thatde Kooning could rotate whenever he wanted to experiment with the ori-entation of a painting. Those close to de Kooning now had time to thinkabout a future. In 1981, Lisa began to build her own house on the studiogrounds,- she could be near her father but out of Elaine's way. And Elaineherself—free of teaching responsibilities and with access for the first timeto significant amounts of money—began to transform the public life ofthe studio. It developed an extraordinary aura. As the aging de Kooningincreasingly withdrew into his private world, Elaine created a seductivepersona for him. He became the grand old man with a mop of white hair, aMatisse for the late twentieth century, walking about in his painting over-alls, lost in profound reveries and yet smiling and full of charm. Celebri-
ties, friends, artists, CEOs, and the worshipful young came to pay court.The studio became her dream of the way life should be, a place to gather inthe informal atmosphere of genius and talk away the night at a long roughkitchen table. On a less exalted level, Elaine—and especially the newassistants she brought into de Kooning's life—established a welcomesense of order and a comforting rhythm to his daily studio life.
But Elaine also knew—and chose, initially, to ignore—that de Kooningwas beginning to suffer from mental problems in the late seventies thatcould not be blamed entirely on alcohol. Tiritter, the painter's AA sponsorfrom Montauk, suspected a problem related to age. He knew alcoholicswith severe brain damage—so-called "wet brains"—who could barely feedthemselves. But he did not think a binge drinker like de Kooning con-sumed enough daily to harm his brain seriously. At Tiritter's recommen-dation, Joan had taken de Kooning to a neurologist in Riverhead, whothought he might be suffering from multi-infarct dementia, essentially aseries of small strokes that disrupt circulation in the brain. More ominousstill was the prognosis of a doctor in New York whom Elaine consulted inthe seventies before she took control of the studio. He agreed that heavydrinking and bingeing could cause some short-term memory loss in a mande Kooning's age, but he also detected what he thought could be the earlysymptoms of dementia or an Alzheimer's-like disease.
After de Kooning emerged from his last great bout of drinking, how-ever, his mental health actually improved dramatically. His symptomsalmost disappeared. It may be that his problems in the late seventies didstem mainly from drinking, or that the drinking worsened the early symp-toms of the disease. Alzheimer's-like dementia was not well understoodthen; a diagnosis could not be confirmed until after death. (While mag-netic resonance imaging—MRI—can now show deterioration in the brain,it still cannot confirm a diagnosis of Alzheimer's in a living person.) DeKooning's symptoms were similar to those found in other ailments, more-over, including those of long-term alcoholism—most notably Korsakov'ssyndrome, in which chronic alcoholism leads to memory loss, organicbrain damage, and finally dementia. Elaine could therefore convincinglyargue that once de Kooning stopped drinking he recovered, and his prob-lems were merely those of age and habit. His eyesight was worsening, andhe constantly fumbled between eyeglasses designed for viewing his paint-ings at sixteen feet and close-up glasses for reading. He smoked too much,with the butts piling up in a sand-filled bucket that he kept between therocking chairs. He sometimes had trouble getting going in the morning,which had been true all his life. Why wouldn't he have such problems? Hewas seventy-six years old.
It is a serious mistake to view the 1980s as a single or uniform periodin de Kooning's life and work. In the first years of the decade, de Kooningwas an elderly but still robust man, focused upon his art and in full con-trol of his easel. There were many very good days. Sometimes, Ferrarasaid, "he was up and dressed by seven a.m." He would still occasionallybicycle alone to Louse Point. He could carry around canvases and studiofurniture. He tolerated no interference whatsoever with his studio prac-tice. Once under way in the morning, he would maintain a steadymomentum until lunch. Often he liked to work to music, although heusually let others decide what to put on. He still loved Stravinsky and jazzbut also welcomed the music of his young assistants and became a partic-ular fan of the Talking Heads. The sound of Bob Dylan and the Beatlesfilled the studio, especially after Ferrara replaced the decrepit stereo sys-tem. "You'd put in a tape and he would stand in front of the speaker," saidFerrara. "I don't know whether it was something rhythmic or melodic[that intrigued him]." One time, said Ferrara, he put on a record of oldclassical favorites. A particularly romantic song by Rossini deeply affectedde Kooning. "He stumbled out with both hands full of palette knives andbrushes and said, with tears in his eyes, 'Who put that on? God bless you!'It must have been something nostalgic for him."
De Kooning would continue to work hard until the late afternoon orearly evening. He still watched television regularly at night, and he wouldleaf through the Sunday edition of the New York Times: he liked to readthe book review section, and he would study the advertisements in themagazine. "He always liked advertising," said Ferrara. "A lot of times onTV he would comment on the commercials. I think he enjoyed the factthat [American] advertising was so straightforward. ..." On most nights,he would be in bed by ten p.m. But an early bedtime never ensured a goodnight's sleep. "He was up and down all night," said Ferrara. "He wouldpace through your room hoping you'd wake up." It was during the nightsthat de Kooning would sometimes be overwhelmed by angst and gloom. Afriend of Conrad's was staying in the studio once when, in the middle ofthe night, she was startled awake and saw de Kooning standing in thedoorway, his fist in his mouth and tears running down his cheeks. Therewere times when he just went back downstairs, turned on the studiolights, and began working on a painting.
Tom Ferrara and Robert Chapman helped wean de Kooning from Val-ium and began to give him B vitamins and niacin, which opens the bloodvessels and gives some people a "niacin flush." Although this regimenhelped him get going on many mornings, he would still sometimesremain in bed until ten or eleven a.m. But even those days could turn out
well. The assistants discovered that there was always one thing that couldanimate him and restore his spirits—talking about his paintings. Ferrarawould sit in one of the Eames chairs in the living room and, as de Kooningate a breakfast of cereal or eggs, the assistant would mention somethingabout a painting. In time, de Kooning would become interested enough tomove toward the easel. On the better days, he would eat sitting in one ofthe rockers staring at the painting on the easel. "Just being able to sit therewas important to him," said Ferrara. "If he discussed the painting, itwould be something like, There's too much blue there,' or 'There's toomuch going on in the center,' or 'If you could just move that over a littleto the right.' " When nothing else worked the assistants would take himto Louse Point. In the winter he would sit in the car, silently looking out,and in the summer spend hours quietly on the sand. Louse Point neverfailed to soothe de Kooning. Once, when Ferrara tried unsuccessfully toget de Kooning out of bed by promising him a ride to Louse Point, deKooning finally reared up and said, "Trying to seduce me out of bed, areyou?"
Left to himself, de Kooning would have maintained little contact withthe world beyond his studio and Louse Point. Often, it seemed to his assis-tants, he did not even want to see his old friends. Only Lisa and Mimidelighted him. Other visitors whom he greeted with pleasure were thevery young—whether painters like Joan Levy, fresh-faced admirers, orchildren. "They seemed to get him going," said Jim Bohary about de Koo-ning's interactions with his young son. He would even admit a reporterfrom a local paper, sent to get a story, if the reporter was young enough. Heparticularly enjoyed the company of young women, including the assis-tants who came to work for him as the decade wore on. Otherwise, deKooning seemed increasingly to need no company but his own. In 1982,he told the writer and critic Avis Berman, "I enjoy my life so much nowbecause I can stay here [at his studio]. I can paint all the time. I don't haveto do anything else."
Elaine, of course, had no interest in a reclusive life. Her life was blos-soming outward. Her husband was much sought after in the early eighties,on the short list of creative figures considered for every public award.Elaine was delighted when Courtney Sale, the future wife of Steve Ross—then the head of Warner Communications—decided to produce a docu-mentary on de Kooning. Elaine worked hard to get de Kooning tocooperate. It was not easy. The second visit of the film crew was a neardisaster; de Kooning became enraged that they returned again to intrudeupon his time. He only calmed down when Elaine's assistant, EdvardLieber, coaxed him into painting. The movie made no mention of Joan or
Lisa or Mimi, but Elaine played a prominent part. She became good friendswith both Sale and Ross, visiting them in Positano, Italy. For his part,Ross, a man who adopted people in the arts, enjoyed befriending de Koo-ning. He invited Elaine regularly to dinner and gave tapes of newlyreleased movies to de Kooning to watch at night. After he and Sale weremarried and purchased a Hollywood-size house in East Hampton, theydisplayed de Koonings prominently on their walls. There was even aframed photograph of de Kooning on their piano.
Elaine was also happy about the Eastmans' connection to PaulMcCartney (who married Lee's daughter Linda). De Kooning likedMcCartney, but what pleased him most, the Eastmans thought, was Lisa'sexcitement at knowing a Beatle. "Paul and Bill are very chummy," Elainetold Avis Berman, adding that "Paul and Linda always come to visit uswhen they're in East Hampton." De Kooning told Ferrara that he was oncein the hospital on his birthday and everyone seemed to have forgotten him"until Paul and Linda called to sing him Happy Birthday." In the earlyspring of 1982, with Elaine prominently by his side, de Kooning embarkedon a series of public events. The first was the premiere, in March, of thehour-long documentary produced by Courtney Sale (and directed by Char-lotte Zwerin) about de Kooning's life, history, and art. The actor CharltonHeston introduced the film at the Kennedy Center in an elaborate cere-mony. On that same trip to Washington, de Kooning received a secondPresidential Medal of Freedom; he had misplaced his first one. At theWhite House dinner, he was seated next to an Indian chief who kept help-ing himself to more food. After a while, de Kooning said, "Hey chief, don'tyou think you're taking a little bit too much?" To which the chief replied,to de Kooning's unending delight, "A little bit too much is just enoughforme."
The next month, de Kooning returned to Washington with Elaine, thistime for festivities hosted by the Dutch government. Over the years, theDutch had grown eager to celebrate their famous expatriate. In 1979, tocommemorate his seventy-fifth birthday, de Kooning was named an Offi-cer of the Order of Orange in Nassau. Now, Queen Beatrix of the Nether-lands was making an official, five-day state visit to the United States, andthe de Koonings were invited to the White House for a dinner in herhonor. They had also been invited to a dinner cruise in New York on theRotterdam. Elaine loved going to the White House and to harbor cruiseswith a queen. Aboard the Rotterdam were Governor Hugh Cary of NewYork, Henry Kissinger, Arthur Schlesinger, and Brooke Astor. De Kooningwas the only male guest who did not wear a tuxedo. "I'm not difficult," hesaid. "There are just certain things I don't ever do." Most gratifying to
de Kooning was his private meeting with the queen in New York—theonly private audience she granted during her visit. He never imagined, thestowaway said, that he would one day meet the Dutch monarch. " She'spretty cute for a queen," he told Levy. But such occasions also made himanxious. Five of his paintings were hung in the ballroom of the VistaInternational Hotel in New York's World Trade Center so that the queen,an amateur sculptor, could chat with de Kooning about them. Unfortu-nately, throughout the meeting, as reported by the New York Times, deKooning was even more diffident than usual.
Elaine treated money with the careless panache of an aristocrat: it wasthere to be enjoyed rather than hoarded. "Never scrimp on the luxuries,"she liked to say, "the necessities will take care of themselves." Even whenbroke, she was always an extravagant shopper. Now, in the basement ofher new house in Northwest, she collected so many shoes and outfits thatshe began cataloguing what went with what in the manner of socialitesand first ladies. ("Before there was Imelda and shoes, there was Elaine,"said Denise Lassaw, the daughter of Ibram and Ernestine.) One room wasdevoted exclusively to jewelry, much of it bought from the local art dealerElaine Benson, who said Elaine de Kooning became her best customer. Shealso began to treat herself and friends to trips—to France in 1983, wherethe caves at Lascaux would inspire her last series of paintings,- to Spain in1984; to Kenya, Egypt, China, and Japan. She remained as generous asever, continuing to buy the work of other artists, particularly youngartists who needed support, and she prodded de Kooning into thoughtfulacts. On the trip into New York to meet Queen Beatrix, Elaine arrangedfor de Kooning to see the ailing painter Aristodimos Kaldis, whom theyremembered fondly from the Waldorf Cafeteria days. At Elaine's urging,de Kooning asked Kaldis to exchange paintings with him. "Kaldis diedabout a week later," said the painter Irma Cavat, "but not until he hadcalled everybody in New York saying, 'De Kooning dropped by begging meto exchange paintings with him.' I think he died a happy man."
When Elaine wasn't traveling, she often put together serendipitousparties at the studio. The assistants became adept at planning meals thatcould serve any number of people. She liked to bring together differentkinds of guests, from rich celebrities to impoverished artists, as if to createa charmed circle of the truly interesting from every age and realm. "Somepeople said that the party was over, but that was not a consideration forElaine," said the artist Paul Russotto. Her friends sat at the long kitchentable, helped themselves at the restaurant stove, and talked to de Kooningin the studio. Elaine's own house was usually filled with people,- assistantshelped to make food for de Kooning's studio and people dropped by just to
chat. Elaine's longtime friend Connie Fox, whom she had met in NewMexico, lived nearby and was Elaine's "sweet but very efficient firstlieutenant, whom Elaine trusted completely," as Russotto described her.There was much laughter, talk, and exchange of ideas. "We're all in thistogether," Elaine once told Russotto. The only unspoken rule for mem-bers of the circle, said Russotto, was that "there was to be only one King,and that of course was Bill de Kooning. Elaine was the Queen . . . and shewore that robe well. In some ways, she was almost like a Hollywood star."Although Elaine spent less time at the studio than many thought, herauthority was unquestioned. Through Frances Shilowich, the bookkeeper,Elaine kept abreast of every move of Lisa's as well as of the assistants inthe studio. She was usually there to greet visitors, often dominating theconversation when they tried to talk to de Kooning. Even when he went tothe doctor, she did most of the talking. One time, after she answered mostof the questions that Dr. Oxenhorn, de Kooning's new psychiatrist,directed at him, Oxenhorn simply sat back and looked at him, as if to say"Hmmm ..." De Kooning would sometimes stare at his vivacious wifewith a searching look, his expression conveying wonder that a personcould talk so much. Once, he told a friend, Elaine rushed over to tell him,"Bill! Bill! Guess what? I dreamed about Watteau last night!" De Kooningimmediately came into focus. "Well, what did he say?" de Kooning asked."I don't know," Elaine answered, "I did all the talking." She was adept atcontrolling publicity. Journalists invariably loved her, and she burnishedthe image of de Kooning as vigorous, spirited, and painting as well as ever.Avis Berman's lengthy feature in the February 1982 ArtNews was entitled"I Am Only Halfway Through." Berman described de Kooning as "a per-son of immense warmth, charm and tolerance." An accompanying photo-graph presented him standing in front of a recent canvas, looking alertly atthe photographer while Elaine, barefoot and relaxed, sat in a chair oppo-site him. Another article from the same period, in Architectural Digest,extravagantly praised de Kooning's studio. In both, the underlying pointwas the same—"Bill and Elaine" were very much together, and de Koo-ning himself had lost none of his energy.
During Elaine's parties at the studio, de Kooning was usually lost inthought—"in the moment," as Ferrara put it, either thinking abouthis paintings or observing things around him, such as the changing lightor a shadow on the wall. Often, he would simply get up and wander backto the studio to stare at his paintings, bored by the gossip and the art worldintrigue. But there was also something increasingly odd about his behav-
ior. For Elaine, whose experience with her mother had left her particularlyfrightened of mental illness, such behavior was both personally disturbingand socially awkward. How could she explain his prolonged silences or hisrepetitive stories? Moreover, if questions arose about de Kooning's mentalcompetence, wouldn't people begin to question the value of his art? Mostof his earlier paintings had been sold, leaving the current work to generateincome, and Elaine stood to gain enormously from sales of the recent art.Not surprisingly, she made light of his symptoms. She presented him as agenius too busy with the problems of existence to bother with mundanereality. If he could not always follow what others said, the fault lay withthe natural absentmindedness of genius, or, she began to say, with someloss of hearing.
Elaine turned examples of his forgetfulness into marvelous stories.One favorite was about the time in 1983 that they were flying to Amster-dam for a show at the Stedejlik Museum called "North Atlantic Light." Inthe middle of the in-flight feature, de Kooning got up and said, "This is alousy movie. Let's get out of here." On another occasion, de Kooning sup-posedly turned to her and said, "Elaine, we're getting along so nice. Let'sget married." And after a White House dinner where de Kooning wasseated with the president, Elaine told friends, she rushed up to him after-ward and said, "Oh, God, I wish I could have sat at your table. It musthave been thrilling. What did he say?" To which Bill allegedly replied,"What did who say?" When told that it was President Ronald Reagan, hesaid, "Geez. I knewht looked familiar!"
It was understood, within Elaine's circle, that no one would act as ifanything were wrong. Elaine told Emilie Kilgore that if Bill did or saidanything strange, "Let's just laugh uproariously, as if it's an inside jokeonly we get." The bad times were not mentioned. On the trip to theStedelijk, for example, de Kooning became increasingly agitated. He forgotthat he was a citizen and feared that he would be deported when he triedto return to the United States. A year or two later, said the painter JaneFreilicher, she was at a dinner party with her husband, Joe Hazan, at thehome of Paul and Lisette Georges. Before going into dinner, de Kooningcontinually asked her, "So how's your work?" Every time she answered,"Well, I'm painting," and about five minutes later he asked again, "Sohow's your work?" After the guests sat down to dinner, he repeated sev-eral times that he'd had a late lunch in Montauk and was not hungry.However, he not only finished his own food but reached over and startedeating the chicken off Hazan's plate. "I also remember him putting lots ofsugar into his cup," said Freilicher. "He just kept putting spoonfuls into it,over and over." The acceleration of de Kooning's decline was probably
related to his former drinking. According to the neurologist Dr. DonaldDouglas of Lenox Hill Hospital in New York, "Alcoholism fosters cellloss. It depletes someone's resources. If a dementia then develops, theprocess goes very quickly."
Over time, said Ferrara, de Kooning slowly became more confused. Hewould speak often and charmingly about the past, but sometimes seemeddisoriented or forgot the present so completely that he thought he was ayoung man in the thirties or forties. During a New York Times Magazineinterview in 1983 with the writer Curtis Bill Pepper, de Kooning's mindsuddenly flipped back to 1935, when he was living on Twenty-secondStreet and doing window displays for the A. S. Beck shoe company. "Whatdoes it matter anyway?" he said, cocking his head critically at one of hisrecent paintings. "They'll just put shoes in front of it." His increasingvagueness posed new problems for his assistants. "It got to the pointwhere you would rotate staying at his house," said Robert Chapman."Tom had a life, I had a life, and you had to maintain your sanity. Around1983 we were having to stay there quite a bit. Around the time of theTimes piece." In the early eighties, de Kooning still did not allow his assis-tants to clean his brushes for him. "It's good for me," he would say, dunk-ing the brushes in a big bathtub in the basement. But sometime around1983, Ferrara noticed, the brushes were left to grow stiff with paint.
Still, de Kooning's work was the one area where he continued to func-tion almost normally. In 1982, the painter Chuck Close visited de Koon-ing and found him withdrawn until they went into the studio. Then deKooning became engaged, talking animatedly about the progress of hiscurrent paintings. The same thing happened the following year during theinterview with the New York Times. De Kooning was detached and silentuntil Pepper pulled out a book of his old paintings. And then everythingabout de Kooning seemed to awaken. He came alive, even discussing indetail how he had painted Excavation and Easter Monday.
At the easel, the emptying out continued. Beginning in late 1982 andcontinuing through 1983 and 1984, a discernible if uneven progressiontoward a stark new simplicity came into de Kooning's paintings—a strip-ping down to the basics of line, form, and color. He had already abandonedgreat skeins of paint, heavy impasto, and cloudbursts of color. But a num-ber of works from 1983 onward displayed a reduction that was dramaticeven by his new, pared-down standards. Untitled XXIII of late 1982,which led the way in this direction, was more striking for what was leftout than what was put in. There were no more heavy ribbons, but, instead,a few blue and red lines that flickered and floated across the surface,enhancing the translucent and ethereal air of the canvas. In succeed-
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        ing works, he began touse thin, whiplash linesevocative of his paintingsfrom the late forties. Butthe pinball-wizard veloc-ity of the earlier paintingswas gone; the wrist wasnow slower, gentler. If thepaintings of the fortiesburst with biomorphicforms muscling into thespace, the lines of theeighties floated serenelythrough space. By Unti-tled XV of 1983, de Koon-ing had refined his colorsdown to two primaries—red and blue—and hints ofyellow, all set against theluminous white of thebackground. In severalplaces, he used a paletteknife to scrape blue and
red across the background, creating shards and streamers of an icy, bluishwhite. The effect was spare but festive—like bright confetti blowing insome imaginary breeze.
In 1983, and continuing through 1984, de Kooning produced the sim-plest and most shimmering paintings of his career. In some, he usedintense yellows as well as reds and blues. In others, the palette was mainlyblue and red. In all of them, however, the emptied-out white of the back-ground predominated, as did the exhilarating sense of forms caught inmid-dance. "I am becoming freer," said de Kooning. "I think you can domiracles with what you have if you accept it." In both their spareness andtheir pared-down palette, these works brought to mind yet another influ-ence—that of his fellow countryman, Mondrian. De Kooning had oncereferred to Mondrian as that "merciless" artist, "the only one who hadnothing left over." De Kooning loosened the grid of his great predecessor.Some of his late paintings look like a Mondrian reflected in rippling water.
De Kooning appeared fascinated with sharp, clearly defined lines. "Itwould be like removing the flesh and all the complications and goingdown to the skeleton," said Robert Chapman. "He saw beauty in that bare
Untitled IV, 1984, oil on canvas, 88" x 77'
essence and some sort of vitality that did something for him." He hadnever been, as Joan Ward once said, a "hard-edge man." But particularly inthe mid-eighties, he stopped dripping and building up layers of paint, andhis lines became more like the hard-edged lettering on signs. It was aneffect, said Ferrara, that de Kooning labored hard to achieve. "Those lineson the late paintings look easy," said Ferrara. "But a lot of time he wouldspend days working on one edge. He used brushes, paper towels, and hisfingers. He would hit it from the color side and then from the space sidewith a paper towel and then with his thumb." Although de Kooning hadnot used such techniques for years, there was a precedent, said ConradFried, in his Depression-era paintings of men in the thirties, when he usedhis thumb to blend paint seamlessly on the portraits.
Always known for his difficulty finishing work, de Kooning com-pleted an astonishing fifty-four paintings in 1983 and fifty-one paintingsin 1984—roughly twice his rate of 1982. As his mental troubles becamemore pronounced in 1985, he painted sixty-three pictures. According toElaine's assistant, Larry Castagna, people said, "What is going on here? Ishe becoming a factory?" (As Robert Storr pointed out in the catalog for ashow of late de Kooning paintings mounted in 1996, de Kooning averaged"almost a painting a week" for four straight years, from 1983 to 1986.) Atthe same time, speculation began that de Kooning was in decline. If hewere slipping, the reasoning went, his critical faculties would be affectedfirst. He might still draw with authority or create a serious composition atthe easel. But he would no longer be capable of judging the result. Theincreasing production suggested, in any case, that he was no longer quitehimself. Did the emptying out of his work parallel an emptying out of hismind?
In the usual progression of Alzheimer's-like dementia, most patientsfunction fairly normally in the early period. Behavior established for yearscan continue in an undiminished way, particularly, as in the case of deKooning, when there is a familiar routine to daily life. "Because herepeated himself, people figured that he was out of his mind," said Ferrara,an unsentimental observer who watched de Kooning very closely. "But forthe most part his mind stayed largely intact for a very large time, evenafter he started to repeat himself and do things that made him outwardlyseem off his rocker. He was capable of putting together very complexideas." De Kooning seemed to have lost nothing "in the present moment,"when talking to a friend or telling a nuanced story. Similarly, he appearedto have lost nothing while absorbed at the easel.
It was on either side of the moment at hand that deteriorationoccurred. He was losing his short-term memory and his sense of the
future. Around 1983, having concluded he had little time left, de Kooningdecided to forgo second-guessing and let each canvas stand or fall on itsown merits. "There's no end, really," he said of his early-eighties paint-ings. "I just stop it. Abandon it." According to Ferrara:
He knew that he was at the end of the line. He was conscious of it andwould sometimes joke about it. He really did want to do some work. Hefelt good, and there was always a stack of fresh canvases there. In a wayhe treated them like big drawings. Some he would work on only a dayor two. He was breezing them out. Some he worked on for weeks.
Photographs taken by Ferrara throughout the mid-eighties show thatmany paintings continued to evolve slowly in stages. Still, de Kooningwould no longer agonize over a painting. He would often work on varia-tions on a theme rather than struggle over one canvas until a "definitive"version existed. The result was a series of closely related works from 1984that could almost be part of one giant mosaic. At one point in 1984, hemade a couple dozen paintings inspired by one work from the seventies."We used to say that he was treating the canvases like a pad of paper," saidChapman. He was trying "to concentrate on something he was best at,"said Ferrara, "which is drawing."
Two years after de Kooning first began his eighties paintings, itbecame clear that he must paint—not only to create salable work, but alsoto keep him mentally and physically alert. The few times that he stoppedpainting in the mid-eighties (when, for example, he once hurt his back),his mind deteriorated. Elaine's solution was to provide de Kooning withmultiple helpers and every possible stimulation. He had an inexhaustiblesupply of new canvases and thousands of dollars' worth of paint at his fin-gertips. His canvases—some two hundred in all—were stretched for him.Meals were always ready. Assistants catalogued each completed work,carefully asking de Kooning which end was up, and then stored the paint-ings. The establishment became quite large. In addition to Tom Ferraraand Robert Chapman, the core group included the conservator SusanBrooks. Larry Castagna, Elaine's assistant, was often there, and GertrudeCullem did the housekeeping. Frances Shilowich continued to do theaccounting. In the background were the lawyers Lee Eastman and his son,John.
De Kooning controlled all artistic decisions throughout the earlyyears of the decade. Not even Elaine or Xavier Fourcade could convincehim to change direction once his mind was made up, although they some-times tried. In 1983 and 1984, for example, Elaine began to worry that
de Kooning's palette was too limited. She asked Ferrara to open tubes ofnew colors and put them on the large worktable that de Kooning used as apalette. De Kooning would have none of it, an indication that he was stillfully in command of his faculties as an artist. According to Ferrara, "Hestuck with what he was doing." Although Fourcade would discuss with deKooning which works to exhibit, the final decision still remained deKooning's. He alone determined when a painting was finished. In somecases, de Kooning refused to exhibit his best paintings simply because hewanted to keep them nearby to give him fresh ideas. "Certain paintings Idon't want to sell because they give me a good pictorial feeling," he said,"and I want to stay with it."
In May 1983, Two Women, the only painting from the famous fiftiesseries of Women that remained in private hands, was sold to the artdealer Allan Stone for $1.2 million—$400,000 above its auction houseestimate. The sale was trumpeted in the press as the highest price everpaid at auction for a painting by a living artist. The next year, Stone resoldthe painting at auction for $1.98 million. Three years later, a de Kooningbrought even more at auction when a major work from the forties, PinkLady, sold for $3.63 million. If de Kooning's earlier work commanded themost interest, the market for his work of the sixties and seventies wasalso strengthening. Even de Kooning's recent pictures were pricedbetween $300,000 and $350,000 as the contemporary art market heatedup. In 1967, when he had first begun to show with Fourcade at theKnoedler Gallery, the highest asking price for his paintings was $40,000,with smaller works going for as little as $12,000.
Collectors also seemed eager for his sculpture. Sensing an opportu-nity, Fourcade returned in 1980 to the Modern Art Foundry, which hadcast de Kooning's work in the early seventies, and asked them if theywould cast additional pieces. But by then, said Bob Spring, the director,the rubber molds had been destroyed. Undeterred, Fourcade blew up pho-tographs of de Kooning's sculpture using an overhead projector and per-suaded de Kooning to authorize a series of enlargements of the originalRome sculptures, to be done by the Tallix Foundry in Peekskill, NewYork. "Fourcade and Eastman decided to make some money," said Spring."They were selling the little ones for a high price, and I don't think deKooning cared." In May 1983, Fourcade celebrated this putatively newsculpture in a gallery show entitled "The Complete Sculpture:1969-1981." (The dating implied that de Kooning was still involved insculpture, whereas the recent pieces were simply enlarged versions of old
ones.) With the sculpture selling briskly, Elaine authorized a new editionof a de Kooning piece from Rome known as Untitled #2. The Geminifoundry in California cast the sculpture in a sterling silver edition of six.
Interest in de Kooning was further increased by the "neo-expressionist" artists, who first appeared in Europe in the seventies andthen became fashionable in New York. They embraced him as a greatpredecessor and emphasized qualities of unfiltered violence and raw emo-tion that de Kooning, a classicist in many respects, probably would nothave admired. Largely as a result, the Whitney collaborated with muse-ums in Berlin and Paris to mount a large de Kooning exhibition thatstressed his expressionist tendencies. As the curator, Jorn Merkert of theAkademie der Kunst in Berlin, wrote in his catalog essay, "Now that anew violence in painting has been catapulted into the vanguard, de Koon-ing's achievement seems more brilliantly contemporary than ever." TheWhitney show was top heavy with works from the sixties through theeighties because, art world cynics observed, auction houses and art dealerswished to promote their sale.
The Whitney blockbuster opened to great fanfare on December 15,1983. The day before, de Kooning, Elaine, and Tom Ferrara flew to NewYork in Steve Ross's private helicopter. (Ross and Elaine were such goodfriends by now that Warner Communications underwrote the drawingsshow that accompanied the main exhibition.) They landed at the helipadon the East River and drove through a resplendent sunset to Lisa's newapartment on Wooster Street in Soho. De Kooning, forever unaccustomedto the hullabaloo of wealth, appeared impressed with the goings-on. Thatnight, they attended an exclusive pre-opening party. The next night, closeto two thousand people gathered at the museum for the official opening.Many of them—all donors of $250 or more to the Whitney—came simplyto see de Kooning himself. "A living artist is a big draw," said Flora MillerBiddle, president of the Whitney, to the New York Times. "People hope tosee him." De Kooning could not face the crowd, however, so Lisa andElaine represented him. Those disappointed by not seeing de Kooning mayalso have felt underwhelmed by the show, which was poorly selected andpresented in a museum that was, under the best of circumstances, a diffi-cult place to show paintings. The 250 paintings, drawings, and sculptures,packed tightly into claustrophobic rooms, were given little room tobreathe. Viewers could hardly take in at once so many dense surfaces,highly keyed colors, and swirling brushstrokes. The inclusion of forty-four paintings from the past two decades left the impression that de Koon-ing's sensibility had dissolved into a voluptuous sprawl.
The reviews of the show were uniformly negative. Both Grace Glueck
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of the New York Times and Robert Hughes of Time argued that Merkerthad mistakenly weighted the show toward de Kooning's expressionistside, which they considered the weaker part of his sensibility. Althoughthe "old cunning of the hand" remained in the late paintings, wroteHughes, there was also "a lot of banality and self-parody, conscious ornot." (It would be eleven years before a rigorous retrospective organized bythe National Gallery of Art in Washington would present a balanced viewof de Kooning's oeuvre.) De Kooning, who hadn't seen the exhibit, droveto the Whitney with Tom Ferrara on its last day. He was then a strugglingman and artist, but flashes of his old self still regularly broke through hiswithdrawn demeanor. On that day, said Ferrara, he was "on top of theworld." Rather than ask for preferential treatment, the pair stood in a longline of people waiting to buy tickets. When they finally reached thecounter, de Kooning said with a hint of puckish humor, "They're chargingto get in here? Shouldn't I get a cut?"
Morning: The Springs
Some critics have regarded the "emptying out" of de Kooning's art as aloss of vitality. There was always another way, however, to think abouthis late, undulating rhythms. In many cultures, nothing is moreadmirable than the aging man who, instead of clinging to wealth andfame, begins to give himself away with a kind of fearless abandon. Withage, such a person does not pretend to be what he is not, but insteadaccepts the natural waning of his energies, seeming to grow less and lessheavy as he approaches death. He exchanges substance for light; he leavesthe world almost as naked as he entered it. In his best work of the eighties,de Kooning's desire to shed the glorious baggage of his younger years hasthat sublimely generous quality of letting go. Some pictures were betterthan others. What did it matter? He was content to enjoy the morninglight in the Springs.
Morning: The Springs, filled with the tranquil spirit of the country-side, has the distinction of being one of the rare pictures after i960 with atitle. As in his work of the mid- to late seventies, de Kooning remained inthis painting very concerned with "touch." But his touch created air andlight rather than the more visceral sensations of earth and sea. De Koo-ning's wandering hand seemed to draw away the weight from the world.The way he scraped off pigment gave a breezy freedom to the ribbons and,just as important, highlighted the radiant whites that suffuse the image.
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The painter whose art was always so full of fight finally yielded, on hisrocker, to the gentler rhythms of existence. Robert Storr observed that deKooning seemed, in such works, to be "painting for the first time withoutany material or psychic resistance."
Morning: The Springs told the truth about the evening of life. It had anold man's bursts of intensity, as in a testy swipe of darkness,- and itseemed, sometimes, to slip away into absent dreaminess. It took an artistwith that gift for tuning out to convey the slow intensification of yellowin the lower corner of Morning: The Springs. In the composition, too,there was something wandering and episodic, a scattering of the wholeinto sharply remembered pieces,- an aging mind, similarly, sometimesskips or misses a step. Was that a weakness in the art? Or a truth yet unac-knowledged by those who do not know what it means to be old? De Koo-ning's late work has the misfortune of being judged by those who havenever been to the country where it was made.
Like many people his age, de Kooning lived increasingly in the past.His painting of the eighties depended upon drawing—his first and earliesttalent—and he consistently reworked ideas from the forties. If such"remembering" lacked the drama of original invention, it was also not thesame as copying. It had the savor of age. As de Kooning's mind rambled, hemade use of its wanderings, recalling earlier moments in his art and gath-ering around him, like an extended family, ideas to which he was devoted.Even so, the best paintings of the eighties did not lose themselves in thepast. In Morning: The Springs, De Kooning also seemed to relish each pres-ent and passing moment. The fluttering ribbons have the joyful insou-ciance of a boy trailing his hand behind him. De Kooning's art, said thepainter Robert Dash, "always seems to be saying good-bye." And there isthat, too, the wave of the hand in the famous twist of the brush.
39. Dementia
De Kooning suffered a serious mental downturn in late 1984, fol-lowed by another the next year. He failed to recognize familiar facesand spoke less often, sometimes resorting to a private sign languageof nods, claps, and gestures. He had difficulty signing his name. Whenupset, he would bite his fingers and cry. His housekeeper of twenty years,Gertrude Cullem, sadly observed the decline on an almost weekly basis.There were times, even until 1985, when she thought him capable of anormal conversation. "When I talked to him, and he felt like talking, hesounded like a very intelligent man," she said. But there were other timeswhen he did not respond or make sense or did strange things and "youknew it wasn't Bill." One day in 1985, she arrived at the studio to find allof de Kooning's clothes—"all of these beautiful suits"—strewn over thefloor of de Kooning's bedroom. "I went downstairs," said Cullem, "and Isaid, 'Bill, do you want me to take these clothes to the cleaners?' He said,'To the cleaners?' I said, 'Well, they're all over the floor.' He came upstairsand said, 'Did you do that?' I said, 'No. Why would I do that to yourclothes?' He said, 'Well, Gertrude. I think we'd better pick them up beforethey get wrinkled.' Really he was . . . you know, quite a ways then."
Such odd behavior—like pulling clothing out of drawers—is a well-known symptom of middle-stage Alzheimer's. In her attempt to keep deKooning's lapses private, however, Elaine did not want this eccentricbehavior discussed in the community. And so, when Cullem told her whathad happened, Elaine essentially fired her. She gave Cullem a check "andtold me that Bill was going to get a male nurse." It would actually be sev-eral more years before Elaine would hire professional nurses to care for deKooning, but she was eager that people not begin talking. And so began the"compact of protective secrecy," as Robert Storr termed it, that from themid-eighties onward shrouded de Kooning and his behavior at the studio.Now, even old friends were discouraged from dropping by, whicharoused their ire. They were instructed to call Elaine, who scheduled theirvisits and made sure that she was present when they arrived. Often, shedid the talking for de Kooning. She also represented him in public. Whende Kooning was given still more awards—the Kaiserring in Germany in1983, the New York State Governor's Art Award in 1985—Elaine appeared
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in his stead, invariably making a gracious impression. It was becominghard to take him anywhere, even privately. His sense of dislocationbecame acute. If taken for a drive, he would still recognize his own street.But he now often thought that he was living on Tenth or Twenty-secondStreet. If he went out, it might take him several hours to reorient himselfin the studio. On those rare occasions when he did accompany Elainesomewhere, "it was a major, major operation," said Tom Ferrara. 'Tart ofit was being around his work. Part of it was also just a matter of tempera-ment. He had his paints, his refrigerator, his bedroom, his bathroom,where everything was laid out very nicely and he knew exactly where itwas. He had his television there. He didn't need anything else."
De Kooning had long since stopped bicycling down to the BarnesCountry Store or dropping by to say hello to old friends. For a while,Elaine made an effort to invite people over to see de Kooning, hoping thatwould raise his spirits. "But after he quit drinking, he became grouchy,"said Clarence Barnes. "He didn't want to see too many people." Old agemade it dangerous for him to walk or bike on the road. He had several nearmisses with cars that terrified him, and his increasing disorientationmade him reluctant to venture far from the studio. Instead, his assistantssupervised him as he pedaled around the parking lot. In 1985 or 1986, hegot a stationary bike, making him even less likely to leave the studio. Fer-rara and Chapman landscaped the grounds,- Emilie Kilgore's son Alexandercleared a walking path for him through the woods. It was becoming clear,however, that he would soon require around-the-clock care. One morning,the assistants found that he had fallen headfirst down the stairs. Anothertime, said Chapman, "we found him sitting right where we had left himthe night before."
Elaine did not move in full-time with de Kooning. That left the job ofcaring for him to his assistants, who had lives of their own and were notalways there at night. Tom Ferrara, who lived at the studio in his earlyyears with de Kooning, now had his own house, though he would stayovernight when needed. So would Robert Chapman. Night duty could behair-raising. One time in the mid-eighties, said Chapman, he woke upafter falling asleep in front of the television and saw de Kooning sidling upthe stairs. He had a coffee cup in one hand and a bottle in the other, nodoubt recalling the days when he poured alcohol into his coffee cup. Butwhat was in the bottle was Ortho Brush-Be-Gone, a poison used to killshrubs. "So after that we had to start putting things more out of reach." Anew assistant, Kathleen Fisher, was hired in 1985. She spent most nightsat the studio in order to keep an eye on de Kooning and assumed the roleof companion and all-around helper. She worked on holidays or did the
unpopular four-to-eleven p.m. shift or prepared the food when Elaineinvited a party of people over to dinner at the studio. Fisher's tenure coin-cided with the period in which de Kooning's mental state began to declineprecipitously. He appeared, she said, to have no short-term memory.Often, he seemed unable to follow conversations. He was noticeablysilent around Elaine. If Elaine arrived he stopped whatever he was saying,though no one knew whether it was because he was irritated with her orhad just grown accustomed to her talking for him. He started to agenoticeably. His body appeared to shrink in his big work overalls, and hebegan to walk with a shuffle.
Even so, he had flashes of complete lucidity. About a month into herjob, Fisher said, she and de Kooning were alone at the studio when EmilieKilgore telephoned. "And all of a sudden here's this man who at that pointI really thought was somewhat out of it—I didn't really think there wasanything very much there," said Fisher. "Until they had this conversationthat was ioo percent on the dot. There was a topic, and it was a thorough-going conversation. That was my first clue that there was somethingreally there." According to Chapman, "He really, truly loved women. Herelated to them much better than to men." If one of the assistants broughta girlfriend to the studio, de Kooning would go upstairs to comb his hair.Often he gave them a tour of his studio, and he always remained animatedaround Mimi. "Bill would pick up when Emilie came around," said Chap-man. "Elaine was vibrant, but Emilie was vibrant in a more feminine way.She would flirt with him—the sparks would start up." One time, Mimieven persuaded de Kooning to dance with her at a party on Three MileHarbor Road.
On a day-to-day basis, however, the only way to rouse de Kooning wasto engage him about art. At night, when Fisher fixed de Kooning's dinner,"99 percent of the time it was just Bill and me alone," said Fisher. "Wewould have our little salmon dinner. We had long conversations literallyabout palette knives. We could sustain half an hour just on paletteknives." Most of the time, de Kooning rose at dawn. He was no longersluggish in the mornings, thanks to the B vitamin supplements that hebegan taking earlier in the decade. When the first of his regular assistantsarrived at eight a.m., he was often already at his easel. He would workfrom around eight a.m. until four p.m., stopping occasionally for cups ofthe extra-thick coffee that he favored. There were also many nights whende Kooning, whose biological clock seemed scrambled, also wanted towork. He continued his pattern of going to bed by ten p.m., but woke uptwo or three hours later. "It got to the point," said Ferrara, "where hecould survive on two to three hours of sleep." Fisher began sleeping in the
one bedroom without an overhead light so that de Kooning could not turnon the light and startle her. Once awakened, an assistant would usuallyturn on the lights downstairs and let de Kooning go back to work. The bro-ken nights took their toll on him. "He would only sleep for an hour or twoat a stretch, and it wasn't enough to get into a deep REM state," saidChapman. As a result, he began to hallucinate both at night and duringthe day. As the eighties wore on, the hallucinations worsened.
Often, the best way to get de Kooning to relax was to let him watchtelevision in the evening. Soothing routines also helped. He would oftenwander over to the big, stainless-steel sink in the kitchen area, whichGertrude Cullem had kept polished to a high sheen. De Kooning, whotook great pride in his industrial sink and professional stove, had likedwatching Cullem polish the sink with Cameo cleaner. Now he undertookthe job himself. "He would polish and polish and polish," said Fisher. "Hewouldn't paint until that big stainless-steel sink was polished." Accordingto Irma Cavat, who stayed in the studio in the mid-eighties while visitingElaine, "He wasn't the same Bill. What happened is that he got sweeterand sweeter. The sweetness that he always had became a kind of passivityon his part." One night, de Kooning, who could still reminisce about theold days, began discussing his first show with Charlie Egan in 1948. "Billsaid, 'He cheated me. He didn't pay me,' " said Cavat. "He was very bitter,but in a sweet way. Everything was very sweet."
While Alzheimer's cannot finally be diagnosed without an autopsyof the brain, de Kooning's symptoms fit the classical profile of anAlzheimer's-like dementia. Based on new research into Alzheimer's andan examination of records in Holland, it seems highly likely that a geneticpredisposition to develop dementia runs in the de Kooning family. Despitehis problems, however, his assistants firmly believed that until late 1984he remained in full control of his art. The paintings were uneven, but thebest among them were works of authority and ethereal beauty. For theaging painter, the early eighties opened a brief window of grace. Againsthuge odds, he rallied from the alcoholism that nearly killed him and fromthe devastating depression that nearly extinguished his spirit, to create asignificant coda to his oeuvre.
By 1985, however, it was clear that the dementia would soon destroyhim. It was in that year that Emilie Kilgore noted what she considered afundamental change. Not only was de Kooning suffering from hallucina-tions, but he told her that he wanted to stop painting. She wrote downwhat he said: "They didn't like my work. They don't want me anymore. I
didn't say anything, but I was going to quit anyhow. I don't need them. Ican get all kinds of work—decorate apartments." Almost certainly, deKooning was recalling rejections of his art in the twenties and early thir-ties, when he worked at Eastman Brothers and A.S. Beck and also some-times decorated apartments. "Well," he told her, when she pointed to allthe current paintings around him, "the man didn't like them, they justdidn't click for him. It's a style. He wants to get them the way he wantsthem." What impressed Kilgore, however, was that de Kooning—de Koo-ning—would ever mention giving up painting.
De Kooning himself, realizing that he was near the end, now paintedto live. Painting was therapy as well as art. In terms of sheer numbers,1985 was his most productive year ever. He created sixty-three paintings,an average of one every five and a half days. In this last concerted push, healso changed direction yet again. He abandoned the evanescent simplicityof his paintings from 1984 in favor of bolder lines, more complicated sur-faces, and larger areas of filled-in color; and he began using brushes insteadof the palette knives that he had favored for their directness. His assis-tants began to help him much more than previously: the paintings thatemerged now were de Koonings with an asterisk. In 1985, Elaine made hersecond attempt to amplify his palette. The first time, he had rejected herefforts and refused to use paint premixed by his assistants in other colors.This time, Elaine succeeded. "We all started getting anxious that he wasonly interested in red, yellow, and blue," said Chapman. "For some reasonhis palette was becoming more and more limited." The assistants thenbegan gradually to premix paint with medium for him, augmenting theprimary reds and blues that de Kooning preferred with a wide range ofother colors. "Since he steered toward red, yellow, and blue still, we'dstart setting up mixes of red, yellow, and blue so that they weren't thesame red or cerulean blue that he had been using," said Chapman. "Itwould be a little bit of deviation from one painting to the next. And thengradually we started introducing more and he seemed willing to trysome." Both Untitled XIII and Untitled XX of 1985 still made use of deKooning's characteristic red and yellow. But in Untitled XXIII there was astriking new shade of turquoise green, dramatically present in two largeshapes and one bold line. In Untitled XX a strange violet-purple appeared.
De Kooning's most ambitious project of the period was a triptych forSt. Peter's Church in New York City that he Worked on in late 1984 andinto 1985. The Reverend Kenneth Reichley, then a young assistant pastorat St. Peter's, had read the profile of de Kooning that appeared in the New-York Times Magazine on November 20, 1983, and was struck by de Koo-ning's discussion of the Matisse chapel at Vence, in which he said, "I'd
like to do something like that if somebody would commission me to doit." Why not commission de Kooning, Reichley thought, to create a large-scale painting for his church? St. Peter's was part of the soaring new Citi-corp Center at Fifty-third Street and Lexington Avenue. "We live in the20th century," Reichley said, "so why not use 20th-century art forms toexpress our spiritual nature?" Reichley and his associates made a pro-posal: if de Kooning would undertake a triptych, the church would displaythe painting on a tryout basis for possible purchase. If the congregationapproved, the church would look for a donor—at three times the goingrate of a single de Kooning, or $900,000, because of the three different pan-els. Reichley then contacted Fourcade, who approached de Kooning withthe idea. De Kooning was enthusiastic. Late in 1984, his assistants assem-bled three canvas panels. No doubt de Kooning had in mind Matisse'schapel, and the idea of side-by-side panels seemed to suit his style ofworking, in which one canvas emerged from the one just completed.
However, the execution proved difficult. De Kooning could not figureout how to get across the recessed joint that attached the center canvas tothe two smaller side panels. The unfamiliar dimensions of the two, nar-rower side panels also bothered him. Once he had painted his way fromthe center canvas to the side panels, no further ideas came to him. "Hewas basically almost done with the painting in the middle," said Chap-man, "but there was nothing on the side panels. We had just about givenup on him." But one day, as Chapman watched from the yard, de Kooning"kept getting closer to [the strip of wood joining the center and side pan-els] and closer, but there was still this barrier. Like an invisible wall. Andall of a sudden, he went across. And once he was there, it was okay." Thefinal effect of the triptych was serene and meditative. The stripped-downpalette was the same red, white, and blue that de Kooning had recentlybeen using. Thin ribbons of red and blue floated across a vast and lumi-nous expanse of white, broken here and there by a few areas of red. In thecenter panel, much of the lower half was simply white. De Kooning left itempty and dramatically still.
Still, de Kooning was not happy with it. Fourcade then suggested sim-ply joining three paintings together. Many different combinations weretried; de Kooning chose the final arrangement. The series of three newpaintings, among the first executed by de Kooning in 1985 in his biggerand bolder style, were joined into one huge twenty-one-by-seven-foot trip-tych. In contrast to the earlier image, many more areas—mostly painted avibrant yellow—were filled in, which left little of the luminous whitebackground shining through. The air of boldness and motion was height-ened by the jostling of the colors at arbitrary joints of the panels, where,
for example, a narrow red line suddenly segued into a broad blue banner ofpaint across the divide. "Xavier was desperate to make the deal," Chap-man believed. "That was why he put the three individual paintingstogether/7
Entitled Hallelujah—de Kooning loved to speak of the "hallelujahskies" of Long Island—the triptych looked dramatic when installedbehind the altar in the fall of 1985. "One Sunday," said Reverend Reich-ley, "when the painting was up, the choir was singing an anthem by a20th-century composer, in a space designed with 20th-century sensibilityand materials, and I was looking at a painting by a 20th-century artist. Atthat moment I said, 'I am worshipping God in the 20th-century.' " Fromthe moment that Hallelujah was installed, however, members of the con-gregation objected. Some disliked its high-keyed colors. Others found theforms distracting. Overall, the subjective nature of de Kooning's artproved a lightning rod, with a sizable proportion of the congregation won-dering whether such "a personal form of art can be used to further thegoals of group worship and prayer." Seven weeks after it was installed, thetriptych was removed.
When earlier paintings stopped inspiring him to begin a fresh canvas,the assistants began to project drawings onto the canvas for him to use asa starting point. De Kooning and an assistant would go down to the base-ment where the projector was kept and lean a canvas against the wall. DeKooning would then trace in the lines of the projected drawing with char-coal, and the assistant would bring the canvas upstairs for him to begin.As de Kooning found it more difficult to draw bent over, he would ask forhelp in tracing the bottom of the image near the floor. Sometimes, hebecame bothered by the shadow of his hand and asked for help. Using aprojector was not necessarily out of keeping with his customary practice.As early as the forties, de Kooning had sometimes used a projector whenmaking his black-and-white paintings. Once a drawing was complete, theassistants would take the canvas and "block [the drawing] in with whitepigment." That way, said Chapman, there would be no "holidays," as deKooning called them, or missed spots where the primed canvas showedthrough. Prepainting the entire canvas white also locked in the charcoalfrom the drawing so it would not smear.
De Kooning occasionally became "so involved with the upper half [ofa painting] that he would forget about the bottom," said Chapman of deKooning's final painting years. "We'd have to be the ones who turned itover so at least the rest of the painting would get done." When trying tojudge whether or not de Kooning was through with a canvas, and it wastime to remove it from the easel, they would take into account how long
it had sat untouched as well as such cues as "his body language and move-ment and claps." If he looked at a painting sideways enough times, that,for example, might be a signal to pivot the painting. Occasionally, deKooning could still produce a strong canvas. The state of mind of a personwith dementia can vary enormously from hour to hour: a person com-pletely lost in the morning may become lucid in the afternoon. The char-acter of the disease also varies greatly from person to person. "What you'relikely to have is a slow deterioration that's spotty, meaning that thepatient can be good at times," said Dr. Donald Douglas. "Some showalmost mental intactness at times."
As hard as it may be to chart the effects of dementia on ordinaryhuman beings, it is even more difficult to do so when dealing with cre-ative intelligence. In a painter, for example, what's called "proceduralmemory"—which Dr. Jeffrey Cummings, the director of the Alzheimer'sDisease Research Center at the University of California at Los Angeles,defines as the unconscious memory that governs complex motor acts—iscritical. Although researchers agree that short-term memory and reason-ing ability decline relatively quickly in the victims of Alzheimer's andother dementias, they disagree over how long procedural memory cansurvive. Procedural memory governs the movement of the hand whilepainting or playing a musical instrument. "Part of the mind can work at adepth that is not verbal, or memory," said Dr. Douglas. "It doesn't evenuse the same brain mechanisms." As a result, painting could be one of theactivities spared until the onset of the later stages of the disease. WereShakespeare suffering from Alzheimer's, posits Douglas, he could nothave written his plays, because of their verbal and psychological complex-ity. But Picasso might have continued to paint because the complex lan-guage of painting was almost instinctual with him. "It is considered oneeffect of some manifestations of dementia that once somebody learns alanguage, he doesn't forget the whole thing so easily," says Douglas."What happened yesterday, however, is a different matter."
In 1984, Conrad Fried and the artist S Again made a movie of de Koo-ning working. De Kooning, who did not know the film was being made,was entirely assured at the easel. Still spry at eighty years old, he focusedwith complete concentration on his work. In his right hand he held ascraper, which he used to make the surface of the painting glassy andsmooth. In one shot, he could be seen studying a previous painting, set upto the right of his easel, while simultaneously drawing on the fresh can-vas. Most telling of all, the camera caught him as he applied one of hiswhiplash lines to the canvas. The brush was steady, the movement confi-dent. Two years later, however, when Fried and S Again returned to film
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him, de Kooning appeared shrunken and much more feeble. He stillapproached the canvas confidently, with his characteristic gestures inplace, down to the clutch of brushes and palette knives held in his lefthand. But his concentration was obviously slipping. At one point, helooked at a nearby painting, as he often did to get ideas, but when heturned back he appeared lost. Unpublished videotapes taken of de Koo-ning at work during the same period showed him getting stuck in one por-tion of a painting, or in one particular motion, according to RobertChapman. Still, even amid the perilous decline into dementia, the humanimagination may yet find a way to express itself seriously, especially inart. According to the neurologist and writer Dr. Oliver Sacks, whosebooks have probed the responses of certain people to shattering ill-ness, each brain is wired differently. The almost indefinable aspect of"style"—what makes one person, or one person's identity, different fromthe next—can be retained very far into dementia. As Sacks wrote of casessimilar to de Kooning's:
I have myself seen all sort of skills (including artistic ones] preserved orlargely preserved, even in advanced stages of dementing diseases suchas Alzheimer's. Indeed, I think this preservation, if not of artistic skill,at least of aesthetic and artistic feeling, is fundamental. ... A colleagueof mine specializes in this and has some remarkable paintings done bypeople with Alzheimer's so advanced that they have become incapableof verbal expressions. Such paintings are not mere mechanical facsimi-les of previous works but can show real feeling and freshness ofthought.
All people attempt, according to Sacks, "to replace, to compensate forand to preserve identity" in the face of dementia. However, the ability ofsome people to do so is vastly superior to that of others. "A person like deKooning has capacities that the original disease description does not applyto," said Dr. Douglas. "He has resources that the average man doesn'thave. I would hesitate greatly to apply the general rules to him." Whatseemed to have happened with de Kooning, then, was that his ability totranscend short-term memory loss by drawing upon something deeperand more instinctual carried him until the mid-eighties. It helped that, inhis final paintings, he moved toward drawing, his most instinctive gift.
As the year 1986 progressed, de Kooning no longer seemed to resolvecompositions through varying the velocity of the brushstrokes that ledthe eye in and around a space. Now, that dance was over: the brushstrokelost its partners. His canvases no longer seemed to breathe in the same
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way. He was filling in the space between lines, rather than animating theentire surface. By late 1987, it was not clear when he had finished a pic-ture. Fourcade himself never expressed any reservations. He would appearat the studio, said Ferrara, and discuss with Elaine and the assistantswhich paintings he should take to hang. In October 1985, Fourcademounted a show of de Kooning's most recent pictures, those from 1984and 1985, and worked with the Anthony d'Offay Gallery in London thefollowing year when it exhibited his paintings of 1983-86. From a finan-cial standpoint, Fourcade and Elaine had an obvious incentive to establisha strong market for work priced at from $300,000 to $350,000 a picture.Given de Kooning's prolific output, the late paintings were potentiallyworth—even with some judicious editing of less successful ones—tens ofmillions of dollars.
But suddenly, the people positioned to make such decisions them-selves fell ill. In 1987, Fourcade was diagnosed with AIDS; the 1985 showwas de Kooning's last at his gallery. Lee Eastman was suffering fromParkinson's disease. And Elaine, who thought she had beaten cancer, suf-fered a recurrence of the disease.
40. Epilogue
Y'know, the moment you really do something, it's gone.
De Kooning outlived himself. His final years, when he was hardlythere, became a Balzacian story of melancholy, gossip, money, anddecline.On April 28, 1987, Xavier Fourcade died. His death brought to an endthe most successful artist-dealer relationship of de Kooning's career andleft him without gallery representation at a difficult moment. Since 1982,he had been making paintings dramatically different from those producedin previous decades. Although his earlier works brought high prices, amarket would have to be developed and maintained for this late work.Who would now do that for de Kooning? The painter himself was in nocondition to choose a successor. He was not told that Fourcade had died;Elaine and Tom Ferrara feared he would become too upset.
Elaine would once have enjoyed finding a successor to Fourcade. Buther own failing health now preoccupied her. During the eighties, herfriends became alarmed by Elaine's chronic, wracking cough, which punc-tuated her conversation as surely as the cigarette that she continued towave stylishly in her right hand. It appeared obvious that she was begin-ning to suffer from pulmonary illness. Few knew that she had already losta lung to cancer earlier in the eighties. At that time, Steve Ross, with greatsecrecy, had flown Elaine to the Thomas Jefferson Hospital in Philadel-phia, where Guy Fried, her nephew, was a doctor. There she underwentsurgery to remove the diseased lung. The operation helped for a while, butElaine's health began to worsen again in 1987. She developed severeemphysema, made worse by the lost lung, and had to use an inhaler. Hercarotid arteries were blocked. Worst of all, a tumor was pushing againstthe back of her spine. Her healthy diet and the beneficial effects of exer-cising, which she had done religiously since the 1950s, could not offsetdecades of smoking. With Fourcade dead and Elaine and Lee Eastman fail-ing—and de Kooning himself entering late-stage dementia—the affairs ofthe artist fell into a state of near collapse.
By 1987, de Kooning's illness left all those around him feeling hope-less. "It was heartbreaking, particularly for those who had known Bill in
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his prime," said Ferrara. "He was so stubborn. He [went down] so slowly,so gradually." It was now difficult to take de Kooning as far as LousePoint. Each time he returned home, even after the shortest excursion, hisdisorientation was painful to watch. If prompted, de Kooning, almostmiraculously, could still lucidly discuss the past. But his short-termmemory was entirely gone, and, according to Ferrara, he was verydepressed. Kathleen Fisher, the assistant who usually stayed overnight atthe studio, lived in dread of de Kooning disappearing. One time, she awak-ened at five in the morning, sensing that something was wrong. Sureenough, de Kooning was gone. She finally found him on Springs-FireplaceRoad near Clarence and Dorothy Barnes's store. A customer had comeinto the store looking concerned. "There's an old man out there who actslost," he said. When Clarence went to check, he found de Kooning outsidewith silverware stuffed in his pockets.
Such events exposed the real problem: with Elaine distracted, no oneassumed final responsibility for de Kooning. Several days might go bywithout Elaine visiting the studio, which placed great pressure on theassistants. "Elaine played a lot of the Tm Mrs. de Kooning' thing, but Iwas definitely her cover," said Fisher. "She was completely absentee. Onestrong fear was that if he died, they would project the whole thing ontome. I was really nervous about that a lot." In the late spring of 1987, Elaineand the Eastmans considered asking Ferrara to take even more responsi-bility. But Ferrara had health concerns of his own. That June, he resigned.
There remained an ample number of assistants. But there was no cen-tral person to oversee the running of a studio that was also, increasingly, anursing home. The assistants did not regard de Kooning's physical upkeepas their responsibility. They had not been hired as nurses. Elaine occa-sionally tried, said Fisher, to get him into clothes. But as the summer woreon, de Kooning became increasingly disheveled. He was afraid to bathe, atypical symptom of later dementia. "De Kooning was in dreadful shape,"said John Eastman. "He was incontinent, and practically naked, andnobody was taking care of him." Lisa de Kooning, who had recently mar-ried and was spending a good deal of time in Europe, was shocked by whatshe saw when she made a trip home—and immediately called FrancesShilowich, her father's longtime accountant, and demanded that some-thing be done. Elaine then brought in a nurse's aide at night to watch overhim.
The biggest problem of all was that de Kooning, who seemed only halfalive when not working, began to slow down artistically. After paintingsixty-three pictures in 1985, de Kooning produced forty-three in 1986,
twenty-six in 1987, twenty-seven in 1988, and many fewer in 1989. So asecond campaign began to keep de Kooning working. He could stillrespond when a drawing was sketched onto a blank canvas for him. Hisassistants therefore selected drawings to project, and then drew them ontothe canvas for him, in order to start him painting. Often, they would com-bine parts of different drawings to add variety. "I tried to keep some sort ofsense about them that would relate to what Bill was working on at thetime/7 said Robert Chapman. "Not deviate drastically." Still, the projec-tions obviously lacked the coherence and energy of de Kooning's ownmind and wrist. (Perhaps the complexity that resulted from combiningdrawings contributed to the clotted quality of many late paintings.) Anoverwrought palette was also a problem. On the days that she worked, anew assistant, Antoinette Gay, who was not trained as an artist, some-times laid out colors if de Kooning needed fresh paint. Sometimes, shechose awkward colors—"Thalo colors and things that became a problem,"said Chapman, "if you try to change them too much." Turquoises, roses,and purples appeared on late canvases. A series of photographs taken in deKooning's studio in 1988 showed some filled with brilliantly coloredlines, shapes, and shaded-in areas. One in particular contains a profusionof biomorphic forms reminiscent of Gorky. Most appeared lifeless.According to Chapman, de Kooning still had rare moments of lucidity.Once, he saw the artist looking around. "He had all his paint on hispalette, but something was bothering him. Eventually he reached over andgrabbed a tube of black or dark blue and took the cap off and squirted someon the palette. That was the only time I'd seen him do that in years.Where there was something going on where he felt he needed a certaincolor and made a selection from the pile of tubes." De Kooning alsoseemed to respond to his first grandchild (Lisa would eventually havethree children). Lisa believed he knew who the baby was and liked to pushher in a stroller.
De Kooning's eyesight began to fail. Often he'd miss corners of a pic-ture. Earlier, said Chapman, the assistants would bring those unpainted"holidays" to de Kooning's attention: "We'd give him a brush with somewhite and say, Till in that area.' " Now, in late 1987 and 1988, they woulddo more. "A lot of it depended on our understanding of art and what Bill inparticular might be after," Chapman said. "So if it looked like from thesurrounding paint that it was deliberately left, we'd either leave it or try tomatch the difference in tonality so that it didn't look like the same whiteall the way across." Such intervention was not discussed publicly,- if any-thing, the secrecy surrounding de Kooning intensified with Fourcade's
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        death and Elaine's illness.The "help" was done withgood intentions, sinceeveryone believed thatpainting was the onlything that kept de Koo-ning alive. "The impulsewas tremendous to helpBill in any way youcould," said Ferrara. "Thetemptation was to beoverzealous." The prob-lem was not that suchinterventions took place,but that the paintings con-tinued to be treated as ifthey were completely deKooning's.
Elaine was aware thatde Kooning would havestopped painting withoutthe help of the assistants.She also knew that work-ing kept him alive. At the
same time, casting doubt upon his art was not in her best interest. Herunderstandable supposition was that de Kooning would predecease her,leaving part of his valuable estate to her. In his 1981 will, executed afterElaine reentered his life, de Kooning stipulated that his estate be left on afifty-fifty basis to Elaine and Lisa. Should Elaine die first, however, every-thing would go to Lisa; Elaine's heirs—her sister, Marjorie, her brothers,Conrad and Peter, and their children—would not be legally entitled toanything from the painter's estate. Elaine adored her family and, since herreturn to the studio, had quietly worked to increase her own and her fam-ily's wealth, showering gifts and favors upon her relatives. She had bor-rowed about half a million dollars from de Kooning while he was sufferingfrom dementia and, in her own house, she had many de Koonings whoseownership remained uncertain.
Since Elaine controlled artistic decisions, acting as de Kooning'sagent, she could approve new ventures devised to make money. In 1987 or1988, she decided to print a series of twenty drawings that de Kooning
The Cat's Meow, 1987, oil on canvas,
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made in 1966 for the book In Memory of My Feelings, published by theMuseum of Modern Art as a tribute to Frank O'Hara. Only three wereoriginally published, but all were drawn on Mylar so that they could berun off as prints. Accordingly, Elaine masterminded the publishing of theremaining seventeen prints by the Limited Editions Club of New York.One edition was an illustrated book, the other a portfolio. But de Kooninghad never signed the drawings, which diminished the value of the project.Somewhere along the way de Kooning's signature appeared on the prints.At that point, however, Lee Eastman intervened, the press run wasstopped, and de Kooning's signature was removed. The final edition repre-sented a compromise. On a separate page, there was a reproduction deKooning signature followed by the prints. But there were no signatures onthe prints themselves.
An unconventional deal was also made with de Kooning's old friend,the sculptor Philip Pavia, to cast several contemporary pieces of sculp-ture—a Leda and the Swan series purportedly created by de Kooning inthe mid-eighties. When de Kooning first wanted to try sculpture in theSprings after his trip to Rome in 1969, he turned to Pavia for advice. Thistime, Pavia came to the studio and was handed three small clay maquettesand a plaque and asked to cast two enlargements and thirty-six bronzes ofeach piece. The sculptures raised all sorts of questions. Why, after somany years, would de Kooning have returned to sculpture—and would hehave been capable mentally of familiarizing himself once more with astrange medium? Lisa de Kooning worked occasionally in the studio doingsculpture and ceramics; she had installed a state-of-the art kiln in thebasement early in 1985. Perhaps de Kooning saw some clay and a desire towork with it resurfaced. Or perhaps someone put clay into his hands, andde Kooning simply shaped it into something resembling the little figuresthat he had executed in Rome in 1969. The plaque, it was later deter-mined, was indeed by de Kooning, but the origin of the other two piecesremained in doubt. Whatever the case, no written contract was drawn upbetween de Kooning and Pavia. In the process, Elaine set in motion futurelegal troubles and questions concerning the authenticity of the works thatwould continue after the painter's death.
During this period, Elaine tried to change de Kooning's will. As hersecret illness progressed, she complained to friends about her financialconcerns. Wasn't she entitled by law to half of his money, Elaine wouldask, even while both were living? After all, she was his wife. But she knewthe answer—if she died first, the 1981 will stipulated that her family wasguaranteed her own money, but would not get de Kooning's. And so Elaine
devised a plan to free herself of the Eastmans, whom she regarded asunsympathetic to the interests of her and her family. (The Eastmans hadalso objected to Elaine's gifts of de Kooning paintings to members of herfamily.) Courtney Ross, whose advice Elaine sought, sent her to ArthurLiman, a head of the New York firm of Paul, Weiss, Rifkind, Wharton, andGarrison. The firm prepared a codicil to de Kooning's 1981 will thatremoved John Eastman—Lee's son and his successor in the law firm—asan executor of de Kooning's estate in the event that Elaine predeceasedhim. Instead, the new executors would be Lisa and Lisa's personal attor-ney, John Silberman, also at Paul, Weiss.
When Elaine first attempted to get de Kooning's signature on the cod-icil in July 1988, he refused to sign, responding angrily, "You want to takemy home from me," and throwing the papers on the floor. As his mindfloated in and out, he worried about whether or not the studio was actu-ally his. But he finally capitulated. Elaine, Lisa, and Robert Chapmanacted as witnesses to his signature. If Elaine thought that that was the endof her dealings with the Eastmans, however, she was mistaken. Accordingto John Eastman, he refused to acknowledge the validity of the codicil. DeKooning's signature was just a scrawl, Eastman argued, and the painterwas clearly not able mentally to decide if someone should be removed ashis executor. The validity of the codicil would have to be decided in court,Eastman informed Arthur Liman.
Elaine's own health was deteriorating dramatically, even as she main-tained a busy schedule. To all but her family and closest friends, sheinsisted that she was basically fine—she was just suffering from a bad caseof Lyme disease. She kept up appearances until the end. The crisis cameon the evening of November 5, at the opening of her latest show of paint-ings at the Fischbach Gallery on West Fifty-seventh Street in New York.(The paintings were inspired by her visit to the caves at Lascaux. Sheloved the idea of artists at work in a flickering firelight, which would flareup suddenly to reveal a bison or antelope on the walls.) The gallery wascrowded, and the work drew praise from her friends. Aladar Marberger,one of Elaine's closest friends as well as her art dealer, was not there,- hehad recently died of AIDS. Elaine herself was clearly in pain and wrackedby constant coughing. Conrad Fried, among others, became very con-cerned. He tried to take Elaine from the opening, without success. Thenext day, Elaine, still following the advice of Steve Ross, entered Memor-ial Sloan-Kettering Hospital in New York, where Ross admired a particu-lar doctor. It was the beginning of a tremendous ordeal. Elaine was willingto endure anything, including a hugely expensive series of blood transfu-
sions. It was to no avail. She grew weaker by the day and, at last, wastaken by car to Long Island. On February i, she died at Southampton Hos-pital, one month and a half from her seventy-first birthday. De Kooningnever knew that he outlived her.
Six weeks after Elaine's death, several hundred people came to the greathall at Cooper Union College, close to the old Tenth Street neighbor-hood, to honor her. It was a fitting gathering for a person like Elaine deKooning; it included the Old Guard and the Young Turks, the celebratedand the obscure, poets and dealers and artists and family. There was evensome sense of festivity about the proceedings, in keeping with herindomitable spirit. Edvard Lieber, Elaine's longtime assistant, establishedthe tone of the evening when he recalled that he and Elaine had once beenwatching television when the death of a congressman was announced. Hisfamily, the reporter said, requested that there be no eulogies, whereuponElaine turned indignantly to Lieber and told him, "When I die, I want tonsof eulogies."
Elaine got her wish. First there had been the funeral in East Hampton,followed by a gathering at Joan Ward's house on Accabonac Road—whichElaine herself would no doubt have found amusing. In the complicatedpersonal life that de Kooning maintained over the years, it seemed per-fectly appropriate that the gathering for his wife be held at the house ofthe mother of his child. Still to come was a memorial service at the GuildHall Museum in East Hampton, in which Elaine's many friends on LongIsland would extol her. But the biggest event was the gathering at CooperUnion, one of the fifteen universities and art schools at which Elaine hadtaught during the 1970s. Twenty-six speakers participated, in a marathonmemorial lasting several hours. Despite its length, it seemed hard to letElaine go; she played a significant part in many lives. The speakers rangedfrom friends of Elaine's from the early days in New York to student friendsshe had made at Carnegie Mellon and later, all contributing one humor-ous or endearing anecdote after another.
On February n, 1989, ten days after Elaine died, Lisa and John East-man, represented together by John Silberman, filed a petition in statesupreme court asking that de Kooning be declared mentally incapable oflooking after his affairs. The reason, stated the petition, was that de Koo-ning's physical and mental condition prevented him from managing hisfinances, property, and business affairs; an affidavit from a neurologist, Dr.Frederick Mortati, was attached, stating that "de Kooning appeared to besuffering from Alzheimer's Disease." The petition also asked that Lisa and
Eastman be officially named co-conservators of de Kooning's assets. (JohnSilberman and Lisa had decided in the end not to take the disputed codicilto de Kooning's will to probate, which left John Eastman as co-conservatorand eventually coexecutor of the estate.) While he continued to paint"daily and masterfully/' they told the court, de Kooning could no longermanage his financial affairs or the daily details of life.
The first public acknowledgment that de Kooning was suffering froman Alzheimer's-like dementia came as little surprise to those who hadwatched his downward progression first hand. De Kooning no longerknew where he lived, and his recognition of his own family came andwent. With no dealer named to replace Fourcade, no one actively pro-moted the sales of de Kooning's recent paintings. As a result, sales plum-meted from the high point of 1987, when Fourcade—himself sick andselling off many of his old de Koonings—sold $9.3 million dollars' worthof paintings, to $1.7 million the following year. The conservation of deKooning's work also presented problems. No one had assumed responsi-bility for the condition of earlier work that he owned. The storage build-ing next to de Kooning's studio was overflowing with recent paintings.While adequate for short-term storage, it did not have the proper climatecontrol or archival conditions for long-term maintenance of paintings andworks on paper.
Clearly something needed to be done, as Lisa de Kooning and JohnEastman stated in their petition—but what? Pierre Lundberg, the court-appointed guardian who was assigned to the case, drove out to interviewde Kooning in March. He found a man who could shake hands, read wordsoff a paper, and brush his teeth. But he did not talk. "I could elicit nodirect or meaningful response to any question I asked," said Lundberg.Upon investigation, Lundberg objected to the rate at which de Kooning'smoney had been spent throughout the eighties. His assets were valued atabout $7.6 million in real estate, cash, and securities. He had realizedbetween $500,000 and $550,000 annually off those investments. At thesame time, expenses for studio assistants and round-the-clock nursingcare amounted to roughly $450,000 a year—not to mention the $375,000annually that de Kooning was paying his daughter to represent him. Therewere additionally hundreds of works in his possession, valued at any-where from $50 million to $150 million. Even so, in Lundberg's view, thedemands made upon the artist's money were excessive. "Mr. de Kooning'spresent expenses . . . appear to exceed his investment income," wroteLundberg. He suggested that Lisa's monthly allowance be reduced from$25,000 to $13,000 and that she no longer receive the additional $75,000given to her annually to cover taxes. He also recommended that Lisa not
serve as sole conservator for her father. Although not part of the proceed-ings, stories of Lisa's freewheeling past appeared in the press and werecalled to Lundberg's attention. Her past behavior, he was quoted as saying,might "have an impact on whether she is appointed a conservator." JohnSilberman was at pains to explain that that period of her life lay behindher. Lisa's primary residence, he pointed out, was next to her father's onWoodbine Drive in Springs. She had become, said Silberman, "a devotedmother, wife, daughter and artist."
The closest the court proceedings came to the issue of de Kooning'sneglect was a letter sent to Lundberg and to the judge in the case, NewYork State Supreme Court Justice Robert Meade, by six of de Kooning'sfriends, including Ibram and Ernestine Lassaw. In it, they raised doubtsabout de Kooning's medication—they had heard that he was taking tran-quilizers again after being weaned from them years earlier. Theyexpressed concern that he had not been seen by an eminent neurologist orgerontologist. And they protested what they perceived as his enforced iso-lation, in which de Kooning's oldest friends were denied access to him."We, whom he has known for most of his life, are turned away at thedoor," stated the letter. At the hearing, Lundberg questioned Lisa aboutthe use of tranquilizers, and about the allegations that old friends were notbeing given access to her father. She denied that he was sequestered orthat plans were being made—as rumor had it—to put him in a nursinghome. His occasional use of sleeping pills, she said, had no effect on hiswork. She agreed to reduce her allowance to the stipulated $13,000 amonth, with no money provided for taxes, and also agreed not to makeimportant decisions about the estate without the agreement of a co-conservator. After Lisa and John Eastman pledged to pursue all avenues ofmedical and psychological care for de Kooning, the court duly appointedthem co-conservators, in August 1989.
While the legal proceedings played out in the press, art dealers maneu-vered for the right to represent de Kooning. At the time of Elaine's death,the field had shrunk from four or so to two apparent front-runners, ArnoldGlimcher of the Pace Gallery and Larry Gagosian. The next year,Gagosian would buy one of de Kooning's eighties paintings, Untitled XIIof 1982, for $3.74 million at Christie's, thereby helping to establish a highprice for recent paintings. Glimcher outlined an ambitious marketingcampaign for de Kooning's recent art when interviewed by Pierre Lund-berg. Still, a successor to Fourcade had not been named at the time of thehearing, and just who would win the valuable prize of representing deKooning continued to be a hot source of gossip in the art world.
One weekend, Lisa asked de Kooning's assistants to put a fresh canvas
up on her father's easel—without making a drawing on it first. She wantedto see what would happen if her father had no visual stimulus to inspirehim to start a new work. Puzzled, de Kooning stared at the easel for sometime; it had been years since he faced a blank canvas. Finally, he picked upa brush and painted a dot near the middle. "He spent the next week goingaround and around it," said Chapman, until he created a bull's-eye of con-centric circles. Then, he painted another set of concentric circles in theupper-right-hand corner. The result was a dramatic example of the repeti-tive fixation on whirling vortexes and arcs and circles that would mark deKooning's final paintings—testament to a mind locked into a continuousloop. As Chapman said, "It was almost as though Bill was more fascinatedby the movement of his hand than with what he was doing." Even so, saidChapman, a few more paintings followed. What fascinated the assistant,who watched de Kooning paint until the end, was that he did not just usethe same mechanical gestures over and over again as his mind failed. "I'msure that if you look at those last half-dozen paintings, you'll see a widevariety," said Chapman. "All of those paintings originated from the samehandful of drawings. He still managed to have them all look different. Ithink there was still something going on."
During 1989 de Kooning's physical health deteriorated. The firstdownturn came after a hernia operation on May 21 at Southampton Hos-pital. Two months later, he was hospitalized again for prostate surgery. Itwas this second surgery, said his assistants, that marked the true begin-ning of the end. "Bill had a terrible reaction to the anesthesia," said Chap-man. "He was drooling when he came back. Gradually he got a littlebetter. But I don't think he ever got everything back." He now requiredaround-the-clock help, composed of both nurses and nurses' aides. FrancesShilowich organized the intricate schedule of care so that de Kooning wasnever alone. With the nurses came a new rhythm to de Kooning's days.Instead of the quiet of the studio, there was the cheerful hum of mealsbeing made and daily maintenance being carried out. The television wason much of the time, as in the hospital, breaking up the tedium of the day.At Lisa's insistence, the tubes of paint remained at the ready on de Koo-ning's palette and the canvases that he had last worked on remainedpropped around the studio. But early in 1990, de Kooning drifted awayfrom his easel for good. With no real job left to do, both Robert Chapmanand Antoinette Gay left in 1990. Only Jennifer McLaughlin, the last assis-tant hired, remained. She would leave in 1993.
In the world outside the studio, the jockeying over de Kooning'slegacy continued. Two big gallery shows in New York, both in 1990, madethe case that de Kooning was not the wild man of expressionism who had
been on view at the Whitney retrospective. Writing of the mini-retrospective at the Salander O'Reilly Galleries, Michael Brenson of theNew York Times argued that "the show is so different from the disap-pointing de Kooning painting retrospective at the Whitney Museum ofAmerican Art in 1983 that it seems to be a clear reaction against it." Thesecond show, a comparative view of de Kooning's and Dubuffet's womenat the Pace Gallery, also displayed de Kooning's women paintings toadvantage, wrote Brenson, even though, as he made clear to readers, it wasa clever bit of campaigning by Pace to win the de Kooning estate. In thelarger museum universe, the great de Kooning send-off came three yearslater, with ninetieth-birthday observances that stretched from Washing-ton to New York to East Hampton to London. The Hirshhorn Museum,the possessor of Joseph Hirshhorn's numerous de Koonings, was the firstin line, with an exhibition that opened on October 21, 1993. While theHirshhorn show included some de Koonings from each decade, it concen-trated on the sixties, the period when Hirshhorn underwrote de Kooning.Far grander in scale was the retrospective of seventy-six paintings thatopened at the National Gallery in Washington seven months later andthen traveled to the Metropolitan Museum in New York and the TateGallery in London.
Curated by Maria Prather, Nicolas Serota, and David Sylvester, theretrospective was a powerful gathering of paintings made during thecourse of fifty years. Only the most admired works, period by period, wereselected for display. Near the end of the exhibit a large room was devotedto the sumptuous paintings of the 1970s. If the last and final decade wassomewhat scantily represented, the more serious problem—overempha-sizing the 1980s in a way that distorted a career of more than half a cen-tury—was avoided. It was an exhibit worthy of de Kooning's "oceanicart," as the critic Paul Richard wrote in the Washington Post. "Thisexhibit. . . scans his long career, or at least its high points, and locks theminto order with such crispness and finality you can almost hear the click."The show was poignant not only because de Kooning himself was nolonger painting but also because something seemed to be dying with him.In the eyes of many, de Kooning was the last great painter in a traditionthat began in the Renaissance. In 1996, de Kooning's old academy in Rot-terdam officially changed its name to The Willem de Kooning Academy.
After Elaine's death, Lisa assumed the de Kooning mantle in Washing-ton and wherever else he needed to be represented. She also made certainher father received the care he required. Since his condition had deterio-rated dramatically, no one was allowed to visit him anymore. The last of
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his old friends stopped seeing him around 1989. Molly Barnes noted thathe no longer raised his head to look at her. (But she was amazed to hearhim mutter, "Nice legs.") Around 1992 and into 1993, he became morewithdrawn and no longer recognized Mimi Kilgore. Unable to use thestaircase, he lived downstairs and, increasingly, was given liquids. Accord-ing to Joan Ward, he was "warm and fed. That's about it." In the end, deKooning's heart, which had consistently worried him over the years,sometimes sending him to the hospital with palpitations, never faltered.And his legs retained their muscle tone after years of biking. But he barelysurvived an inflamed hernia during the winter of 1994-95, which sent histemperature spiking upward. "When Bill came back from the hospital, hewas curled up with his head on one side," said Ward. Somehow, the will tolive continued. His color improved, and he was taken off intravenousantibiotics. But for the next two years, as de Kooning sank farther into thefinal breakdown of dementia, the antibiotics failed to clear up pneumoniain his lungs, which eventually presaged a body-wide failure. De Kooning'stemperature would sporadically soar; he would begin to thrash around; hisnurses would rush him to the hospital. "The last time was like lightning,"said Ward. "It's like a series of chain strokes." On March 19, 1997, at thestudio, his breathing stopped, and did not start again.
The Saturday after his death, a funeral was held for de Kooning at St.Luke's Episcopal Church in East Hampton. The day was cool and blus-tery. Joan Ward planned the service with the help of Lisa, Priscilla Mor-gan, and the Reverend Thomas Pike. She wanted it to be dignified andbrief. About three hundred people attended, including Ruth Kligman,Susan Brockman, Molly Barnes, and Emilie Kilgore. Although a few old-timers were present, everyone remarked that de Kooning had outlivedalmost all his friends, including those who warned him that he would dieif he did not stop drinking.
Large banks of yellow tulips stood at the altar and on either side of thecasket. The eulogy was short. Reverend Pike, who knew de Kooning onlylittle and late, read the Collects and passages from the Old and New Tes-taments, including Psalm 121, which was selected by Joan Ward. EdwardCaroll, a celebrated trumpeter, played "Morning Has Broken," a Welshballad popularized in the seventies by the folk singer Cat Stevens and,later, a solo by the religious composer Hovhaness. Apart from ReverendPike, Joan Ward was the only person to speak. Sometimes slighted by theart world during de Kooning's life, she was the one woman to stand pub-
de Kooning
licly, at the end, and deliver a formal good-bye. Speaking in a small butfirm voice, she used a military metaphor to convey her feelings.
I would like to speak of Bill and his last painting years. He knew he hadlost a battle, give the man credit for that magnificent perception, self-control, and plain old-fashioned courage. As he himself said, "A lot oftrembling but no fear."
Like an old soldier with a mortal wound, he was retreating step bystubborn step, no breaking of ranks, no wild scattering of troops, but ameasured withdrawal. Marked by the iron control and discipline of alifetime, he surrounded his beloved paintings and slowly moved themback, and back, and back.
His flags are still flying, his ranks standing firm, his status thoughchallenged unconquered to the end.
Then Ward came down the steps, grazing the coffin with her hand,and took her seat. The service closed with the trumpeter playing "TheTriumphal March" from Verdi's opera Aida. A reception followed in deKooning's studio, where everything remained much as it had always been,except that the two Adirondack rockers seemed very still. Some mournersconfessed to a certain uneasiness. It was unfair that de Kooning, a painterof such vitality, underwent this slow wasting death; the car wreck thatended Pollock's life, or Rothko's suicide, at least complemented theirlives. It seemed strange, too, that the funeral of an unorthodox man whonever went to church was conducted by Episcopalians on "Snob Hill."And strange that he would not be buried in Green River Cemetery, wherePollock and many friends lay.
But the sensation that all the pieces did not quite fit—and that maybethe ending should be changed—also suited this restless immigrant and"slipping glimpser." De Kooning did not believe in purity or perfection,except, perhaps, at Louse Point, when he stared out across the water. Theystilled desire. He preferred to keep moving, searching for that savingglimpse. "The last few years I have had this daydream," he wrote towardthe end of his life. "I would like to have Frank Sinatra's record SaturdayNight (Is the Loneliest Night of the Week) played at my funeral and imag-ine that all my friends' eyes should be drowned in tears."
Notes
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At midcentury: Records, municipal archives, Rotterdam, obtained and translated by Dr.Hanneke Peters.
De Kooning's ancestors: The authors are indebted to Mr. van Wingerden of the municipalarchives, Rotterdam, for the information on de Kooning's paternal ancestors. Interviewwith the authors, Jan. 30, 1991.
His face was shuttered: Interview with Leendert de Kooning, half brother of de Kooning,Feb. 6, 1991; interview with Antonie Breedveld, de Kooning's nephew, Nov. 29, 1991.He began his working life: Judith Wolfe, interview with Gerrit Jan Tamboer, husband of deKooning's half sister, July 24, 1985, in The Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Trainingand Work, 1904-1926, diss., City University of New York, 1996, 24. The authors areindebted to the invaluable work of Judith Wolfe, who was hired by Elaine de Kooning fromJune 1985 to July 1988 to research the early years of de Kooning's life. This work was incor-porated into Wolfe's dissertation.
Eventually he went off on his own: Interview with Leendert de Kooning. The address ofLeendert's business is sometimes given as Vledhoekstraat, sometimes as Vletstraat. Thestreet was renamed at some point, according to Leendert de Kooning; it was originallyVledhoekstraat.
Cornelia's family had lived: All of the information on Cornelia's family history comes fromMr. de Voogt, municipal archives, Schiedam. Her great-grandfathers had been, respectively,a fireman and a dyer. Her paternal grandfather, Christiian Nobel (born in 1814), had the dis-tinction of being the only person in the family to have a white-collar job. He was a clerk.Her maternal grandfather, Laurens Oers (b. 1820, no date of death), was a gardener. Cor-nelia's mother, also named Cornelia, was born in 1849. She was one of seven children ofLaurens Oers and his wife, Petronella van der Heide, three of whom died young.(The lone son): Henk Hofman, de Kooning's cousin, interview with the authors, Dec. 1990.Hofman recalled visiting the Nobel family in Brooklyn.
She possessed ... a "temperament": Interview with the children of Jacobus Lassooy, deKooning's half brother, Apr. 1995; Mr. and Mrs. Henk Hofman, interview with the authors,-Breedveld, interview with the authors.
Acquaintances consistently thought: Jacobus "Koos" Lassooy, in Ken Wilkie, "Willem deKooning: Portrait of a Modern Master," Holland Herald 17 (March 1982), 24.Her relatives credited her: She encouraged her son's interest in art partly because she foundit romantic. She was also adventurous—she flew in one of the first planes in Holland—andemotionally seductive. According to her grandchildren, even as an elderly woman she worea great deal of makeup and decollete dresses.
As an adolescent: Algemeen adresboek der gemeente Rotterdam (address book for the cityof Rotterdam). Until the 1940s, each family in Rotterdam had an individual address card,upon which all addresses and changes of address were listed. Details of all family moves aretaken from these address cards, which were updated yearly in a new address book.Such an occurrence: Mr. R. van Bergen and Ms. Nora Schadee of the Historical Museum ofRotterdam, Dec. 1992.
The couple was married: Marriage certificate, Schiedam municipal archives, Schiedam.What is certain: The births and dates of their children come from their family card.At the time of Willem's birth: Family address card.
Housing for workers: Interview with Mr. R. van Bergen and Ms. Nora Schadee; interviewwith Monique and Jan Gidding, Jan. 31, 1991; interview with Mr. van Wingerden.The two families: Many Rotterdam houses still had outhouses as well. Monique and JanGidding, interview with authors.
In the early 1900s: Statistic contained in historical records, municipal archives, Rotterdam.There was still a fair degree of opprobrium attached to divorce even among the workingclass.
But on February 20: All information on the dates and proceedings of the divorce come fromthe Rotterdam courthouse records (Arrondissementsrechtbank Rotterdam) in the CentralState Archives in The Hague. The authors are indebted to Dr. Hanneke Peters for copyingthe documents for us and obtaining an explanation of divorce law in early-twentieth-century Holland.
Years later: Leendert de Kooning, undated letter to Willem de Kooning, unpublished. Cour-tesy of the de Kooning family, Rotterdam.Adding to the tension: Breedveld, interview with the authors.On April 21: Rotterdam courthouse records. In the early 1900s, such extreme language was
necessary to file for divorce and may explain Cornelia's charges. Mr. R. van Bergen and Ms.Nora Schadee, interview with authors.
10 After filing the papers: Family address card.
According to the legend: De Kooning repeated the story of being kidnapped by his motheragain and again. Among other places, it was referred to by Joop Sanders, multiple inter-views with the authors, Oct. 31, 1990 to Mar. 13, 1993; and Marjorie Luyckx, sister ofElaine de Kooning, interview with the authors, June 14, 1994.According to the Dutch records: Family address card.
n De Kooning remembered those occasions: Lisa de Kooning, interview with the authors,July 18, 1991, with occasional subsequent conversations, 1991-2004; and Peter and Flo-rence Grippe, interview with the authors, July 20, 1992.
On November 25, 1908: Records in the municipal archives, Rotterdam, courtesy of Mr. vanWinger den.
(Her own son): Leendert de Kooning, interview with the authors. "In the afternoon sheliked to go out for teas and birthday parties in the neighborhood," recalled Leendert. "Shealways went alone. My father and mother lived for each other. They got along very welltogether. At night they often went to the cinema. Sundays they would go to the park. Wechildren never went along. We were taken care of by an attendant." The authors are deeplygrateful to Hendrik van Leeuwen for his follow-up conversations with the family of Leen-dert de Kooning, and for his translations of letters provided by the family.Both de Kooning and his sister: Breedveld, interview with the authors. "What I heard from mymother is they couldn't get along with their stepmother," said Breedveld. "In my mother'swords, she was a 'bitch.' And she probably resented the children of the other marriage."He would say: De Kooning, in Paul Hellman, "De Verloren Zoon Zit Goed," AlgemeenDagblad, Dec. 24, 1976. The authors are deeply grateful to Mark Lynton for translating allthe Dutch newspaper clippings.De Kooning remembered his childhood: Ibid.
12 Cornelia regularly beat: The children of Koos Lassooy recalled their father talking abouthow he was beaten (interview with the authors, Apr. 1995). De Kooning described the beat-ings to many close friends over the years, including Elaine's brother, Conrad Fried (inter-views with the authors, May 31 and June 1, 1995), Marjorie Luyckx and Emilie Kilgore(interviews with the authors, July 24-26, 2003). Dutch society at the turn of the centurywas more tolerant of the physical disciplining of children than it is today, but Cornelia'sbehavior was almost certainly excessive even by the standards of the time.
He was playing with marbles: De Kooning told this story often. See, for example, Amei
Wallach, "My Dinners with de Kooning," Newsday, Apr. 24, 1984, 24. His daughter, Lisa
de Kooning, also mentioned it (interview with the authors).
Marie observed, admiringly: Wilkie, "Willem de Kooning."
A grandchild of Cornelia's: Cornelia (Cory) Hendrika Maria Lassooy, interview with the
authors, Apr. 1995.
13 As a small child: Anne Wedgwood Schwertley, interview with the authors, Feb. 15, 1995.Leendert treated his second family: Leendert de Kooning, interview with the authors.
So tenuous did their connection become: Marie then had a photograph of herself made andsent it to him, as if that were the only way she might have a place in her father's life. Breed-veld, interview with the authors.
Decades later, in a letter: De Kooning, letter to his sister, Marie van Meurs-de Kooning,Dec. 2, 1967. Courtesy Antonie Breedveld. © The Willem de Kooning Foundation/ArtistsRights Society, New York.
He would never forget: Lisa de Kooning, interview with the authors. She recalled her fathertalking about the stamping of the horses. Ruth Kligman remembered de Kooning describ-ing his father's high starched collars. Kligman, Newsweek, unpublished interview withAnn Ray Martin, background file, Sept. 17, 1968.(Years later, de Kooning wrote Marie): De Kooning, letter to his sister.He remembered his mother: Longtime friend of the Fried family, anonymous, June 18,1993.
14 "He was good-looking": Mrs. Hofman, interview with the authors.
In the six years following his marriage: Family address cards, which also listed occupations.He was part of a group of boys: Tom Ferrara, de Kooning's assistant from 1980 to 1987,interviews with the authors, July 8, 1991, to Feb. 16, 1996.
Hofman remembered that he would perform: Henk Hofman, interview with the authors.His half brother Koos: Judith Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning, 46.
14 De Kooning remembered one particular moment: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.Many teachers in Rotterdam's schools: Mr. R. van Bergen and Ms. Nora Schadee, interviewwith the authors.
15 In later years, he would sometimes point to students: Luyckx, interview with the authors.
16 "At twelve, I was a very good pupil": De Kooning in Gaby Rodgers, "Willem de Kooning:The Artist at 74," LI: Newsday's Magazine for Long Island, May 21, 1978.
"This made a terrific impression": Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors.
17 "De Kooning had the social ability": Sanders, interviews with the authors."He wasn't a jolly fellow": Breedveld, interview with the authors.
In Rotterdam the pubs ranged from: Information on pub life at the turn of the centurycomes primarily from Mr. van Wingerden of the municipal archives, Rotterdam.
18 Only on April 26, 1916: The Lassooy family card.
Perhaps the most significant fact: As required by law, Leendert gave his written consent forthe marriage, but he could not—or, more likely, would not—attend. One reason, accordingto his second family, was that he thought his daughter by his first marriage was too youngto marry. They also recalled that he was very angry—at her pregnancy, no doubt.During the war years: Mr. R. van Bergen and Ms. Nora Schadee, interview with theauthors. See also E. H. Kossmann, "The Low Countries, 1780-1940," in Oxford History ofModern Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978).
During the left-leaning days: De Kooning's references to early socialism come from threeunpublished interviews with Robert Jonas, one of de Kooning's early friends in America,conducted by Judith Wolfe as part of her research into de Kooning's early life. Wolfe is theauthor of The Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss.,City University of New York, 1996. Interviews with Jonas provided courtesy of his wife,Liesl Jonas.
In May 1917: Records of his bankruptcy are in the Central State Archives, The Hague. Theproceedings listed a Mr. Kapteyn as the chief creditor, along with a number of others. Las-sooy's assets included two houses that he owned jointly with his eight brothers and sisters,plus his spirits license.
19 Like many people in Holland: Ruth Kligman recollected de Kooning's poor early diet in theNewsweek background file.
His teachers had noticed his gift: Elaine de Kooning, in a "Personal History of Willem deKooning recorded by his wife, Elaine," which she compiled but that remains unpublished,cited by Judith Wolfe in The Young Willem de Kooning. Estate of Elaine de Kooning.Once de Kooning finished primary school: Rodgers, "Willem de Kooning."
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20 "You have to start, over and over again": De Kooning, interview with Bert Schierbeek, inWillem de Kooning, exhibition catalog (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum, 1968).
The Gidding headquarters: Jan and Monique Gidding, son and daughter of Jaap Gidding,
interview with the authors, Feb. 6, 1991. The Giddings provided many of the details on the
family firm cited in this chapter.
Gidding specialized in: Ibid.
The firm not only served wealthy Rotterdammers: Information translated by Dr. Hanneke
Peters from Ro van Oven, "Japp Gidding," Elsevier's Geillustreerd Maandschrift [Elsevier's
Illustrated Monthly) vol. 31, no. 62 (1921), 296-301.
Part of the influential arts and crafts movement: Jan and Monique Gidding, interview with
the authors.
21 Of the two brothers: Background on Jaap's career comes from the Giddings. Other sourcesinclude Jaap Gidding, obituary, Rotterdams Nieuwsblad, Apr. 26, 1955; J. M. Luthmann,"Inleiding De Bijenkorf in Den Haag," Wendingen, vol. 7, no. n'A (1925); Elsevier's Geil-lustreerd Maandschrift; and Carine Hoogveld, Glas-in-lood in Nederland, 1817-1968 (TheHague: SDU, 1989). The authors are grateful to Dr. Peters for her translations.
22 The modern elevation of good craftsmanship: Among the sources on art nouveau and thearts and crafts movement in Holland are Gillian Naylor, "The Netherlands," Encyclopediaof Decorative Arts, 1890-1940, ed. Philippe Garner (London: Quarto Publishing, 1978);Peter Selz and Mildred Constantine, eds., Art Nouveau: Art and Design at the Turn of theCentury, exhibition catalog (New York: Museum of Modern Art, i960); and Mario Amaya,Art Nouveau (New York: Dutton, 1966). A good introduction in English to Hendrik Petrus
Berlage can be found in the Macmillan Encyclopedia of Architects (London: CollierMacmillan, 1982).
22 Like the Victorians: Berlage designed furniture, lighting fixtures, and posters in addition tobuildings. He was also a disciple of Frank Lloyd Wright (he visited the United States in1911) and became an important disseminator of Wright's ideas.
23 A late enthusiast: He and his brother were still young and could adjust to changes in fash-ion. Later, as the De Stijl movement and the Wiener Werkstatte gained popularity, Jaapincorporated aspects of those styles into his work as well. In 1925, he won a silver medalfor his decorative artwork at the famed Art Deco exposition in Paris.
A frieze that he created: Elsevier's Geillustreerd Maandschrift.
In Rotterdam, during the early years: Jaap became particularly well known for designing
richly colored glass windows, then popular in Holland.
For the first year or two: Jan and Monique Gidding, interview with the authors.
De Kooning later recalled working in hotel lobbies: De Kooning, in Ken Wilkie, " Willem de
Kooning: Portrait of a Modern Master," Holland Herald 17 (Mar. 1982), 22-34.
24 As de Kooning said of his Gidding years: De Kooning, interview with Judith Wolfe, Aug. 23,1985, in The Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss.,City University of New York, 1996, 68.
About eight months after he joined: Hansmaarten Tromp, "Willem de Kooning: 'Elke Stijl
is fraude/" De Tijd, Oct. 21, 1977.
In 1916, his pay was one guilder: Paul Hellman, "De Verloren Zoon Zit Goed," Algemeen
Dagblad, Dec. 24, 1976.
The head decorator: De Kooning, in Ben Dull, "Willem de Kooning is terug," Het Parool,
Sept. 18, 1968.
Even Jan and Jaap: De Kooning, in Amei Wallach, "My Dinners with de Kooning," News-
day, Apr. 24, 1984, 24.
(As early as 1916): This early still life is in the collection of the artist.
25 When he was only thirteen: Gus Falk, interview with the authors, July 28, 1992.
Only one year: In modern Dutch spelling, the name of the academy is Academie voor
Beeldende Kunst en Technische Wetenschappen. In de Kooning's day, however, the name
was Academie van Beeldende Kunsten en Technische Wetenschappen.
(In the academy's yearbook): Each year the academy published annual reports. Through the
1922-23 academic year, students promoted from one year to the next were also listed.
By the fall of 1917: De Kooning's name first appears in the annual reports of 1917-18, as
being promoted from Class I to Class II.
26 The long corridors: Photographs in a pictorial history of the academy, Het Gebouw van deAcademie van Beeldende Kunsten en Technische Wetenschappen, van 1 mei 1873 tot 1September 1935, contained in the academy's archives. Few records survived the Nazi blitzof World War II.
In later years, de Kooning: One notable instance of this was in de Kooning's interview withAnne Parsons, AAA, 1967.
As he told the New York Times: De Kooning, in Susan Heller Anderson, "De Kooning HasMeeting with Queen," New York Times, Apr. 25, 1982.
27 The academy's origins: Interview with A. G. M. Vreeburg, art history teacher at the acad-emy, Dec. 1, 1992. Mr. Vreeburg is the source of much of our material on the turn-of-the-century academy and its origins. Other material came from a book about the history of theacademy, Het onderwijs aan de Academie van Beeldende Kunsten en Technische Weten-schappen te Rotterdam in 1913 (Rotterdam: W L. and J. Brusse, 1914), and a speech on theoccasion of the academy's seventy-fifth anniversary, J. Verheul, "De Academie vanBeeldende Kunsten en Technische Wetenschappen 1851-1926." The authors are grateful toDr. Peters for her copies and translations.
"The boys who went to the day classes": The artist Jan van Heel, in Signalement, VARA,Dutch television network. Televised Sept. 15, 1968. Van Heel, who lived in The Hague,was a well-known artist in Holland.In 1916-17, the year before de Kooning enrolled: Annual reports.
28 As de Kooning later told the art critic: De Kooning, in Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1968), 13, 14.
The first-year studies: Hess, Willem de Kooning, 1968, 13. Dr. Peters also found in theacademy archives course books that outlined the curriculum in detail, including photo-graphs of typical student projects.
28 Hess described the process: Hess, Willem de Kooning: Drawings (Greenwich, Conn.: NewYork Graphic Society, 1972), 18, 19.
29 Years later: Pat Passlof, interview with the authors, July 18, 1990."We had to work very minutely": Jan van Heel, Signalement.
The supreme arbiter: A. G. M. Vreeburg, interview with the authors.
"My professor was": De Kooning, in Hansmaarten Tromp, "Willem de Kooning."
To Hess, de Kooning conjured: Hess, Willem de Kooning, 1972, 18.
30 Despite the institution's: Mr. Vreeburg said that in 1918 the night classes were shortenedfrom four hours to three. So de Kooning would have had only one year of the four-hourclasses. At the same time, Saturday evening classes were abandoned. Jan van Heel, Signale-ment.
"Heyberg was a big man": Ibid.
De Kooning himself recalled: Tromp, "Willem de Kooning."
Of the seventeen who began: Annual reports.
The deadly epidemic: Many details of Rotterdam history were provided by Mr. R. van
Bergen and Ms. Nora Schadee of the Historical Museum of Rotterdam, interview with the
authors, Dec. 1992.
"Bill's mother had a very rough life": Antonie Breedveld, interview with the authors, Nov.
29, 1991.
31 Her children certainly understood: Joop Sanders, multiple interviews with the authors,Oct. 31, 1990, to Mar. 13, 1993.
"I worked hard and long": De Kooning, in Hellman, "De Verloren."
32 "Sometimes he performed for me": Ibid.
Years later de Kooning told his brother-in-law: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors,
May 31 and June 1, 1995.
At night, de Kooning walked: Emilie Kilgore, interviews with the authors, July 24-26,
2003.
33 One day, he had a terrible argument: Marjorie Luyckx, interview with the authors, June 14,1994.
"At sixteen": De Kooning, Time, unpublished interview with Welch, background fileentitled "An Analysis of Abstract Expressionism, its meaning, the major figures," July 20,1958.
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34 "I read somewhere": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester, in David Sylvester,Interviews with American Artists (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001).The Yale volume contains the most complete version of this famous interview from i960,which has been published in many different forms over the years. The interview is mostoften cited as "Content Is a Glimpse," Location 1 (Spring 1963), 45-53. Subsequent refer-ences will refer to it as "Content Is a Glimpse."
She often told her son Antonie: Antonie Breedveld, interview with the authors, Nov. 29,
1991.
Even when he was not: Ibid. Breedveld recalled that de Kooning came around when he
needed something, especially money.
In late fall of 1919: Family address card, municipal archives, Rotterdam.
Marie established herself as a seamstress: Family recollections of Antonie Breedveld, Nov.
29, 1991, and the children of Koos Lassooy, de Kooning and Marie's half brother, Apr. 1995.
35 He also babysat: Breedveld, interview with the authors.
Cornelia was still aghast: Mrs. Henk Hofman, the wife of de Kooning's cousin Henk Hof-man, said that "a son couldn't live with a mother like that. For her the most importantthing was that he became a famous painter." Interview with the authors, Dec. 1990.(She relished connections to the upper classes): Ibid.
While most academy records were destroyed: Such an award would most likely have finan-cial implications. Of the 973 students enrolled in all of the academy's various departmentsin 1917-18, de Kooning's first year, only fifty-eight were awarded full scholarships. Annualreports of the academy.
36 Another early work: This drawing, held by de Kooning's sister, can be seen in a photographof Marie in Ken Wilkie, "Willem de Kooning: Portrait of a Modern Master," Holland Her-ald 17 (March 1982), 22-43.
36 According to his friend: Joop Sanders, multiple interviews with the authors from Oct. 31,1990, to Mar. 13, 1993.
Antonie Breedveld also recalled: interview with the authors.
37 Bernard Romein: Born in Hillergersberg, a small town near Rotterdam, Romein, like deKooning, had great facility as an artist. The two shared much in common, from their train-ing at the academy to their background and upbringing, which probably increased de Koon-ing's respect and admiration for his mentor. Like de Kooning, Romein came from a poorfamily. He was the eleventh and youngest child of a carpenter who, when Bernard was four,moved his family to the same working-class neighborhood in North Rotterdam where deKooning was born. Romein's mother encouraged her son to pursue his gift for drawing. Butshe died when he was only thirteen, and after his father remarried, Bernard—again, like deKooning—looked for emotional support to his eldest sister rather than to his own father.Romein first enrolled in the decorative and applied arts section of the academy from 1906to 1908, supporting himself with housepainting. Then came four years (1908-12) in Hey-berg's handteekenen division. In 1918, Romein was promoted to the seventh class,- thatsame year, de Kooning completed his first year at the academy. While only ten years sepa-rated Romein and de Kooning, the gap in knowledge and sophistication was great. Amongthe many sources on Romein are the academy's annual reports; the Rotterdam cityarchives; Judith Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work,1904-1926, diss., City University of New York, 1996; a Sotheby's auction catalog of 1987featuring the sale of Bernard Romein posters and art; "De winkelweek, Weste Wagen-straat," Nieuwe Rotterdam Courant, Nov. 13, 1925; "Ein Kalender," Nieuwe RotterdamCourant, May n, 1930; and "Kunst en Letteren," Dordrechtsche Courant, Apr. 19, 1927.The authors are grateful to Dr. Hanneke Peters for her translations. Dr. Peters also had aconversation with Romein's niece, Mrs. van Wijngaarden-de Vos, about her uncle.
38 One of several applicants: De Kooning, interview with Judith Wolfe, Apr. 25, 1985, inWolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning, 265.
According to de Kooning's nephew: Breedveld, interview with the authors. Also Marie van
Meurs-de Kooning in Signalement, VARA, Dutch television network. Televised Sept. 15,
1968.
In the early 1920s: Romein's work is in the collection of the Municipal Museum in Hel-
mond. Three of his posters are also in the collection of the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam.
As de Kooning described him: De Kooning, interview with Judith Wolfe, Apr. 25, 1985, in
The Young Willem de Kooning, 268-69.
Until he met him: De Kooning, in Jan Bart Klaster, "De Kooning gaat door ik schilder mijn
binnenste," Het Parool, May n, 1983.
39 Romein, de Kooning said: De Kooning in Ben Dull, "Willem de Kooning is terug," HetParool, Sept. 18, 1968.
De Kooning told Judith Wolfe: De Kooning, interview with Judith Wolfe, Oct. 28, 1984, inThe Young Willem de Kooning, 267.
40 Typically, the speakers were prominent: Interview with A. G. M. Vreeburg, art historyteacher at the academy, Dec. 1, 1992. Mr. Vreeburg is the source of much of the material onthe turn-of-the-century academy and its origins. Summaries of the academy's main offer-ings can also be found in a speech on the occasion of the academy's seventy-fifth anniver-sary, J. Verheul, "De Academie van Beeldende Kunsten en Technische Wetenschappen1851-1926."
41 "I thought Mondrian was phenomenal": De Kooning, in Klaster, "De Kooning gaat door."But de Kooning once observed: Ibid.
Originally from a small town: Vreeburg, interview with the authors.
He was struck by the imaginative use: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning, 164-211.
42 He articulated his position: Ibid.
He and his students contributed work: Vreeburg, interview with the authors. Their work
won a gold medal at the Fair.
Jongert also tried to appoint: When the academy balked at his Bauhaus appointment,
Jongert resigned.
"At the academy in Rotterdam": Hansmaarten Tromp, "Willem de Kooning: 'Elke stijl is
fraude,' " De Tijd, Oct. 21, 1977.
43 "We used to call that": Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse."
"He wouldn't mind it": De Kooning, interview with Sally Yard, Oct. 14, 1976, in Yard, DeKooning: The First 26 Years in New York, diss., Princeton University, 1980, 202 (fn). Subse-
quently published in book form by Garland Publishing (New York and London, 1986).Unpublished interview on file at The Willem de Kooning Foundation, New York.
43 One of his closest friends: Breedveld, interview with the authors. Benno was a year ahead ofde Kooning at the academy, according to the annual reports.
As their name suggests: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning. The authors are indebted toWolfe's research for many details on the Randolfi family.
"When they played ordinary songs": De Kooning, in Paul Hellman, "De Verloren Zoon ZitGoed," Algemeen Dagblad, Dec. 24, 1976.
44 Later, de Kooning would tell: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning.
45 Much of de Kooning's free time: Vreeburg, interview with the authors. Vreeburg recalledthe main haunts of older students at the academy.
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46 "There were cowboys": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester, "Content Is aGlimpse," Location 1 (Spring 1963), 45-53.
As a boy: Ibid.
"I had an uncle": De Kooning, in Ken Wilkie, "Willem de Kooning: Portrait of a Modern
Master," Holland Heiaid 17 (March 1982), 24.
He would joke: Ruth Kligman, Newsweek, unpublished interview with Ann Ray Martin,
background file, Sept. 17, 1968.
47 De Kooning was collaborating: Judith Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life,Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss., City University of New York, 1996. The authors areindebted to Wolfe's research for many details on the Randolfi family.
His contributions to a Stedelijk Museum show: Details of Mondrian's final years before
leaving Holland can be found in Mondrian: From Figure to Abstraction, exhibition catalog
(Tokyo: Erik Wierda Art Books, 1997). Also valuable was Joop Sanders, multiple interviews
with the authors, Oct. 31, 1990, to Mar. 13, 1993.
He himself would leave: Rotterdam address cards; Sotheby's catalog for a 1987 sale of
Romein's work.
After Romein urged him to read: De Kooning told Joop Sanders he identified with Raskol-
nikov. Joop Sanders, multiple interviews with the authors.
48 In April 1921: Rotterdam address cards.
According to his half brother: Interview with Leendert de Kooning, Feb. 6, 1991.
Several years later: Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8, 1991, to Feb.
16, 1996.
49 Although such trips: Elaine de Kooning, in "Personal History of Willem de Kooningrecorded by his wife, Elaine," unpublished, cited by Judith Wolfe in The Young Willem deKooning. Estate of Elaine de Kooning.
It had been particularly important: Mario Amaya, Art Nouveau (New York: Dutton, 1966).
"I can't remember": De Kooning, in Hansmaarten Tromp, "Willem de Kooning: 'Elke stijl
is fraude,' " De Tijd, October 21, 1977.
At first the trio: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning, 429.
Later, he described: De Kooning, interview with Bert Schierbeek, published in Willem de
Kooning, exhibition catalog (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum, 1968).
At some point: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning, 430.
50 In particular, he was already thinking: Tom Ferrara, interviews with the authors.
In an interview with: Charlotte Willard, "De Kooning: The Dutch-born U.S. Master Gath-ers in the International Honors," Look, May 27, 1969.
"I admire cartoonists": De Kooning, Newsweek, unpublished interview with Ann RayMartin, background file, November 20, 1967.
51 As de Kooning told Judith Wolfe: The Young Willem de Kooning, 381.
Both traditions: A number of these drawings are reproduced in Judith Wolfe, "Van Wim totBill de Kooning: Zeven decennia thematiek en vorm," Jong Holland, vol. i,no. 1,1994,6-28.As he told Judith Wolfe: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning, 492-93.
52 In later years: Biography of de Kooning prepared for the 1939 World's Fair, in the archives ofthe Museum of Modern Art.
But there is no record: Research of both Judith Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning,464-69, and Dr. Hanneke Peters, who helped the authors with research on de Kooning's lifein Holland.
53 "I wasn't at all sure": De Kooning, in Jan Bart Klaster, "De Kooning gaat door ik schildermijn binnenste," Het Parool, May n, 1983.
As his later art made clear: De Kooning, always uneasy with labels, reluctantly called him-self an expressionist to Klaster, ibid.
For a time, he rented with Benno and Wimpy: Rotterdam address card.He also briefly lived . . . near the train station: Wolfe, The Young Willem de Kooning,420.(Or, as the dancer-choreographer): Merce Cunningham, interview with the authors, Apr.
30, 1998.
54 A photograph taken in 1922: This photograph was reproduced in Ken Wilkie's article inHolland Herald.
In tacit acknowledgment: Rotterdam address card.
Subsequently, Breedveld took a job: Antonie Breedveld, interview with the authors, Nov.
29, 1991.
Most important of all: Dr. Hanneke Peters, research in the municipal archives, Rotterdam.
Feeling sorry for her brother: Marie van Meurs-de Kooning, quoted in Signalement, VARA,
Dutch television network. Televised Sept. 15, 1968.
(De Kooning told the art historian): Sam Hunter, " 'Je dessine les yeux fermes,' un entretien
exclusif avec Willem de Kooning," Galerie fardin des Arts, Paris, no. 152 (November 1975),
68-70. Antonie Breedveld said that he recalled his grandmother talking about de Kooning's
drawings of the nude (Breedveld, interview with the authors). And in the Holland Herald
interview of 1982, de Kooning joked, "Our models were muscular men then. For the
anatomy. In American schools it's always naked girls. Nice to look at, but there are so
many other things to draw in the world."
55 The city of Rotterdam: Rotterdam address card. According to Mr. van Wingerden of themunicipal archives, de Kooning could have left the city up to one year before the recordeddate.
What is certain: Although the academy stopped listing the names of its students by theyear 1923-24, the Dutch versions of Who's Who published after de Kooning became a cele-brated painter stated that he never finished at the academy. (Jan and Monique Gidding,interview with the authors, Feb. 6, 1991.) And while de Kooning obfuscated the dates ofattendance in his early years in America, in later years he mentioned going to the academyfor only four or five years.
"My only interest": De Kooning, "Willem de Kooning: Geduldig genie," Volkskrant, Sept.28, 1968.5 6 According to his future brother-in-law: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31to June i, 1995.
The hiring clerk: Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning (New York: Museum of Modern Art,1968), 16.
There would be a farewell party: Fried, interviews with the authors.
"I had a lot of trouble getting [to America]': De Kooning in Curtis Bill Pepper, "TheIndomitable de Kooning," New York Times Magazine, Nov. 20, 1983, 86.The scheme struck de Kooning as far-fetched: De Kooning recalled that his father only gavehim "a measly twenty guilders." Joop Sanders, multiple interviews with the authors, Oct.
31, 1990, to Mar. 13, 1993. Breedveld recalled it as twenty-five guilders. Breedveld, inter-view with the authors.
57 Leased for this trip: Shipping records, Harbor Master, Rotterdam.
There was no time to lose: De Kooning told this to Tom Ferrara. Ferrara, interviews withthe authors.
In 1968 he could not even bring himself to telephone: De Kooning's sister and mother werenot told of his arrival until the day of the show itself. Newsweek, unpublished backgroundfile by Stringer Willem Vuur, undated, fall, 1968.
On the morning of July 16: In Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning, 1968, 16. Hess wrotethat de Kooning almost stole aboard a boat bound for Buenos Aires; Leo Cohan then told deKooning that South America was not a suitable destination. But that account varies fromone given by de Kooning to Wilkie, Holland Herald. De Kooning told Wilkie that LeoCohan "came round one day and said, 'Are you ready?' I said, 'Ready for what?' He replied,'We're going to New York!' He'd already arranged to have me stowed away." De Kooningsaid the SS Shelley was ultimately bound for Buenos Aires and that he toyed with the ideaof staying on, but Cohan pulled him off.
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61 "I didn't think there were any artists": De Kooning, in Hansmaarten Tromp, "Willem deKooning: 'Elke stijl is fraude/ " De Tijd, Oct. 21, 1977.
He saw "a sort of Holland": De Kooning, interview with Bert Schierbeek, in Willem deKooning, exhibition catalog (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum, 1968).
"Look what needs doing": Lisa de Kooning, interview with the authors, July 18, 1991 andoccasional subsequent conversations, 1991-2004.
Worse than the heat: Virginia (Nini) Diaz Halusic, de Kooning's first girlfriend in America,interview with the authors, Feb. 3, 1994.
"When we were disembarking": De Kooning, quoted in Ken Willkie, "Willem de Kooning:Portrait of a Modern Master," Holland Herald 17 (March 1982), 22-34.When Leo Cohan and some sailors: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31 toJune 1, 1995.
Cohan, as cheerful and optimistic as ever: Typically, a transatlantic passenger ship wouldfirst anchor in the outer harbor of New York, south of Liberty Island, before continuing toits pier in the city. At that point, all passengers who had made the trip in steerage would beferried by tenders to Ellis Island to undergo physical exams and a battery of tests and ques-tions, such as who had paid for their tickets (almost always a relative who preceded themto America) and how much money they carried. Failure to pass the physical exam or toanswer questions to the satisfaction of the immigration officers meant denial of entry intothe country.
The passage of the Immigration Act: Page Smith, Redeeming the Time: A People's Historyof the 1920s and the New Deal, vol. 8 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1991), 466-67.Calling upon his network: Schierbeek, interview with de Kooning in Willem de Kooning.
62 Although South Street had been the center: "New York Panorama: A Comprehensive Viewof the Metropolis," Presented in a Series of Articles Prepared by the Federal Writers'Project of the Works Progress Administration in New York City (New York: RandomHouse, 1938), 3.
"We had enough money": De Kooning, quoted in Curtis Bill Pepper, "The Indomitable deKooning," New York Times Magazine, Nov. 20, 1983, 86.
"This I remember": Schierbeek, interview with de Kooning in Willem de Kooning.Their few possessions: In the 1920s and '30s, more than no piers and 24 ferry slips linedthe western side of Manhattan.
Once a sleepy river town: Details about Hoboken, New Jersey, and the location of the Hol-land Seaman's House, etc., come from the Hoboken City Directory 1925-26; Three Cen-turies of Progress: A Brief History of Hoboken, N.J., and Teaneck, NJ., from 1609 to 1940,published to commemorate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the A. J. Volk Co.; William H.Miller, "Hoboken's Famous Pier B," in Ocean Cruise News; Brigid A. Cahalan, "Hoboken:A City in Transition," master's thesis, Queens College, City of New York; and John J.Heaney, The Bicentennial Comes to Hoboken (Hoboken, N.J.: Hoboken American Revolu-tion Bicentennial Committee, 1976)."My sailor friends": Schierbeek, interview with de Kooning in Willem de Kooning.
63 "Three days later": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse,"Location 1 (Spring 1963), 45-53.
After only one week of work: Schierbeek, interview with de Kooning in Willem de Kooning.In the beginning: Robert Jonas, unpublished interviews with Judith Wolfe, author of TheYoung Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss., City Univer-sity of New York, 1996. Interviews courtesy of Liesl Jonas. De Kooning also recalled hislack of English to Ann Ray Martin, Newsweek, unpublished background file, November20, 1967.
"I was impressed by": De Kooning, in Martha Bourdrez, "Originality and Greatness inPainting," The Knickerbocker, May 1950.
64 "Sign painting was difficult": Wilkie, "Willem de Kooning. Portrait of a Modern Master,"Holland Herald 17 (March 1982), 22-34.
Leo Cohan, who worked as a cook: Ben Dull, "Willem de Kooning."
De Kooning's keenest friendship: Max Margulis, interview with Sally Yard, June 17, 1977/in Sally Yard, Willem de Kooning: The First 26 Years in New York, diss., Princeton Univer-sity, 1980, 27. Later published by Garland Publishing (New York and London, 1986).
65 "All through the 1920s": New York Panorama.
66 "Every Saturday and Sunday": Cecil Beaton, Cecil Beaton's New York (London: B. T. Bats-ford, 1938), 32.
"I liked the sentimental side": Bourdrez, "Originality and Greatness in Painting."Crowded tenements: Edward Halsey Foster and Geoffrey W. Clark, eds., Hoboken: A Col-lection of Essays (New York: Irvington Publishers, 1976)."We would stand": De Kooning, interview with Anne Parsons, AAA, 1967.
67 "I said to him": Leo Cohan, in Dull, "Willem de Kooning.""There were just lots of Italians": De Kooning, AAA.
"Here in Greenwich Village": Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse."
He made some drawings: Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors from July 8,
1991, to Feb. 16, 1996.
"I didn't even ask": Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse."
"It turned out to be quite different": De Kooning, in Tromp, "Willem de Kooning."
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69 "Of course, New York is really like a Byzantine city": De Kooning, interview with DavidSylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse," Location 1 (Spring 1963), 45-53.
"When I was hired": Anton Refregier, interview with Joseph Travato, AAA, Nov. 5, 1964,reel 3419.
Eastman Brothers: The description of Eastman Brothers comes from: 1922-23 New YorkCity Directory; interview with Lewis (Lew) Jacobs, a casual friend of de Kooning's from theEastman Brothers era, summer, 1991; interviews with Tully Filmus, who worked at East-man Brothers with de Kooning and spent a summer in Woodstock with him, Sept. 17 andOct. 18, 1991; the AAA interview with Anton Refregier; and a WPA publicity handout onRefregier, November 7, 1941.
"Instead of making": Tully Filmus, interviews with the authors. Additional quotationsfrom Tully Filmus in this chapter are from these interviews.
70 Refregier later said: Refregier, AAA.
"It used to be terrific": de Kooning in Martha Bourdrez, "Originality and Greatness in
Painting," The Knickerbocker, May 1950.
The projects were often adventurous: One time, said Refregier, a flashy gangster named
Larry Fay—whom James Cagney played in The Roaring Twenties—was killed in his
speakeasy on Fifty-sixth Street in front of a mural that he, Refregier, had painted. Refregier,
AAA.
71 "Looking back": Ibid.
"It was nice to be foreigners": Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse."
"He was more sociable": Lewis Jacobs, interview with the authors. Additional quotations
in this chapter from Jacobs come from this interview.
For example, Refregier: WPA publicity handout.
72 One was Tully Filmus: Filmus, interviews with the authors.
Flamboyant, effusive, and intoxicated: Dore Ashton on David Burliuk in The New YorkSchool: A Cultural Reckoning (New York: Viking, 1972), 24.
73 Burliuk's circle included: Ibid. Also see Isamu Noguchi, interview with Paul Cummings,AAA, November 7 and December 26, 1973.
She was a tightrope or wire walker: Virginia (Nini) Diaz Halusic, interview with theauthors, Feb. 3, 1994. Additional quotations in this chapter from Diaz come from thisinterview. All subsequent references to her are to Diaz, her maiden name.
75 A decade later: Conrad Marca-Relli, interview with the authors, May 1, 1991.
76 In 1927, he saw a show of Matisse's work: De Kooning, interview with Sally Yard, Aug. 14,1976, for Willem De Kooning: The First 26 Years in New York, diss., Princeton University,1980, 14,15. Later published by Garland Publishing (New York and London, 1986).
77 So limited was the New York art scene: Ilya Bolotowsky, interview with Ruth Gurin, AAA,1963.
78 "The Armory Show was a complete disaster": Fairfield Porter, interview with Paul Cum-mings, AAA, June 6, 1968, reel 4211.
"The egg": Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning (New York: George Braziller, 1959), 16.
79 In 1929, de Kooning had an unexpected vision: De Kooning, interview with Anne Parsons,AAA, 1967. See also Sally Yard, Willem De Kooning.
Not only did Hague: Raoul Hague, interview with the authors, December 7, 1992.
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81 "I can't see myself as an academic": De Kooning, in "De Kooning's Year/' Newsweek, Mar.10, 1969.
"He always managed": Virginia (Nini) Diaz Halusic, interview with the authors, Feb. 3,1994. Information in this chapter about their various apartments comes from Diaz.His friends took advantage: Rudy Burckhardt, interviews with the authors, Mar. 29, 1990,and Oct. 9, 1991; Joseph Vogel, phone interview with the authors, Oct. 28, 1991.
81 As his Eastman work tapered off: De Kooning mentioned both of his design commissionsin his official biography for the 1939 World's Fair. Library, Museum of Modern Art, NewYork.
According to Lew Jacobs: Lewis Jacobs, interview with the authors, summer 1991.
82 Tully Filmus, whom de Kooning showed around: Filmus, interviews with the authors,Sept. 17 and Oct. 18, 1991.
Sometime around the end of 1929: The A. S. Beck headquarters was at 139 Duane Street inlower Manhattan, a manufacturing area south of Houston Street celebrated for its cast-ironindustrial buildings. Forty years later, it would become part of Tribeca, a highly fashionableartist's quarter. There were sixteen A. S. Beck stores spread out through the five boroughsof New York.
83 Jonas had grown up in Newark: All biographical information in this chapter concerningRobert Jonas, and much of the information about A. S. Beck, comes from three unpublishedinterviews with Jonas conducted by Judith Wolfe, the author of The Young Willem deKooning: Early Life, Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss., City University of New York,1996, and from interviews with Liesl Jonas, his wife, May 21 and Oct. 23, 1991. Interviewscourtesy of Liesl Jonas.
"He came with a furious thrust": Jonas, interview with Judith Wolfe.
84 In the shop on Duane Street: Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8,1991, to Feb. 16, 1996.
De Kooning's designs: Jonas, interviews with Judith Wolfe.
85 "Folks would put a sign": Leonard Bocour, interview with Paul Cummings, AAA, June 8,1978.
De Kooning had gone: Ludwig Sander, interviews with Paul Cummings, AAA, Feb. 4 and12, 1969.
86 (He would become a leading figure): In the forties, the work of Refregier became a politicalcause celebre after he won a nationwide competition to paint murals in a post office in Rin-con, California, and then had his art attacked as subversive by local politicians and conser-vatives.
88 She had few regrets: Diaz believed it was worse to have children if you could not providefor them than to have an abortion. She herself had had a difficult childhood; her father,while charming, was irresponsible in providing for his four children. "I went through a lifewhere I saw the torment of living without dollars," said Diaz. "They even had to give mybrother away to a tumbling act." Diaz, interview with the authors.
The new apartment: Marie Marchowsky, interview with the authors, May 21, 1991.
89 One friend called it: Anonymous friend of de Kooning's girlfriend, Juliet Browner, inter-view with the authors, Jan. 7, 1992.
According to the artist Milton Resnick: Milton Resnick and Pat Passlof, interview with theauthors, June 5, 1991.
But he was also obviously affected: Most information about the Depression comes fromPage Smith, Redeeming the Time: A People's History of the 1920s and the New Deal, vol. 8(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1991), 282-436.
90 De Kooning later told the art historian: De Kooning, interview with Sally Yard, Aug. 5,
1979, for Willem de Kooning: The First 26 Years in New York, diss., Princeton University,
1980, 19. Later published by Garland Publishing (New York and London, 1986).The dancer Marie Marchowsky: Marchowsky, interview with the authors.(An aspiring actress): Bea Reiner, interview with the authors, Nov. 1, 1991.
Marie was commuting: It was the beginning of a long friendship. In later years Mar-chowsky gave de Kooning a commission for the stage, a dance backdrop for Marie's owncompany. Her future husband, a businessman named Milton Robinson, would become oneof de Kooning's first major collectors.
91 ("They had a wonderful subject"): Marchowsky, interview with the authors.
92 With this purchase: To buy the machine, said Tom Ferrara (interviews with the authors), deKooning had to borrow against his future paychecks. He went to Jack Daniels, the presi-dent of A. S. Beck, for authorization to do so. Not only did he get the advance, which wasan indication of how much he was valued as an employee, but Daniels also told de Kooningthat he knew somebody who worked at the company that made the music systems andthat he would be happy to approach him on de Kooning's behalf. De Kooning bought hisCapehart at a special rate.
In a life in which it was: As Elaine de Kooning, his future wife, often said, "Never scrimpon the luxuries. The necessities will take care of themselves."
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93 "The atmosphere was so beautiful": De Kooning, "Letter to the Editor" [on Arshile Gorky],ArtNews 47 (January 1949), 6.
"I was lucky": De Kooning, interview with Harold Rosenberg, in Harold Rosenberg, DeKooning (New York: Abrams, 1974), 38.
De Kooning affectionately: De Kooning, in James T Valliere, "De Kooning on Pollock,"Partisan Review (Autumn 1967), 603-05.
94 De Kooning cherished: Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8, 1991, toFeb. 16, 1996.
In April 1929: De Kooning, interview with Sally Yard, Aug. 5, 1976, for Willem de Kooning:The First 26 Years in New York, diss., Princeton University, 1980, 5. Later published byGarland Publishing (New York and London, 1986).
Born in Kiev: Most of the biographical information on John Graham comes from Hay-den Herrera, "John Graham's System and Dialectics of Art," unpublished course paper,Ph.D. program, City University of New York, May 1973; also interviews conductedby the authors with Graham friends Hedda Sterne, June 18, 1991, and Dorothy Dehner,Jan. 8, 1992. See also Dore Ashton, The New York School: A Cultural Reckoning (NewYork: Viking, 1973). An alternate version of some facts is set forth in Steven Naifeh andGregory White Smith, Jackson Pollock: An American Saga (New York: Clarkson N. Potter)1989.
95 During the revolution: Dehner, interview with the authors.
According  to  Ludwig  Sander:   Sander,   interview  with  Herrera  for  "John  Graham's
System," n.
Tall, with piercing eyes: Herrera, ibid.,8.
He enjoyed suggesting: John Graham, "Autoportrait," Mulch, Spring 1972, 1-3.
As he himself said: Graham, ibid.
96 David Smith later said: David Smith, in Marcia Epstein Allentuck, ed., System and Dialec-tics of Art (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971), 15. Quoted in Herrera, "JohnGraham's System."
Graham was such a mesmerizing speaker: Eleanor Ward, interview with Hayden Herrera in
"John Graham's System," 6.
"If the bookkeepers think": De Kooning, "Letter to the Editor."
97 According to de Kooning: De Kooning, Time, unpublished interview with Welch, back-ground file entitled "An Analysis of Abstract Expressionism, its meaning, the major fig-ures," July 20, 1958.
"[Gorky] always had the last word": De Kooning, interview with Karlen Mooradian,Ararat: A Special Issue on Arshile Gorky (Fall 1971), 49.
There are two versions: In an interview with Sally Yard on Aug. 5, 1979, included in Yard,Willem de Kooning, 5, de Kooning said he met Gorky in either i930ori93i.In the unpub-lished background interview for Time, he said 1929.
When de Kooning walked into the studio: De Kooning, "Letter to the Editor.""He had this extraordinary": De Kooning, Ararat, 51.
98 Stuart Davis said: Davis, in Diane Waldman, Arshile Gorky, A Retrospective, exhibitioncatalog (New York: Harry Abrams, 1981), 23.
Ethel Schwabacher, a student and friend: Ibid, 37.
99 De Kooning said that when he "came to": De Kooning, "Letter to the Editor.""He went out of his mind": De Kooning, Ararat, 50.
Max Schnitzler: Max Schnitzler, interview with Karlen Mooradian, Ararat, 53-54."He worked day and night": De Kooning, Ararat, 51.
ioo Gorky was not much older: Most biographical information about Gorky comes from tworecent biographies, Hayden Herrera, Arshile Gorky: His Life and Work (New York: Farrar,Straus & Giroux, 2003), and Matthew Spender, From a High. Place: A Life of Arshile Gorky(New York: Knopf, 1999), or from Ararat: A Special Issue on Arshile Gorky Gorky's actualbirthdate was probably closer to 1900, not 1904 as he claimed.
The persecution was so fierce: Henry Morgenthau, quoted in Yuri Babayan, "ArmenianHistory," www.armenianhistory.info.
101 "You find a fellow": De Kooning, Ararat, 49."There was no doubt": Ibid, 50.
"I kind of gave in": De Kooning, Time, unpublished interview.
"I had some training in Holland": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester, "Content
Is a Glimpse," Location 1 (Spring 1963).
102 Isamu Noguchi said: Isamu Noguchi, interview with Paul Cummings, AAA, Nov. 7, 1973."If he looked at something": Reuben Nakian, Ararat, 52.
On one occasion: Joseph Solman, interviews with the authors, May 8, 1991, and June 2,
1991.
"We both worked": George McNeil, interview with Irving Sandler, AAA, Jan. 9, 1968.
103 "Aha, so you have ideas": De Kooning, interview with Harold Rosenberg, in Rosenberg,Arshile Gorky: The Man, the Time, the Idea (New York: Horizon, 1962), 54-56.According to Harold Rosenberg: Ibid., 66-67.
104 (De Kooning later said): De Kooning, interview with Sally Yard, in Yard, Willem De Koo-ning , 14.
The artist Ludwig Sander: Ludwig Sander, interview with Herrera, in "John Graham's
System," 121.
"Being with Gorky": Reuben Nakian, Ararat, 52.
The sculptor Herzl Emanuel: Herzl Emanuel, interviews with the authors, Feb. 25 and Oct.
22, 1992.
105 However, according to both Hess and Rosenberg: Rosenberg, Arshile Gorky, 68.
One time, the two were walking together: Karel Appel, interview with the authors, Mar. 6,
1990.
So did de Kooning: Edwin Denby, Willem de Kooning (Madras and New York: Hanuman
Books, 1988), 25, 46.
106 Peter Agostini, one of the original: Peter Agostini, interview with Colette Roberts, AAA,1968.
In addition to Graham: Noguchi, AAA.
That, de Kooning later said: De Kooning, Time, unpublished background interview.
According to David Smith: David Smith, quoted in Patricia Passlof, ed., The 30s: Painting
in New York, exhibition catalog (New York: Poindexter Gallery, 1957), 17.
"It was a real Villagey place": Milton Resnick and Pat Passlof, interview with the authors,
June 5, 1991.
"Romany Marie was": Dorothy Dehner, interview with the authors.
107 According to Noguchi: Noguchi, AAA.
When they were in: Sterne, interview with the authors.
For de Kooning as for his "brother": Rosenberg, Arshile Gorky, 65.
108 De Chirico's paintings: Much information on these early discussions comes from Herrera,"John Graham's System," and also Solman, interviews with the authors.
According to Conrad Marca-Relli: Conrad Marca-Relli, interview with Dorothy Seckler,AAA, June 10, 1965.
De Kooning told friends: Rudy Burckhardt, "Long Ago with Willem de Kooning," in"Willem de Kooning, on His Eighty-Fifth Birthday," Art Journal (Fall 1989), 223.Graham took the unknowable: Marcia Epstein Allentuck, System and Dialectics, p. 71.As Robert Jonas said: Jonas, unpublished interviews with Judith Wolfe, the author of TheYoung Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss., City Univer-sity of New York, 1996. Interviews courtesy of Liesl Jonas.
109 "They weren't dead": Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse."
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110 "Art is the thing you cannot make": De Kooning, "Prisoner of the Seraglio," Time, Feb. 26,1965.
no The parade began at the tip: Page Smith, Redeeming the Time: A People's History of the
1920s and the New Deal, vol. 8 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1991), 602.
By 1933: Jack Tworkov, interview with Dorothy Seckler, AAA, Aug. 17, 1962.
Malcolm Cowley described the ethos: Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return (New York: Viking,
1934), 60.in  "All the artists were communists": Dorothy Dehner, interview with the authors, Jan. 8,
1992.
According to Isamu Noguchi: Noguchi, interview with Paul Cummings, AAA, Nov. 7,
1973-
"Like they say": Peter Agostini, interview with Colette Roberts, AAA, 1968.
The writer Alfred Kazin: Alfred Kazin, Starting Out in the Thirties (Boston: Little, Brown,
1962), 32-33.
112 By the mid-thirties: Much information on the WPA and the organizing of artists comesfrom Audrey McMahon, "A General View of the Federal Art Project of the Works ProgressAdministration," in New York City WPA Art, exhibition catalog (New York: ParsonsSchool of Design, 1977). See also Page Smith, Redeeming the Time, and Dore Ashton, TheNew York School: A Cultural Reckoning (New York: Viking, 1973).
"This was the real beginning": Burgoyne Diller, interview with Harlan Phillips, AAA, Oct.
2, 1964.
The headquarters was on Sixth Avenue: Joseph Solman, interviews with the authors, May
8 and June 2, 1991.
According to the sculptor: Herzl Emanuel, interviews with the authors, Feb. 5 and Oct. 22,
1992.
"A lot of us wanted a base": Solman, interview with the authors.
For a while, Stuart Davis: Dore Ashton, The New York School, 63.
113 "It was Gorky's idea": Robert Jonas, unpublished interviews with Judith Wolfe, author ofThe Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work, 1904-1926, diss., City Uni-versity of New York, 1996. Interviews courtesy of Liesl Jonas.
De Kooning loved to tell: Ashton, The New York School, 68.
"The place was a madhouse": Anonymous friend of Juliet Browner, de Kooning's second
girlfriend, interview with the authors, Jan. 7, 1992.
114 The oldest of seven children: Much of the biographical material on Juliet Browner is takenfrom Judith Young Mallin, "Remembering the Faces of Juliet," Quest (Summer 1991), 46-51."She was so pretty": Anonymous interview with the authors.
115 "I was so moved": Juliet Man Ray, Quest.
"Bill was rather delicate then": Anonymous interview with the authors."When you saw Bill": Solman, interview with the authors.
116 According to Bea Reiner: Reiner, interview with authors, Nov. 1, 1991.
"I do know that Bill": Rudy Burckhardt, interviews with the authors, Mar. 29, 1990, andOct. 9, 1991.
"Oh, the things that went on": Tully Filmus, interviews with the authors, Sept. 17 andOct. 18, 1991.
117 Nini returned to New York: Virginia (Nini) Diaz Halusic, interview with the authors, Feb.
3, 1994. All the details of the breakup of de Kooning's relationship with Diaz were suppliedby her.
Before their departure: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991, toApril 17, 2004.
118 He moved into temporary quarters: De Kooning's temporary address was written on a letterthat Juliet Man Ray sent to him that summer from Woodstock. Courtesy of RogerAnthony, The Willem de Kooning Foundation, New York.
Very different from: The description of Chelsea comes in large part from Robert Boral, TurnWest on 23rd: A Toast to New York's Old Chelsea (New York: Fleet, 1965).
119 He could not stand: Burckhardt, interviews with the authors. Many of the personal detailsof de Kooning's life first on Twenty-first Street and then Twenty-second come from Burck-hardt.
121 "He doesn't commit himself": Robert Jonas to Judith Wolfe, unpublished interview."They were shouting": May Rosenberg, cited in Steven Naif eh and Gregory White Smith,Jackson Pollock: An American Saga (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1989), 268.
122 "The decision to take was": de Kooning in David Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse," Loca-tion 1 (Spring 19631,45-53.
122 "Then," de Kooning realized: Incident recollected on several occasions by Elaine de Koo-ning and Rudy Burckhardt.
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123 "I was reading Kierkegaard": De Kooning, in Thomas B. Hess, "De Kooning: Recent Paint-ings," M. Knoedler & Co., Inc., 1967, 9.
"For the overwhelming majority": Page Smith, Redeeming the Time: A People's History ofthe 1920s and the New Deal, vol. 8 (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1991), 789-813.Given this degree of enmity: Ibid.
124 "I think these things": Ibid.
In New York, it was headed: Audrey McMahon, "A General View of the Federal Arts Proj-ect of the Works Progress Administration," in New York City WPA Art, exhibition catalog(New York: Parsons School of Design, 1977). See also Dore Ashton, The New York School:A Cultural Reckoning (New York: Viking, 1973) for details of the Arts Project in New York."I can't begin": Leonard Bocour, interviews with the authors, Nov. 30 and Dec. 11, 1992.If, along the way: Joseph Solman, interviews with the authors, May 8 and June 2, 1991."The modern artists were suffered": George McNeil, interview with Irving Sandler, AAA,Jan. 9, 1968.
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In the spring of 1951: For a sustained analysis of the Ninth Street show, see Bruce Alt-shuler, The Avant-Garde Exhibition: New Art in the 20th Century (New York: Abrams,1994), 156-74-
"The charter members of the Club met": Ludwig Sander, interview with Paul Cummings,AAA, Feb. 1969.
318 Alfred Barr, for one, was stunned: Unpublished interview with Leo Castelli for Willem deKooning, exhibition catalog (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, Musee national d'art mod-erne, 1984).
319 So de Kooning put on a jacket and tie: De Kooning almost always dressed formally when hewent uptown for business reasons. Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug.12, 1991, to Apr. 17, 2004.
But the two men almost certainly worked out an informal understanding: Ibid.
That spring and summer, the Art Institute: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May
31 and June 1, 1995.
320 Katherine Kuh, a curator: Katherine Kuh, "The Story of a Picture," Saturday Review, Mar.29, 1969.
When the check for the prize money arrived: Fried, interviews with the authors.
Those cataloguing de Kooning's estate: Records of The Willem de Kooning Foundation,
New York; conversation with Roger Anthony at the foundation.
321 She brought a kind of youthful optimism: All quotations about de Kooning's relationshipwith Abbott come from Mary Abbott, interviews with the authors, Feb. 5 and Apr. 7, 1992.
323 He told Hess: Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning (New York: George Braziller, 1959), 22.
324 "I cut out a lot of mouths": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester, "Content Is aGlimpse," Location 1 (Spring 1963), 45-53.
"I like a nice, juicy, greasy surface": De Kooning, in Thomas B. Hess, "De Kooning Paints aPicture," ArtNews (March 1953), 65.
325 The statement of 1949: De Kooning, "A Desperate View."
The next two were an implicit defense: "The Renaissance and Order," a talk delivered atStudio 35 in 1950, reprinted in trans/formation 1 (1951), 85-87, and "What Abstract ArtMeans to Me," a talk given to a symposium at the Museum of Modern Art on Feb. 5, 1951,reprinted in Museum of Modern Art Bulletin (Spring 1951), 4-8.
329 "There followed a few hours of violent disaffection": Hess, "De Kooning Paints a Picture,"30.
In the end, de Kooning angrily ripped: Fried, interviews with the authors.Later that year, the art historian Meyer Schapiro: Hess gave the original account of thisvisit in "De Kooning Paints a Picture." Subsequently, the dating for both the visit and thecompletion of the work have been questioned. See E. A. Carmean, American Art at Mid-Century: The Subjects of the Artist, exhibition catalog (Washington: National Gallery ofArt, 1978). Conrad Fried has a clear memory that the visit by Schapiro occurred in thespring at de Kooning's Fourth Avenue studio. Fried, interviews with the authors.
330 One of Schapiro's passions: The essay "On a Painting of Van Gogh," written in 1952 aboutthe time Schapiro visited de Kooning, is reprinted in Meyer Schapiro, Modern Art: 19thand 20th Centuries (New York: George Braziller, 1978), 87-99.
"Let's talk about this": Fried, interviews with the authors.
331 He began work on the three other Women: Hess, "De Kooning Paints a Picture."
He often visited the painter Esteban Vicente: Esteban Vicente, interviews with Elizabeth
Frank, AAA, Nov. 1982, and Irving Sandler, AAA, Aug. 1968.
De Kooning liked the neighborhood: Description of the environment comes from Philip
Pavia, interview with the authors, Apr. 9, 1990, and Bruce Hooten, AAA, Jan. 19, 1965.Also Michael Goldberg, interviews with the authors, Apr. 18 and May 8, 1990, and PatPassloff, interview with the authors, July 18, 1990.332 De Kooning set up a studio on a screened porch: Unpublished interview with Leo Castellifor Willem de Kooning, exhibition catalog, Centre Georges Pompidou.He mostly spent his time drawing: Thomas B. Hess, unpublished notes, AAA."Woman I, for instance, reminded me very much of my childhood": De Kooning, interviewwith Harold Rosenberg, in Harold Rosenberg, De Kooning (New York: Abrams, 1974), 49.Once, when he was riding his bicycle: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors,Aug. 12, 1991, to Apr. 17, 2004.
334 At the Castelli dinner parties: Leo Castelli, interview with the authors, Apr. 10, 1990.According to William Barrett: William Barrett, The Truants: Adventures Among the Intel-lectuals (New York: Doubleday, 1982), 143-44.
"I don't think writers are necessarily more intelligent": De Kooning, in Storm de Hirsch,"A Talk with De Kooning," Intro Bulletin (October 1955).
335 Rothko, Rosenberg thought: Joseph Liss, "Abstraction at Louse Point," East Hampton Star,Feb. 25, 1982.
She "adored" him: Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith, Jackson Pollock: An Ameri-can Saga (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1989), 708.
Pollock would regularly show up: Ludwig Sander, interview with Paul Cummings, AAA,Feb. 1969. Also Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, and Castelli, unpublished interviewsfor Willem de Kooning, exhibition catalog, Centre Georges Pompidou.
336 A year or two later: Ward, interviews with the authors.
De Kooning's space was long and narrow: Description of studio from Ward, interviews withthe authors, and Paul Russotto, interview with the authors, Dec. 9, 1991.Then, in December 1952: Hess, "De Kooning Paints a Picture."
337 Sidney Janis knew, of course: Janis denied that he disliked the Women or ever discouragedde Kooning from painting them, unpublished interview with Sidney Janis, for Willem deKooning, exhibition catalog, Centre Georges Pompidou. But de Kooning told Hess, Rosen-berg, and other friends that Janis did try to discourage him from painting the figure. Therecan be little doubt that, whatever Janis actually said to de Kooning, he personally preferredthe abstractions to the Women.
De Kooning, Jonas said, "treated him very coolly": Robert Jonas, unpublished interviewswith Judith Wolfe, author of The Young Willem de Kooning: Early Life, Training and Work,1904-1926, diss., City University of New York, 1966. Interviews courtesy of Liesl Jonas.
338 "I sound my barbaric yawp": Walt Whitman, "Song of Myself," sect. 52, Leaves of Grass,1855.
De Kooning said, "Al, go to Klein's": Alcopley, interviews with the authors, Apr. 28 andJune 6, 1990.
339 Conrad Fried once innocently: Fried, interviews with the authors.
De Kooning's mother did not like to touch children: Cornelia Hendrika Maria Lassooy, thegranddaughter of de Kooning's mother, interview with the authors, Apr. 1995.The sculptor Isamu Noguchi once said: Dorothy Norman, Encounters: A Memoir (NewYork: Harcourt, 1987), 287.
340 "the American female idols in cigarette advertisements": Thomas B. Hess, Willem deKooning (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1968), 77.
341 A man like Leo Castelli: Castelli, interview with the authors.
De Kooning himself, when asked: Sylvester, "Content Is a Glimpse.""Beauty," he said elsewhere: De Kooning, Time, unpublished interview with Welch, back-ground file, July 20, 1958.
342 "For many years I was not interested": Ibid.
Clement Greenberg would soon argue: Greenberg, interview with the authors, spring 1993.
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344 "There's no way of looking at a work of art by itself": De Kooning, interviewed in Sketch-book No. 1: Three Americans, a film by Robert Snyder, i960.
She even asked the photographer: John Gruen, The Party's Over Now (New York: Viking,1967), 218.
345 In the meantime, she continued to talk about "Bill": Many of Elaine's friends remarkedupon this habit. Jane Freilicher and Joe Hazan, interview with the authors, June 19, 1991.She called Helen Frankenthaler: Joan Mitchell, interview with the authors, spring, 1991."Vat ve need is a wife": Perhaps the most famous quip about the de Kooning marriage.Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31 and June 1, 1995.
346 In the early fifties: Marisol, interview with the authors, May 15, 1992; and Mary Abbott,interviews with the authors, Feb. 5 and Apr. 7, 1992.
347 The most important woman: The information about Joan Ward comes from multiple inter-views with Joan Ward, Aug. 12, 1991, to Apr. 17, 2004.
348 "The Ward sisters had a certain mystique": Anne Wedgwood Schwertley, interview withthe authors, Feb. 15, 1995.
"Joan always knew where to put the furniture": Franz Kline, quoted in Schwertley, ibid.
349 Nancy reached into her blouse: Alcopley, interviews with the authors, Apr. 28 and June 6,1990.
350 Harold Rosenberg's: Harold Rosenberg, "The American Action Painters," ArtNews(December 1952), 22-23, 48-50.
352 The article brought to the surface: Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith, Jackson Pol-lock: An American Saga (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1989), 704-21.
It was these lines, among others: Rosenberg was almost certainly directing his attack upona simplified trademark style at Mark Rothko as well. Joseph Liss, "Abstraction at LousePoint," East Hampton Star, Feb. 25, 1982.
353 It was not forgotten that: Rosenberg had a part-time job at the Advertising Council, wherehe came up with the idea for a public service campaign to prevent forest fires based uponthe character Smokey the Bear.
Hess's article: Thomas B. Hess, "De Kooning Paints a Picture," ArtNews (March 1953),30-33, 64-67.
356 Even before the articles appeared: This was a view widely held by artists in New York andis mentioned by numerous figures of the period in interviews.
He was an easy hero to tolerate: Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, 713.Even Clement Greenberg said: Clement Greenberg, in John Gruen, The Party's Over Now(New York: Viking, 1967, 1972), 181.
Six large Women: There are varied reports on the number of works in the show. This is thenumber cited by Maria Prather in Willem de Kooning: Paintings, exhibition catalog (Wash-ington: National Gallery of Art, 1994).
Many people were shocked: "Big City Dames," Time, Apr. 6, 1953, 80.Like Hess, Howard Devree of the Times: Howard Devree, "Masters' Drawings: Five Cen-turies of French Artists' Work at Metropolitan—de Kooning," New York Times, Mar. 22,
1953-
357 Tigerish in her protection: Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, 704-21.De Kooning "announced his liking for the article": Ibid., 708.
"You know more": De Kooning, interview with James T Valliere, "De Kooning on Pol-lock," Partisan Review (Autumn 1967), 603-05.
"They were competitive, but there was": Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, 709."Jackson, you're the greatest painter in America": Perhaps the most popular story of theperiod, mentioned by numerous people. See Deborah Solomon's interview with SidneyGeist, Mar. 1984, in Jackson Pollock: A Biography [New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 241.
358 "Bill, you betrayed it": Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, 715.
Now, all around, friends, painters: De Kooning was also selected to appear for the secondtime at the Venice Biennale, scheduled for 1954.
Then he let out "You look like a million bucks!": Another very popular story about deKooning. Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors, Mar. 7 and Sept. 12, 1990.No one in New York admired de Kooning more than: Rauschenberg's visit to de Kooningsoon attained legendary status. The account given here is based on Robert Rauschenberg,unpublished interview for Willem de Kooning, exhibition catalog (Paris: Centre GeorgesPompidou, Musee national d'art moderne, 1984); Leo Steinberg, Encounters withRauschenberg [A Lavishly Illustrated Lecture) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,2000); and a conversation with Rauschenberg in Sept. 1997.360 Later, de Kooning became angry: De Kooning's irritation, once he learned of Rauschen-berg's public exhibition of the work, is rarely mentioned. Emilie Kilgore, interviews with
the authors, July 24-26, 2003, and Susan Brockman, interviews with the authors, Apr. 24,1992, and Jan. 14, 1998.
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361 "I wouldn't say that Rubens is a greater painter": De Kooning, in Selden Rodman, Conver-sations with Artists (New York: Capricorn, 1957), 104.
The air was thick: Anonymous, interview with the authors, Oct. 28, 1991.
"At the Club we had a meeting": Conrad Marca-Relli, interview with the authors, May i,
1991.
362 De Kooning, like other regulars: Numerous people have recorded their memories of theCedar. Information with particular reference to de Kooning is from John Sheehan, inter-views with the authors, Feb. 26 and Mar. 5, 1990.
363 Around four or five p.m.: Al Kotin, interview with Jack Taylor, in the Jack Taylor tapes,unpublished. In the 1960s, Taylor, curator and assistant director of the Milwaukee ArtMuseum, did extensive interviews with many New York school painters about the NinthStreet show. The authors are grateful to Reva Shovers, Taylor's close friend, for makingavailable Taylor's extensive collection of interviews.
364 Pollock was celebrated for ripping: Another often repeated and legendary story. Sheehan,interview with the authors.
He would glower into his drink: There are many stories of Pollock's manners when drunk.Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991, to Apr. 17, 2004.Once, in the Cedar, Pollock began tormenting Kline: Fielding Dawson, Franz Kline: AnEmotional Memoir (New York: Pantheon, 1967), 82.
365 At the Cedar, de Kooning and another painter: Florence Rubenfeld, conversations with theauthors, 1995-1998.
Elaine believed that it was these parties: Marjorie Luyckx, interview with the authors, June
14, 1994.
After two drinks: Saul Steinberg, interview with the authors, summer 1993.
366 "The marvelous thing was": Steinberg, ibid.De Kooning once gave a drunken speech: Ibid."At the end you don't know": Ibid.
367 The butt of many jokes: Stories about Resnick's imitations circulated widely in the artworld. They were often unjustified and an expression of the widespread anxiety created byde Kooning's influence. Pat Passlof, interview with the authors, July 18, 1990.
This crowding toward the individual: Harold Rosenberg, "The Herd of Independent Minds:Has the Avant-Garde Its Own Mass Culture?" Commentary (September 1948)."De Kooning really took a whole generation with him": Clement Greenberg, unpublishedinterview for Willem de Kooning, exhibition catalog (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou,Musee national d'art moderne, 1984).
368 "I'd see him with his hands behind his back": Robert Frank, in "Letter from New York,"reprinted in David Brittain, Creative Camera: Thirty Years of Writing (Manchester, En-gland: Manchester University Press, 2000).
"Bill had the attitude": Marca-Relli, interview with the authors.
For years, he invariably referred: Mary Abbott, interviews with the authors, Feb. 5 and Apr.
18, 1992.
In his memoir of the period: John Gruen, The Party's Over Now (New York: Viking, 1967),
200.
369 Another time, she went to the Club: Edwin Ruda, interviewed by Michael Chisolm, AAA,Jan. 26, 1988.
"He always seemed to have three women": All quotations attributed to Marisol are fromMarisol, interview with the authors, May 15, 1992.
Huntington Hartford II: "The Public Be Damned?" a full-page advertisement that ran innewspapers nationwide in May 1955.
370 During the mid-fifties: See, for example, Serge Guillbaut, How New York Stole the Idea ofModern Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983). The Museum of Modern Artorganized two shows of American modernism in the mid-fifties that were sent to Europe.In 1953-54, "Twelve American Painters and Sculptors" traveled to Paris, Zurich, Dussel-dorf, Stockholm, and Helsinki. In 1955-56, "Modern Art in the United States: Selections
from the Collection of the Museum of Modern Art," went to Zurich, Barcelona, Frankfurt,
London, Vienna, and Belgrade.
Some remember the cost of the rental: Esteban Vicente, interviews with the authors, May
24, 1990, and Aug. 16, 1991. Elaine de Kooning recalled $200. Interview with Joseph Liss in
"Memories of Bonac Painters," East Hampton Star, Aug. 18, 1983.
It had very little furniture: Kate Sander, interview with the authors, Sept. 6, 1991.
Elaine described the house: Elaine de Kooning, in Liss, "Memories of Bonac Painters."
371 He and Elaine stayed: Ward, interviews with the authors."Lutz had a lot of girlfriends": Ward, ibid.
He disliked the glare at midday: Liss, "Memories of Bonac Painters."
372 Croquet was a favorite: Ludwig Sander, interview with Paul Cummings, AAA, Feb. 1969."We got three balls": Vicente, interviews with the authors.
Pollock brought an occasional: Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith, Jackson Pollock:An American Saga (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1989), 732-36. Also Sander, AAA.Ward said he would join the artists: Ward, interviews with the authors."Sensing trouble": Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, 732-36.
373 Not surprisingly, Lee blamed: Sander, AAA.
On those occasions when he did get out: Marca-Relli, interview with the authors.
The Red House, she later told: Elaine de Kooning, in Liss, "Memories of Bonac Painters."
De Kooning was painting: Ward, interviews with the authors.
Elaine and Nancy: Rose Slivka, memorial service for Elaine de Kooning at Cooper Union,
New York, Mar. 12, 1989.
According to Joan Ward: Ward, interviews with the authors.
374 "That Saturday, it was very beautiful": Michael Goldberg, interviews with the authors,Apr. 18 and May 8, 1990.
A woman "of considerable girth": Ward, interviews with the authors."Three days later": Ibid.
Sidney Janis agreed to advance him $300: Goldberg, interviews with the authors.One person estimated: Hess recorded the amount as $6,ooo; Hess, Willem de Kooning(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1968), 74. Lee Eastman, however, by then de Koo-ning's lawyer, recalled the amount as $4,000; interviews with the authors, Mar. 7 and Sept,12, 1990. Joop Sanders recalled how angry de Kooning was at Martha Jackson's subsequentsale,- multiple interviews with the authors, Oct. 31, 1990, to Mar. 13, 1993.
375 With Elaine's sister, Marjorie: Luyckx, interview with the authors.
She and her son would speak Dutch: Ward, interviews with the authors.
The painter Robert Dash: Dash, interviews with the authors, Oct. 5 and 17, 1991.
376 "She entertained us one entire evening": Sanders, interviews with the authors.Cornelia also baited her son: Ward, interviews with the authors.
She had strong views: Ibid."Most of the time he knew": Ibid.
377 A chic and well-put-together friend: Ibid.
Instead, she lived for a time with Elaine's sister: Martha Bourdrez, interview with theauthors, Mar. 31, 1990.
She even complained: Robert Rauschenberg, unpublished interview for Willem de Koon-ing, exhibition catalog, Centre Georges Pompidou."She was very intelligent": Sanders, interviews with the authors.
"Bill comes in and is very well dressed": Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May31 and June 1, 1995.
378 After Cornelia returned home: Ward, interviews with the authors.
"The son of a bitch is trying to outlive me": Michael Wright, interview with the authors,Aug. 8, 1993.
"The landscape is": De Kooning to Hess, in Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning, 1968, 100.De Kooning himself referred: "Big Splash," Time, May 18, 1959.
De Kooning had a passion for crime stories: Ward, interviews with the authors. Also Elainede Kooning, in "De Kooning Memories," Vogue (December 1983), 352-53, 393-94. Overthe years, many acquaintances noticed cheap detective magazines in his studio.The tough-guy air of film noir: One friend of the Fried family recalled de Kooning speakingof Weegee with great admiration. Anonymous interview with the authors, June 18, 1993.380 He was struggling to make the deadline: Hess, Willem de Kooning, 1968, 50.
381 Hess wrote that de Kooning "had replaced Picasso": Thomas B. Hess, "Selecting from theFlow of Spring Shows," ArtNews (April 1956), 24.
"Poetry is not a turning loose of emotion": T. S. Eliot, Selected Essays (London: Faber andFaber, 1932), 21.
He once called Rubens: Nathan Oliveira, interview with the authors, Nov. 20, 1998. Alongwith Richard Diebenkorn, Oliveira emerged as a leading Bay Area artist in the late 1950s.He got to know de Kooning at that time.
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382 "There is no such thing as being anonymous": De Kooning in Robert Goodnough, ed.,"Artists' Sessions at Studio 35" [1950]. In Modern Artists in America, ed. Robert Mother-well and Ad Reinhardt (New York: Wittenborn, 1951), 9-69.
The art world talk: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991, to
April 17, 2004.
"Well, you know": Ibid.
When Ward told de Kooning: Ibid.
383 When labor began: Ward, interviews with the authors.She checked various possibilities: Ibid.
"Let's just go in for one drink.": Alcopley, interviews with the authors, Apr. 28 and June 6,1990.
384 The situation was just as troubling: Joan Mitchell, interview with the authors, spring 1991."Mrs. de Kooning": Lee Hall, Elaine and Bill: Portrait of a Marriage (New York: Harper-Collins, 1993), 174.
385 She had had three abortions: Ward, interviews with the authors.
Elaine later said: Elaine's brother, Conrad Fried, always insisted that Elaine never offered todivorce Bill—quite the opposite, in fact. Fried, interview with the authors."Oh . . . Bill and I always wanted a child": Ward, interviews with the authors."Well, the baby actually looks sort of like Jackson Pollock": Ibid.
386 She preferred to be a "fairy godmother": Denise Lassaw, remarks at Elaine de Kooning's memo-rial service at Cooper Union, New York, Mar. 12, 1990. Also, Lee Hall, Elaine and Bill, 171.She would often begin the morning: Ibid., 178.
De Kooning was becoming a binge drinker: Joop Sanders, multiple interviews with theauthors, Oct. 31, 1990, to Mar. 13, 1993. Virtually all artists interviewed who went to theCedar mentioned de Kooning's growing alcoholism.
388 "Bill kept two levels": Conrad Marca-Relli, interview with the authors, May 1, 1991.One of de Kooning's oldest friends: Milton Resnick and Pat Passlof, interview with theauthors, June 6, 1991. At one of the last sessions of the Club, Resnick and Ad Reinhardtdenounced certain painters for selling out, strongly implying that de Kooning was an exam-ple of this, which eventually provoked a shouting match between Resnick and de Kooning.Edwin Ruda, interview with Michael Chisolm, AAA, Jan. 26, 1988.
The painter Ad Reinhardt: Ad Reinhardt, Art as Art: The Selected Writings of Ad Rein-hardt, ed. Barbara Rose, The Documents of 20th Century Art (New York: Viking, 1975), 4-8.
389 Once when Greenberg was visiting: Florence Rubenfeld, conversations with the authors,1995-1998.
390 "De Kooning strives for synthesis": Clement Greenberg, Willem de Kooning Retrospec-tive, exhibition catalog (Washington: Workshop Center for the Arts, 1953; and Boston:School of the Museum of Fine Arts, 1953).
In the landmark essay of 1955: Clement Greenberg, "'American-Type' Painting," inClement Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism: Affirmations and Refusals, ed.John O'Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 217-36.392 And some hinted that: This was not a criticism usually advanced against de Kooning inprint, but was often brought up in conversation. De Kooning's academic training, interestin mixing paint, and bravura style were often linked to European traditions. The growingpride that developed during the fifties in the peculiarly American qualities of Americanpainting naturally made an academically trained artist from Europe anxious about hisplace. De Kooning liked to distinguish his work, perhaps somewhat defensively, from the"finished" look created by French painters, saying, "They have a touch that I am glad notto have." De Kooning, "Artists' Sessions."Greenberg was almost as tough on Pollock: Greenberg, " 'American-Type' Painting."
393 "Bill was painting on the porch": Ward, interviews with the authors.
394 Her arrival came as a shock to Joan: Ward, ibid. The information about the Martha's Vine-yard trip comes from these interviews.
395 Jackson's dogs came into my house: Marca-Relli, interview with the authors.
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397 "It's not so much that I'm an American": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester,"Content Is a Glimpse," Location i (Spring 1963), 45-53.
In 1957, the Museum of Modern Art: "Picasso: 75th Anniversary," Museum of ModernArt, New York, 1957.
At the same time, MoMA was preparing: "The New American Painting," Museum of Mod-ern Art, New York, 1959.
Sidney Janis began aggressively: Among the artists who joined de Kooning at the SidneyJanis Gallery were Mark Rothko, Robert Motherwell, Franz Kline, Adolph Gottlieb, andPhilip Guston.
398 Marca-Relli remembered coming upon: Conrad Marca-Relli, interview with the artists,May 1, 1991.
399 During a panel at the Club: Ibid.
400 Frank O'Hara divided: Joe LeSueur, Digressions on Some Poems by Frank O'Hara (NewYork: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2003), 78.
In one famous story: John Gruen, The Party's Over Now (New York: Viking, 1967), 219-20.One woman with whom de Kooning: Shirley Stoler, interview with the authors, Nov. 1,1994. All Stoler quotes come from this interview.
401 In her book Elaine and Bill: Lee Hall, Elaine and Bill: Portrait of a Marriage (New York:HarperCollins, 1993), 196-200.
402 Elaine called her "pink mink": Kenneth Koch, interview with the authors, Sept. 7, 1990.Franz Kline and others preferred "Miss Grand Concourse," according to Florence and PeterGrippe, interview with the authors, July 20, 1992. Kline was referring to a famous highwayin the Bronx, implying that Kligman was a flamboyant girl from the boroughs making herway in Manhattan.
"Going with Ruth": Anne Wedgwood Schwertley, interview with the authors, Feb. 15,
1995.
According to one friend: Ibid.
"She really puts lead in my pencil": Koch, interview with the authors.
According to the painter Audrey Flack: Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith, Jackson
Pollock: An American Saga (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1989), 776-77.
403 Frank O'Hara famously: Joe LeSueur, Digressions on Some Poems, 148; see also BradGooch, City Poet: The Life and Times of Frank O'Hara (New York: Knopf, 1993).Kligman had a troubled childhood: Some of the background information about Kligman'slife comes from Naifeh and Smith, Jackson Pollock, 774-75. Also Ruth Kligman, LoveAffair: A Memoir of Jackson Pollock (New York: Morrow, 1974), and Ruth Kligman, inter-view with the authors, June 4, 1993.
404 "Hiya Jackson": Kligman, interview with the authors."He looked at me in a certain way": Ibid.
Elaine would describe the beginning of the affair: Marjorie Luyckx, interview with theauthors, June 14, 1994.
"We saw each other almost every other night": All subsequent quotations from Kligmanare from the June 4, 1993, interview.
405 "I sort of like that": Schwertley, interview with the authors.
406 "He was going away": Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991, toApr. 17, 2004.
"Cuba was like being in New Jersey": Time, unpublished interview with Welch, May 8,1959, background for "Big Splash," Time, May 18, 1959.According to Ward, he came back: Ward, interviews with the authors."She used to walk back and forth on the beach": Jane Freilicher and Joe Hazan, interviewwith the authors, June 19, 1991.De Kooning and Ruth visited: Ibid.408 What was he supposed to do?: Ibid.
408 She wrote him regularly: Ibid.
de Kooning invited Elaine to join him: Ibid.
409 Once, when Elaine heard: LeSueur, Digressions on Some Poems, 148-49.
He thought the Sistine Chapel: This and subsequent observations by de Kooning aboutRome come from an unpublished letter never sent to Ruth Kligman, written during thisperiod. Collection of Joan Ward. © The Willem de Kooning Foundation/Artists Rights Soci-ety, New York.
It was a city that would understand: De Kooning, interview with Sylvester, "Content Is aGlimpse," 45-53.
" 'I'm leaving tomorrow' ": Esteban Vicente, interviews with the authors, May 24, 1990,and Aug. 16, 1991.It was during this period: Ward, interviews with the authors.
410 He and his wife, Harriet, who occasionally wrote: Harriet Janis and Rudi Blesh, De Kooning(New York: Grove Press, i960).
When the Museum of Modern Art approached him: "Big Splash," Time, May 18, 1959.Nonetheless, the idea of a major museum show remained in the air, with the poet andcritic Frank O'Hara particularly eager to organize one for MoMA.
412 "His clothes started changing": Ward, interviews with the authors.
The gallery was jammed: Details in Time, unpublished background file, Welch, May 8,
1959, and in "Big Splash," Time.
"No pure abstract geometry": Janis and Blesh, De Kooning.
413 "There's no way of astonishing anyone any more": "Big Splash," Time.
414 "I told Bill": Ward, interviews with the authors.
Before he left: Records of the land purchase can be found in property deeds, town hall ofEast Hampton, New York. Unpublished correspondence concerning the purchase is in stu-dio files, The Willem de Kooning Foundation, New York.
According to the Italian artist: Piero Dorazio, interview with the authors, Oct. 19,1992.
"We drove to the Piazza del Popolo": Plinio de Martiis, interview with the authors, Oct. 21,1992.
415 "There was this myth": De Martiis, ibid.
"The whole of Rome": Barone Giorgio Franchetti, interview with the authors, Oct. 21,
1992.
According to Drudi, "He was of course invited": Gabriella Drudi, interview with the
authors, Oct. 20, 1992.
De Kooning usually had lunch: General details of de Kooning's life in Rome come from
Dorazio, Drudi, de Martiis, and Franchetti, in interviews with the authors.
416 "I taught Bill how to drink wine": Dorazio, interview with the authors.
"There was a regular gang": All quotations from Marisol are from Marisol, interview withthe authors, May 15, 1992.
He used black enamel paint: Thomas B. Hess, unpublished notes, AAA."He was starting with a shape": Drudi, interview with the authors."He was not really engaging himself": De Martiis, interview with the authors.418 "It was four or five in the morning": Drudi, interview with the authors.
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420 "At the end they kept running after me in mobs": De Kooning, in Jan Bart Klaster, "DeKooning gaat door ik schilder mijn binnenste," Het Parool, May n, 1983.
422 In 1959, Hess published: Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning (New York: Braziller, 1959Land Harriet Janis and Rudi Blesh, De Kooning (New York: Grove Press, i960).
"I have ... a bigger feeling of freedom": De Kooning, interview with David Sylvester,
"Content Is a Glimpse," Location 1 (Spring 1963), 45-53.
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"Where is everybody?": Elaine de Kooning in John Gruen, The Party's Over Now (New
York: Viking, 1967), 220-21.
423 "One time, Elizabeth Taylor": Martin Pajeck, interview with the authors, June 16, 1995-Once, a European with a sombrero: Mark Stevens, "De Kooning in Bloom," Newsweek,Feb. 20, 1978.
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He went to Gorky's studio: Many details of Hirshhorn's collection come from his interview
with Paul Cummings, AAA.
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471 Sometime in 1962: Recollections of Olga Hirshhorn and Hester Diamond, widow of HaroldDiamond, to Judith Zilczer, in Willem de Kooning, from the Hirshhorn Museum Collec-tion, 151.
After their dinner in Greenwich: Joseph Hirshhorn, Time, unpublished background file,Oct. 29, 1964.
According to the lawyer: Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors, Mar. 7 and Sept. 12,1990.
Abram Lerner, the curator: Unpublished Abram Lerner memoir, delivered by SidneyLawrence at a Hirshhorn panel marking the opening of the de Kooning retrospective at themuseum, Oct. 21, 1993.
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"I feel so much better": Letter to Joseph Hirshhorn, undated, c. Oct. 1964.
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473 Over the coming months: Abram Lerner's phrase "inspired greed" was quoted by PaulRichard in his article in the Washington Post/Potomac.
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475 "I can't get away from the Woman": Douglas Davis, "De Kooning on the Upswing,"Newsweek, Sept. 4, 1972, 70.
He had first represented de Kooning: Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors, Mar. 7 andSept. 12, 1990.
"They were innocents": John Eastman, interview with the authors, Mar. 4, 1990, and mul-tiple interviews Feb.-Mar. 2004.
"Through Kootz I met Hans Hofmann": Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors.Eastman decided to defend de Kooning: Unless otherwise noted, details of the lawsuitcome either from interviews with Lee Eastman or interviews conducted with his son, JohnEastman, who explained in detail the particulars of the lawsuit. The authors also drewupon Milton Esterow, "Willem de Kooning Files Suit Against Art Dealer," New YorkTimes, Mar. 31, 1965, and no author, "Cash Expressionism," Newsweek, Apr. 12, 1965.
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"I'm not a lecturer": De Kooning, Grace Glueck, "Art Notes," New York Times, Feb. 21,
1965.
On the day of the lecture: John and Jodie Eastman, interview with the authors, Mar. 3,
1990.
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As Lee Eastman put it: Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors.
478 "In this way": Davis,"De Kooning on the Upswing."
"He felt that he was interfering": Mary Abbott, interviews with the authors, Feb. 5 andApr. 8, 1992.
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That autumn and throughout 1966: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug.12, 1991, to Apr. 17, 2004. Unless otherwise noted, the legal details concerning de Koon-ing's will and efforts at divorce come from Joan Ward and unpublished correspondence inWard's possession. Shown to the authors courtesy Joan Ward.
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481 For company, de Kooning turned increasingly: Athos Zacharias, interview with theauthors, May 4, 1992.
Born in Kentucky: John McMahon, panel at the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Gardenin conjunction with the de Kooning retrospective of 1993-94, Oct- 2I/ J993-According to Michael Wright: Wright, interview with the authors, Aug. 8, 1993- All of thefollowing quotations are from this interview.
482 According to a neighbor: Cile Lord Downs, interview with the authors, May 25, 1992.Often, said Zacharias: Zacharias, interview with the authors.
483 "He had all of these I call 'em leeches": Al Weatherall, interview with the authors, Aug. 26,1991.
483 Finally, McMahon came up to her: Molly Barnes, interviews with the authors, May 2 and14, 1997.
O'Hara and a group of travelers: See Brad Gooch, City Poet (New York: Knopf, 1993).
484 De Kooning arrived with a "business-size" checkbook: Joe LeSueur, Digressions on SomePoems by Frank O'Hara (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 302.
"When I spoke his name": De Kooning, in Gooch, City Poet, 463.
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"We were very good friends": De Kooning, in Peter Engelsman, "Jongens onder mekaar,"
Het Algemeen Handelsblad, Sept. 21, 1968.
He felt an affinity: De Kooning, Newsweek, unpublished interview with Ann Ray Martin,
background file Nov. 1, 1967.
Although he emphasized: De Kooning, in L. van Duinhoven, "Willem de Koonings Lev-
enswerk in Stedelijk Museum: 'Mijn kunst is een ouwe hoed,' " Algemeen Dagblad, Sept.
18, 1968.
485 "The future lies": Ibid.
When men landed on the moon: Piero Dorazio, interview with the authors, Oct. 19, 1992.
486 Once, when the country-store owner: Clarence and Dorothy Barnes, interview with theauthors, Aug. 6, 1991.
487 "I'm 63 now": De Kooning, Newsweek, unpublished interview, Ann Ray Martin. Portionsof the quote appeared in David L. Shirey, "Don Quixote in Springs," Newsweek, Nov. 20,1967, 80.
The melancholy shadow: De Kooning: Drawings (New York: Walker and Company, 1967)."Oh, on that cross": de Kooning to Emilie Kilgore, interviews with the authors, July 24-26,2003. De Kooning emphasized to Kilgore that what obsessed him was the physical agony ofthe Crucifixion, not its spiritual dimensions.
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489 "I only want to be happy in an old-fashioned way": De Kooning, letter to Joseph and OlgaHirshhorn, Apr. 12, 1968, published in "Artist and Patron: An Exchange of Letters," ed.Judith Zilczer, in Judith Zilczer, Willem de Kooning, from the Hirshhorn Museum Collec-tion, exhibition catalog (New York: Rizzoli, 1993), 164. All subsequent correspondencebetween de Kooning and Hirshhorn cited in this chapter comes from this catalog. Courtesythe Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution. All words © TheWillem de Kooning Foundation/Artists Rights Society, New York.
Early in 1967: Grace Glueck was one of the first to break the news, in "Art Notes," NewYork Times, Jan. 29, 1967.
"He was trying to get artists": Joan Mitchell, interview with the authors, spring 1991.Eastman, never one to mince words: Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors, May 7 andSept. 12, 1990. All subsequent quotations from Eastman come from these interviews.
490 As the New York Times noted: Glueck, "Art Notes."
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As de Kooning joked: L. van Duinhoven, "Willem de Koonings Levenswerk in StedelijkMuseum: 'Mijn kunst is een ouwe hoed,' " Algemeen Dagblad, Sept. 18, 1968.After several shaky years: Letter to Joseph and Olga Hirshhorn, late 1966.Hardworking and ambitious: Information on Xavier Fourcade comes mainly from an inter-view with Fourcade in Laura de Coppet and Alan Jones, The Art Dealers (New York: Clark-son N. Potter, 1984), 180-85; a catalog prepared by Sotheby's for the estate sale ofFourcade's art entitled "Contemporary Art from the Estate of Xavier Fourcade: New York,Nov. 4, 1987"; and a phone conversation with Jill Weinberg Adams, who worked withFourcade at his gallery, July 15, 1992.
"One of those princely Frenchmen": Bob Spring, interview with the authors, June 30, 1995.In one of his first: Xavier Fourcade, letter to de Kooning, Jan. 19, 1967, in the collection ofthe artist. Ward kindly granted the authors access to Fourcade's letters.
491 Early on in their relationship: Ibid.
Almost every Sunday: Weinberg Adams, conversation with the authors.
Once, he even threw a pot of paint: Recollection of a bystander in the studio, anonymous,
interview with the authors, May 1, 1997.
492 What was not announced: Fourcade's behind-the-scenes maneuvering with the Whitney isdocumented in unpublished correspondence between Xavier Fourcade and John Bauer,associate director of the Whitney, collection of the artist, courtesy of Joan Ward.Together with Lee Eastman: Eric Protter, interview with the authors, Apr. 29, 1992.Early in 1967: Knoedler inventory, unpublished collection of the artist, courtesy of JoanWard.
493 At the time: Michael Wright, interview with the authors, Aug. 8, 1993."He'd take me upstairs": Ibid.
Abram Lerner once opened one: Unpublished Abram Lerner memoir, read by SidneyLawrence at a Hirshhorn Museum panel to mark the opening of the 1993 de Kooning retro-spective at the museum, Oct. 21, 1993.
He asked Lou Rosenthal: Lou Rosenthal, interview with the authors, Oct. 23, 1991.In addition to the painter's: Lee Eastman, unpublished letter to Irving Markowitz, Aug. 6,1965, collection of Joan Ward.
494 That spring: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991, to Apr. 17,2004.
For Lisa herself: Lisa de Kooning, interview with the authors, July 18, 1991, with occa-sional subsequent conversations, 1991-2004.
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503 "It all fits real good": De Kooning to Ferrara, interviews with the authors.
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523 "The figure is nothing": De Kooning, in Charlotte Willard, "De Kooning: The Dutch-bornU.S. Master Gathers in the International Honors," Look, May 27, 1969, 58.
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528 Not long after his return: De Kooning, letter to Herzl Emanuel, unpublished, courtesy ofHerzl Emanuel. Words © The Willem de Kooning Foundation/Artists Rights Society, NewYork.
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546 "Lisa was running around": Heidi Raebeck, interviews with the authors, Apr. 6, 1990, andJan. 26, 1996.
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551 "It seems that a lot of artists, when they get older": De Kooning, from Sketchbook No. 1:Three Americans, a film produced and directed by Robert Snyder (i960)."I love you wherever you are": Letter to Emilie Kilgore, courtesy of Kilgore. Words in thisand all subsequent letters quoted in this chapter © The Willem de Kooning Foundation/Artists Rights Society, New York. None of the letters to Kilgore has been published. Shekindly read excerpts from them to the authors.
And "classy dames": Mary Abbott, interviews with the authors, Feb. 5 and Apr. 8, 1992."Music, all kinds of music": Emilie Kilgore, interviews with the authors, July 24-26, 2003.Most details of Kilgore's relationship with de Kooning come from Kilgore.
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Voice, Apr. 8, 1997.
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6, 1990.
557 Ruth Nivola also saw: Nivola, interview with the authors.
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"We'd talk about": Joan Levy, interviews with the authors, Feb. 6 and June 13, 1995.5 5 8 He wrote to Mimi: Letter to Emilie Kilgore.
In February 1973: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
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559 In one letter: Letter to Emilie Kilgore.
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His letters to Kilgore, while full of painting talk, never once mentioned sculpture.
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"I couldn't miss": De Kooning, interview with Judith Wolfe, Apr. 14, 1981, in Judith Wolfe,Willem de Kooning, Works from 1951-1981, exhibition catalog (East Hampton, N.Y.:Guild Hall Museum, 1981), 15.
561 He liked to say: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
562 "He went down": Mary Abbott, interviews with the authors, Feb. 5, 1992, and Apr. 8, 1992.According to Tom Ferrara: Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8, 1992,to Feb. 16, 1996.
"I've always been crazy about Soutine": De Kooning, in Diane Waldman, Willem de Koo-ning in East Hampton, exhibition catalog (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum,1978). Originally published in Margaret Statts and Lucas Matthiessen, "The Genetics ofArt," Quest '77 (March/April 1977), 70-71.When describing his first glimpse: Ibid.
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In the sixties: Perhaps the best overall source for de Kooning's solo and group exhibitionsthrough 1983 is Willem de Kooning, exhibition catalog (Paris: Centres Georges Pompidou,Musee national d'art moderne, 1984). The catalog documents, at a glance, the astonishingincrease in attention paid to de Kooning as the 1970s progressed.
565 Writing in the New York Times: John Russell, "De Kooning's New Frontiers," New YorkTimes, Oct. 15, 1976.
He liked to tell people: Many people recounted this story, or variations on it. Like many ofElaine de Kooning's amusing stories, de Kooning's anecdotes concealed and revealed in art-ful measure.
According to Elaine Benson: Elaine Benson, interview with the authors, Mar. 4, 1990.Before the wedding: John McMahon, talk delivered at the High Museum of Art, Atlanta,Oct. 23, 1994. Collection of Joan Ward, provided to the authors courtesy of Joan Ward.According to de Kooning's housekeeper: Gertrude Cullem, interview with the authors, Jan.19, 1992.
566 But Dixon was also an alcoholic: Irving Markowitz, interview with the authors, May 26,1992.
One Saturday morning: David Porter, interviews with the authors, July 14 and Aug. 1, 1991."They were both at the kitchen table": Ibid.
567 "I'm all right in the meetings": Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
Elaine had become: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31 and June 1, 1995-Like Clarence Barnes: Eugene Tiritter, interview with the authors, July 3, 1995.
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"There were the funniest stories": Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12,1991 to Apr. 17, 2004.
569 De Kooning himself was aware of some mental slippage: Dan Rice, interview with theauthors, July 8, 1995.
Ward said "he did not even feel": Ward, interviews with the authors.
570 He feared death: Kilgore, interview with the authors.
370 In the summer of 1977: Details of Elaine's reemergence in de Kooning's life come primarilyfrom interviews with Lee Eastman, Mar. 7 and Sept. 12, 1990; John Eastman, Mar. 3, 1990,and Feb.-Mar. 2004; Conrad Fried, May 31 and June 1, 1995; and Marjorie Luyckx, June 14,1994.
When the poet Gregory Corso: De Kooning often spoke about his time in Rome with Greg-ory Corso. Interview with Bert Schierbeek, in Willem de Kooning, exhibition catalog (Ams-terdam: Stedelijk Museum, 1968). "I remember the epitaph on Shelley's tomb in Rome,"said De Kooning. "I was with Gregory Corso when I saw this—it said something like 'Herelie the remains of an English poet who wrote his name in water.' "
571 "I'm in my element": De Kooning, from Sketchbook No. 1: Three Americans.
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575 "That Elaine, she's always the emergency girl": De Kooning, quoted by Joan Ward, multi-ple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991 to Apr. 17, 2004.
It seemed miraculous: Information on Elaine's life comes from interviews with, amongothers, Conrad Fried, May 31 and June 1, 1995; Marjorie Luyckx, June 14, 1994; JimmyTouchton, a pupil and close friend of Elaine's, July 31, 1991; and the artist Jim Bohary,another close friend of Elaine's, Mar. 14 and Oct. 7, 1991. See also obituary of Elaine deKooning, New York Times, Feb. 2, 1989."Part of Elaine": Elaine Benson, interview with the authors, Mar. 4, 1990.
576 In addition to paying: De Kooning checkbook and studio records, unpublished, shown tothe authors courtesy of Joan Ward, now at The Willem de Kooning Foundation, New York.Once, when asking: Ward, interviews with the authors.
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577 Betsy Egan Duhrssen: Duhrssen, interview with the authors, Sept. 19, 1991.She borrowed regularly: Elaine de Kooning papers, AAA.
One time, the painter Robert Dash: Robert Dash, interviews with the authors, Oct. 5 and
17/ i99i-
One person who sensed despair: John Ashbery, speaking at Elaine's memorial, Cooper
Union.
Her sister Marjorie: Luyckx, interview with the authors.
578 But in 1969: Studio records show that de Kooning gave Elaine a loan toward the purchase ofher house on Alewive Brook Road. Records shown to authors courtesy of Joan Ward."She wasn't willing": Jim Bohary, interviews with the authors.
"I always used to think": Jane Freilicher and Joe Hazan, interview with the authors, June19, 1991.
579 "Believe me": Ward, interviews with the authors.
"I have a thousand close friends": One of Elaine's favorite expressions, repeated by, amongothers, her longtime friend Rose Slivka, at a talk on Elaine delivered by Slivka at the StudioSchool, Nov. 18, 1998.
When Kilgore would arrive: Ward, interviews with the authors.
Early on, Elaine and Mimi: Emilie Kilgore, interviews with the authors, July 24-26, 2003.Given the uncertainty: Luyckx, interview with the authors.5 80 De Kooning was still working: List of paintings from the Fourcade Gallery, unpublishedFourcade records, collection of the artist, courtesy of Joan Ward.
Writing in the New York Times: John Russell, "I See the Canvas and I Begin," New YorkTimes, Feb. 5, 1978.
"I'm crazy about Rubens": De Kooning, Newsweek, unpublished interview with Ann RayMartin, background file, Nov. 1, 1967.
581 Kramer praised de Kooning's: Hilton Kramer, "De Kooning of East Hampton," New YorkTimes, Feb. 10, 1978.
Hughes acknowledged de Kooning's: Robert Hughes, "Softer de Koonings," Time, Mar. 6,
1978, 78-79-
The transition to wise old irrelevance: For a complete list of de Kooning's many honors in
the 1970s, see the excellent chronology by Judith Zilczer in Willem de Kooning, from the
Hirshhorn Museum Collection, exhibition catalog (New York: Rizzoli, 1994).
The festivities that marked the opening: Barbara Gamarekian, "Capital Gives All for Art,"
New York Times, May 31, 1978.
She was also irked: Fried, interviews with the authors.
582 He drew up papers: Lee Eastman, interviews with the authors, Mar. 7 and Sept. 12, 1990,and John Eastman, Mar. 4, 1990, and multiple interviews Feb.-Mar., 2004.
But tenure, Elaine said: Fried, interviews with the authors.
He could not bear the thought: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
"That was their reaction": Rae Ferren, interview with the authors, Sept. 19, 1990.
583 On a Friday: Eugene Tiritter, interview with the authors, July 3, 1995.
"I was separated from Elaine and Bill": Fried, interviews with the authors.
584 Some, like Clarence: Clarence Barnes, interview with the authors, Aug. 6, 1991.
One time, when the writer: Arnold Weinstein, interview with the authors, Sept. 21,1990.
585 "He was pleased": Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8, 1991, to Feb.16, 1996. All subsequent quotations from Ferrara come from these interviews.
586 De Kooning told: Joan Levy, interview with the authors, Feb. 6 and June 13, 1995.There was an anchor form: Ibid.
As early as 1974: Conversation with John McMahon at the opening of the Hirshhorn retro-spective of de Kooning's art, Oct. 21, 1993.
Molly Barnes, his sometime girlfriend: Molly Barnes, interviews with the authors, May 2and 14, 1997.
During one particularly bad episode: Curtis Bill Pepper, "The Indomitable de Kooning,"New York Times Magazine, Nov. 20, 1983, 70.In 1979, de Kooning wrote his last letter: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
587 Lisa had left: Lisa de Kooning, interview with the authors, July 18, 1991, with occasionalsubsequent conversations, 1991-2004.
588 Bill was playing the game: Ward, interviews with the authors.
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589 "Then there is a time in life": De Kooning, from Sketchbook No. 1: Three Americans, a.film produced and directed by Robert Snyder (i960).
"In a way": De Kooning, in Avis Berman, "Willem de Kooning: I Am Only HalfwayThrough," ArtNews (February 1982) 68-73. All subsequent references come from thisarticle.
"Lately I've been thinking": De Kooning in Amei Wallach, "At 79, de Kooning Seeks Sim-plicity," Newsday, Dec. 4, 1983.
"It was the ethereal thing": Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8,1991, to Feb. 16, 1996.
De Kooning also loved: Emilie Kilgore, interviews with the authors, July 24-26, 2003."This conservator came to the studio": Joan Levy, interviews with the authors, Feb. 6 andJune 13, 1995. All subsequent quotations from Levy come from these interviews.
590 Once the brush was loaded: Ferrara, interviews with the authors."I scoop off what I don't like": Berman, "Willem de Kooning."
591 He still sought visual tension: Richard Shiff, catalog essay, in Willem de Kooning: Paint-ings 1983-1984 (New York: Matthew Marks Gallery/Mitchell-Innes & Nash, Jan. 25-Mar.29, 1997).
According to Conrad Fried: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31 and June 1,1995.
592 The response by the New York Times: John Russell, "Lively Competitor to the Old DeKoonings," New York Times, Apr. 16, 1982.
In 1981, Lisa began to build: Curtis Bill Pepper, "The Indomitable de Kooning," New YorkTimes Magazine, Nov. 20, 1983, 86.
593 At Tiritter's recommendation: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12,1991, to Apr. 17, 2004.
More ominous still: Marjorie Luyckx, interview with the authors, June 14, 1994.Alzheimer's-like disease: Dr. Donald Douglas, neurologist, Lenox Hill Hospital, New York,interview with the authors, Dec. 18, 1993.
His eyesight was worsening: Conversation with John McMahon at the opening of the deKooning exhibition at the National Gallery in Washington, May 8, 1994.
594 A friend of Conrad's was staying: Anonymous friend of the Fried family, interview with theauthors, June 18, 1993.
Tom Ferrara and Robert Chapman helped wean: Most of the information about the drugsthat de Kooning was taking in the 1980s was provided in interviews with the authors byJoan Ward, Tom Ferrara, or Robert Chapman, July 9 and July 13, 1996.
595 In 1982 he told the writer and art critic: Berman, "Willem de Kooning."
596 She became good friends: Many of Elaine's friends spoke of her friendship with Steve Rossand Courtney Sale Ross,- the trip to Positano is described in an interview with Tom Ferrara.There was even a framed photograph: Lisa de Kooning to her mother, Joan Ward, interviewwith the authors, July 18, 1991, with occasional subsequent conversations, 1991-2004."Paul and Bill are very chummy": Elaine, in Berman, "Willem de Kooning."
At the White House dinner: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
Aboard the Rotterdam: Susan Heller Anderson, "De Kooning Has Meeting with the
Queen," New York Times, Apr. 25, 1982.
"I'm not difficult": Ibid.
597 "She's pretty cute": Levy, interviews with the authors.
"Before there was Imelda": Denise Lassaw, daughter of Ernestine and Ibram Lassaw, atElaine's memorial service at Cooper Union, Mar. 12, 1990.
"Kaldis died about a week later": Irma Cavat, interview with the authors, Nov. 25, 1994."Some people said": Paul Russotto, interview with the authors, Dec. 9, 1991.
598 One time, after she answered: Ward, interviews with the authors.
Once, he told a friend: Anonymous friend of the Frieds, interview with the authors.Another article: Joan Tyor Carlson, "Architectural Digest Visits: Willem de Kooning,"Architectural Digest (Jan. 1982).
Often, he would simply get up: The children of Koos Lassooy noticed that de Kooningappeared to be lost sometimes. Interview with the authors, Apr. 1995.
599 Elaine turned examples: Among those who repeated Elaine's amusing stories were IrmaCavat and Paul Russotto. Curtis Bill Pepper even printed the one about de Kooning beingbored on the plane in "The Indomitable de Kooning," New York Times Magazine.
Elaine told Emilie: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
A year or two later, Jane Freilicher: Jane Freilicher and Joe Hazan, interview with the
authors, June 19, 1991.
600 According to the neurologist Dr. Donald Douglas: Dr. Douglas, interview with the authors.Now retired, Douglas never treated de Kooning. The authors are grateful for his guidance inunderstanding dementia.
During a New York Times: Confirmed in a conversation with Curtis Bill Pepper, Feb. 6,
1990.
"It got to the point": Robert Chapman, interviews with the authors.
In 1982, the painter: Recounted in Robert Storr, "At Last Light," in Willem de Kooning:
The Late Paintings, the 1980's, catalog essay (San Francisco Museum of Art and Walker Art
Center, 1996), 49.
601 "I am becoming freer": Din Peters, "Willem de Kooning: Paintings, 1960-1982," StudioInternational (August 1983), 4.
De Kooning had once referred: De Kooning, "What Abstract Art Means to Me," a talk givenat the Museum of Modern Art, New York, on Feb. 5, 1951, and published in Museum ofModern Art Bulletin (Spring 1951).
602 Always known for his difficulty: The figures on de Kooning's output come from Storr, "AtLast Light," 51-52.
According to Elaine's assistant: Ibid.
In the usual progression of Alzheimer's-like dementia: Sources on dementia and alcohol-related dementia consulted in the course of researching the disease at the New YorkHospital/Cornell Medical Center library in New York were: Alan Jacques, UnderstandingDementia (Edinburgh, London: Churchill Livingstone, 1988, 1992); Ralph Tarter, Ph.D.,
and David H. Von Thiel, M.D., ed., Alcohol and the Brain: Chronic Effects (New York andLondon: Plenum Medical Book Co., 1985); William E. Kelly, M.D., ed., Alzheimer's Diseaseand Related Disorders, Research and Management (Springfield, 111.: Charles Thomas,1984); Howard Gruetzner, Alzheimer's: A Caregiver's Guide and Sourcebook (New York:John Wiley & Sons, 1992); and Oliver Sacks, The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat(New York: Harper, 1987).
603 In addition to Tom Ferrara: Studio records, unpublished, courtesy of Joan Ward.
604 She asked Ferrara to open tubes: Ferrara, interviews with the authors."He stuck with what he was doing": Ibid.
"Certain paintings I don't want to sell": Berman, "Willem de Kooning."
The sale was trumpeted: Rita Reif, "$1.2 Million for a de Kooning," New York Times, May
n, 1983.
In 1967, when he had first begun: Knoedler inventory lists, unpublished, collection of the
artist, courtesy of Joan Ward.
But by then: Bob Spring, interview with the authors, June 30, 1995. De Kooning's sculpture
at Modern Art Foundry was made using the classic Italian system of "lost wax." In this
case, a rubber negative mold was first made of the sculpture. Subsequently this rubber
mold was used as the basis of the casting process.
"Fourcade and Eastman decided to make some money": Ibid.
605 As the curator: Jorn Merkert, "Stylelessness as Principle: The Painting of Willem de Koon-ing," in Willem de Kooning, Drawings, Paintings, Sculpture, exhibition catalog (New York:Whitney Museum of American Art, in association with Prestel-Verlag, Munich, and W. W.Norton and Company, 1983), 115.
The day before: Ferrara, interviews with the authors.
"A living artist": Anne-Marie Schiro, "Partying for de Kooning," New York Times, Dec. 16,
1983.
Both Grace Glueck: Grace Glueck, "De Kooning Retrospective of 60 Years at Whitney,"
New York Times, Dec. 16, 1983; and Robert Hughes, "Painting's Vocabulary Builder,"
Time, Jan. 9, 1984, 62-63.
606 Although the "old cunning": Hughes, "Painting's Vocabulary Builder."
607 Robert Storr observed: Storr, "At Last Light," 39-79.
De Kooning's art: Robert Dash, interviews with the authors, Oct. 5 and 17, 1991.
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608 De Kooning suffered: Joan Ward, multiple interviews with the authors, Aug. 12, 1991, toApr. 17, 2004. Also Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8, 1991, to Feb.16, 1996.
His housekeeper of twenty years: Gertrude Cullem, interview with the authors, Jan. 19,1992.
And so began: Robert Storr, "At Last Light," in Willem de Kooning: The Late Paintings, the1980's, exhibition catalog (San Francisco Museum of Art and Walker Art Center, Min-neapolis, 1996), 48-49.
609 On those rare occasions: Tom Ferrara, interviews with the authors. All subsequent cita-tions of Ferrara are from these interviews.
"But after he quit drinking": Clarence and Dorothy Barnes, Aug. 6, 1991.
Emilie Kilgore's son: Emilie Kilgore, interviews with the authors, July 24-26, 2003.
Another time: Robert Chapman, interviews with the authors, July 9 and 13, 1996.
610 He appeared, she said, to have no: Kathleen Fisher, interview with the authors, Sept. 24,1993.
"And all of a sudden": Ibid. All subsequent quotations from Fisher come from this inter-view.
611 According to Irma Cavat: Irma Cavat, interview with the authors, Nov. 25, 1994-
Based on new research: Although more research remains to be done, much has been writ-ten recently about genetic predisposition to develop Alzheimer's-like dementias. At thetime of the marriage of de Kooning's father, Leendert, and his mother, it was noted thatLeendert's mother could not give her consent to the marriage, which was required byDutch law, because she was judged mentally incompetent. (Research of Dr. HannekePeters; documents of the Rotterdam courthouse contained at the Central State Archive inThe Hague.) What's more, de Kooning's half sister, Hendrika (Henny), was judged mentally
incompetent to get married; everyone in the family, according to her brother Leendert,knew that she was "not quite right" mentally. De Kooning's half brother, Leendert, wasalso suffering from the early stages of an Alzheimer's-like dementia in 1991; his wifealluded to his condition. The authors are indebted to Hendrik van Leeuwen for his follow-up conversations with the family.She wrote down what he said: Kilgore, interviews with the authors.
612 He created sixty-three paintings: Storr, "At Last Light/' 51-52.
613 "We live in the 20th century": Douglas C. McGill, "Triptych Is Focus of Church Debate/'New York Times, Feb. 25, 1986.
The unfamiliar dimensions: Chapman, interviews with the authors.
614 Seven weeks after it was installed: Ibid.
By 1986 or 1987: Ferrara and Chapman, interviews with the authors.
615 "What you're likely to have": Dr. Donald Douglas, neurologist, Lenox Hill Hospital, NewYork, interview with the authors, Dec. 18, 1995.
In a painter, for example: Dr. Jeffrey Cummings, quoted in Storr, "At Last Light," 50.In 1984: Conrad Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31 and June 1, 1995.
616 "I have myself seen": Oliver Sacks, "Letters," Art and Antiques (January 1990), 20. Sacksalso discusses the ability of artists to function in the face of dementia in the introductionto The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat (New York: Harper, 1970), 3-7.
"A person like de Kooning": A recent article in Neurological Review further explores artis-tic creativity and dementia. Bruce L. Miller, M.D., and Craig E. Hou, M.D. "Portraits ofArtists: Emergence of Visual Creativity in Dementia," Neurological Review, (June 2004),842-44.
As the year 1986 progressed: On Feb. 17-18, 1995, prior to the show of late de Kooningpaintings in San Francisco, a panel of experts was convened at the Judson Art Warehouse inLong Island City to evaluate de Kooning's late paintings. Members of the panel includedGary Garrels, curator of paintings and sculpture at the San Francisco Museum of ModernArt; John Lane, the director of the museum; Robert Storr, curator of painting and sculpture,Museum of Modern Art, New York; John Walsh, the director of the J. Paul Getty Museum,Los Angeles; Kathy Halbreich, director of the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; RichardShiff, professor of art, the University of Texas at Austin; and the artist Jasper Johns. Overthe course of the two days, they evaluated all of the 1980s paintings that were stored in thewarehouse and explored the question of de Kooning's declining abilities. While no unani-mous conclusions were reached about works through the middle of the decade, everyoneagreed that "the last paintings from 1989 and 1990 were of interest only insofar as theywere from the hand of de Kooning" (Gary Garrels, "Three Toads in the Garden: Line, Colorand Form," in Willem de Kooning, the Late Paintings, the 1980s, 33). Beyond that, somemembers of the panel thought that a painting-by-painting judgment was required from themid-1980s on, when de Kooning's control seemed to be slipping; others found considerablevisual interest in paintings made as late as 1987 and 1988 (Garrels, 33). Joan Ward provideda complete transcript of the panel. Subsequently a reevaluation of paintings from 1987-8has taken place. Two paintings from 1987 were shown in Willem de Kooning in Process, ashow curated by Klaus Kertess for the Museum of Art, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, in 1993.The Matthew Marks Gallery, in conjunction with the Mitchell-Innes & Nash Gallery,mounted a show of de Kooning's 1987 paintings in 2001. And one show devoted solely towork from 1988 was mounted at El Centro Jose Guerrero in Granada, Spain, in 2001.
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618 "Y'know the moment you really do something": Newsweek, unpublished interview withAnn Ray Martin, background file, Nov. 1, 1967.
Few knew that she had already lost a lung: Jimmy Touchton, interview with the authors,July 31, 1991. Touchton said that Elaine hid her illness from most people. Also Betsy EganDuhrssen, interview with the authors, Sept. 19, 1991.
"It was heartbreaking": Tom Ferrara, multiple interviews with the authors, July 8, 1991, toFeb. 16, 1996.
619 One time, she awakened at five: Kathleen Fisher, interview with the authors, Sept. 24,1993-
There remained: The conservator Susan Brooks stayed for another year. Chapman contin-ued until 1990. Also present were Kathleen Fisher and a talented artist from Belgium, Katie
Notes
Creegan, who spoke Dutch to de Kooning as his English deserted him. Studio records,unpublished.
619 In the late spring of 1987: Ferrara, interviews with the authors.
"De Kooning was in dreadful shape": John and Jodie Eastman, interview with the authors,Mar. 4, 1990.
620 "I tried to keep": Robert Chapman, interviews with the authors, July 9 and 13, 1996.Often he'd miss corners: Roger Anthony and Amy Schichtel of The Willem de KooningFoundation maintain that de Kooning sometimes left bits of primed canvas showing onpaintings, especially on small works on paper, on purpose. Elaine de Kooning, among oth-ers, felt that de Kooning thought these were "holidays," or overlooked mistakes, whenthey were in oil paintings.
621 In his 1981 will: John Eastman, interview with authors; and John Silberman, Lisa de Koon-ing's lawyer, responding to authors' queries, courtesy of Roger and Amy Schichtel at TheWillem de Kooning Foundation.
She had borrowed about half a million: John Eastman, interview with the authors, Mar. 4,1990, and multiple interviews, Feb.-Mar. 2004.
622 At that point: Ibid.
An unconventional deal: The sculptor Philip Pavia brought a lawsuit against de Kooningand Elaine's estate, seeking a total of $3 million in compensation and damages, when hewas not paid for casting the alleged de Kooning sculpture. (Carol Vogel, "Inside Art," NewYork Times, July 23, 1993.)
Wasn't she entitled: Elaine de Kooning, in Lee Hall, Elaine and Bill: Portrait of a Marriage(New York: HarperCollins, 1993), 301.
623 The firm prepared: Judd Tully, "Court Rules Artist De Kooning 'Incapable,' " WashingtonPost, Aug. 19, 1989.
When Elaine first attempted: Chapman, interviews with the authors.As his mind floated in and out: Ferrara, interviews with the authors.According to John Eastman: Eastman, interviews with the authors.To all but her family: Betsy Egan Duhrssen, interview with the authors.Conrad Fried: Fried, interviews with the authors, May 31 and June 1, 1995.The next day: Ibid.
624 Edvard Lieber: Edvard Lieber, speaking at Elaine's memorial service, Cooper Union, NewYork, Mar. 12, 1989.
On February 11, 1989: Glenn Collins, "Art, Wealth and Filial Duty Ensnarl Dispute over deKooning's Assets," New York Times, June 8, 1989; Judd Tully, "De Kooning and the Battleover His Future," Washington Post, July 23, 1989.
625 John Silberman and Lisa: John Eastman, interviews with the authors. Also, John Silber-man, authors' query.
As a result, sales plummeted: Collins, "Art, Wealth and Filial Duty."Clearly something needed to be done: Ibid."I could elicit": Ibid.
626 Her past behavior: Ibid.Lisa had married: Ibid.
"We, whom he has known": Ibid.At the hearing: Tully, "De Kooning and the Battle."
At the time of Elaine's death: Judd Tully, "De Kooning's Uncertain Legacy," Art and Auc-tion (May 1997), 122-23, l63; Carol Vogel, "De Kooning Intrigues Live On," New YorkTimes, Oct. 6, 1997.One weekend, Lisa asked de Kooning's assistants: Chapman, interviews with the authors.
627 "He spent the next week": Ibid.The first downturn: Ibid.
With no real job: Studio records, courtesy of Joan Ward.
628 Writing of the mini-retrospective: Michael Brenson, "De Kooning: Masterworks from aMaster Painter," New York Times, Sept. 7, 1990.
The second show: Michael Brenson, "De Kooning's and Dubuffet's Iconoclastic Women,"
New York Times, Dec. 7, 1990.
If the last: Because de Kooning was so prolific in the 1980s, and most works still for sale
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It was an exhibit worthy: Paul Richard, "The Eye of the Storm," Washington Post, May 8,
1994.
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Gillespie, Dizzy, 416
Giorgione, 442
Glimcher, Arnold, 626
Glueck, Grace, 605-6
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 463
Gold, Arthur, 496, 536, 553
Goldberg, Jack, 84-5
Goldberg, Michael, 232, 289, 331, 374, 398
Gonzalez, Manuel, 548
Gorchov, Ron, 205
Gorky, Agnes Magruder, 210-n, 261-2,317
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Kuh, Katherine, 320
Kuniyoshi, Yasuo, 86
Kyoto, 531
Labbat, Jean, 460Lansner, Fay, 529
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118marbleizing, 24, 180Marca-Relli, Conrad, 75-6, 160, 180, 189, 208,
229, 232, 269, 287, 288, 289, 314, 317,
318, 362, 368, 387-8, 395-6, 398, 414,
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Morgan, Priscilla, 523-4, 526, 527, 587, 629
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'Spjiojjs on Long Island, where he painted an extraordi-nary series' of lush pastorals'. In the 1980s, as he slowlydeclined into an Alzheimer's-like dementia, he createda vast body of haunting and ethereal late work.
This is an authoritative and brilliant exploration ofthe art, life, and world of an American master.
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de kooning:an american master
A great American master gets the biogra-phy he deserves-exhaustive. scholarly,pulsating with life. Also, what beguilingclose-ups of this elusive artist"
Chock-full of new information. De Kooning:An American Master deals perceptivelywith the art as well as the artist. It is amust-read for anyone interested in thepainter I believe to be the greatestAmerican artist of the twentieth century'
"Stevens and Swan paint an epic three-part panorama-Rotterdam, Manhattan,the Hamptons-with a great artist atcenter stage. From the Classical academyin Europe to the WPA of Depression-eraAmerica, from the Cedar bar to the twilightyears in Springs. Willem de Kooning istotally resurrected, to cut a swath onceagain across the public and private historyof American art.'*
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