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A U T H O R 'S N O T E -----

B etty Parsons, th ro u g h h e r involvem ent w ith a b s tra c t expressionist
p ain ters, h as long b een a p rim e m over in th e arts. F ro m h e r g a lle ry —active
for th re e d e c a d e s—em erg ed som e o f th e m ost in flu e n tia l p a in te rs o f th e ’5 0 s:
Jackson Pollock, C lyfford Still, B a rn e tt N ew m an , M ark R o th k o , A d R e in 
h a r d t, H an s H o fm a n n an d A d o lp h G ottlieb.
B etty P arsons is a stu n n in g ly th e a tric a l w om an. Seventy-seven years old,
she is strong, in d e p e n d e n t a n d u pper-class. H e r consciousness h as been
m o ld ed by th e e ra she cam e o u t of. H ow ever, in th e tu m u ltu o u s a n d o ften
ta in te d w orld o f a r t d ea lersh ip , she h a s b ee n consistently eth ica l, a n d artists
who have n o t yielded com m ercial re tu rn s have no n eth eless re ta in e d h e r
loyalty over th e years. A n artist in h e r ow n rig h t, she has h a d m o re th a n a
dozen solo exhibitions, th e m ost rec en t in J a n u a ry 1977 a t th e K o m b lee
G allery in N ew York.
W h a t follows is a p a rtia l tra n sc rip tio n o f a co n versation ta p e d o n Ja n u a ry
19, 1977. It took p la ce first a t a p riv ate d in n e r clu b , w here B etty is a m e m b e r,
an d th e n co n tin u ed to h e r a p a rtm e n t o n C e n tra l P ark W est. It was co n tin u ed
briefly on h e r visit to C a lifo rn ia in A pril. P arts I a n d II ex p lo re B etty P arso n s’
connections to th e a r t w orld, a n d to w om en in p a rtic u la r; P a rt III, h e r views
to w ard a b stra c t expressionism . Interestingly, she articu la tes th e in h e re n t lin k
betw een actio n p a in tin g o f th e ’50s a n d A m eric an e x p a n sio n ism ; to h er,
action p a in tin g was en e rg etic a n d m ascu lin e, in se p arab le fro m th e
A m erican D ream . T h e re ’s a stro n g c o rre la tio n in h e r a ttra c tio n to b o th th e
“hero ic” aspects o f these artists a n d to th e A m eric an F ro n tier m ystique.

PA RTI
“...In those days, wom en
did n ’t really respect
each other. I th ink they
do respect each other now ...”
Helene Aylon: I ’d like to know about your
contacts with women artists in the ’50s.
You knew Agnes Martin.
Betty Parsons: Agnes M artin I met out in
New Mexico. She told me she was a
painter. She was coming to New York and
could she come and see me. I said, “by all
m eans.” She came to see me. She was
extremely poor, no money. I bought a
couple of her paintings and I said to her,
“I can not take you on now, b ut eventually
I would like to .” She went back to Taos,
New Mexico, and took a job as a librarian.
I finally went out there and went to her
studio and thought the paintings were
marvelous. I said, “All right, I’ll give you a
show.” I think she had her first show
with me in 1960. I remember getting a
couple of paintings sold to keep her afloat
and then she went back to New Mexico.
Two years later I gave her another show,

when I was at 15 East 57th Street, and that
was quite a success.
HA: You became very friendly with her.
BP: Oh yes, we were always good friends.
In fact I actually went on a pack trip with
her. She was a fantastic outdoorswoman.
She had grown up on a farm with horses
and was the national swimming champion
of Canada for two or three years. When
she moved to New York she got a big
studio down on the Bowery. And I used to
go down there and actually did a lot of
paintings in her studio. I wrote this to
Agnes: “ May the leaves of yesterday not
follow you. May the birds of the future
guide you. And the voice of the wind
inform you and the rays of the sun
embrace you.”
HA: W hat made you write that?
BP: She was leaving. She left New York! It
was a farewell poem to her.
HA: I t was an act o f great independence
fo r her to move away by herself.
BP: Agnes M artin was an extremely inde
pendent woman. She took care of all her
brothers and sisters. She took care of
everything, and everything she did, she
learned from. She learned about life
through it. When she talks about happi
ness and joy...there is a big difference
between them to her. Joy is a spiritual
thing. Happiness is a worldly thing. I
know what she talks about. Happiness has
to do with this world and Joy has to do with
what made this w orld...But she also had a
great many hostilities. She disliked a lot of
things. She was a fighter. And a thinker.
And a poet. If she didn’t like something,
she came right out and said it.
HA: That is something I imagine you
could identify with because you do the
same thing. That is something I notice
about women artists o f the '50s. They're
tough. They weren't out to please men.
BP: They weren’t out to please them, but I

In her studio, surrounded by sculptures-inprogress. Photo: Gwyn Metz.
know Louise Nevelson loved men. She
wasn’t out to please them, but she was out
to have fun with them. And I think Agnes
also. Her whole life was out to enjoy w hat
ever relationship she had.
HA: When did you connect with Louise
Nevelson?
BP: I remember Louise Nevelson’s show at
Grace Borgenicht’s. She was very un
known. I thought her show was so excit
ing. And I fell in love with a piece, and I
had no money, very little money. Louise
said, “Cut it in half.” I think the piece was
$450. And I bought it for $200 or $250.
I’m very proud of it and it has been shown
all over. I call it Mistress o f the Moon. I
admire Grace Borgenicht for finding her
and showing her.

HA: Hedda S te m was in your gallery fo r
years.
BP: Yes, H edda Stem . She has been with
me for 34 years. A very electric but
sensitive person. But I think she was
brought up with the domination of the
male, coming from a Rum anian family.
But she managed to get away from it and
she is very much on her own now, and sees
through all of it. She was married to Saul
Steinberg for 15 years. Saul’s material
came out of going to night clubs and
parties, and he wouldn’t go out without
her. They finally parted company because
she could never get enough work done.
HA: You showed L ee Krasner, too.
BP: Oh yes, I knew Lee Krasner through
Jackson Pollock. She wanted to be in the
gallery and I said th a t I don’t like to have a
wife and a husband in the same gallery.
Pollock convinced me th at it was unim 
portant, and there was no competition
there at all. I feel th at Pollock respected
what she did, and of course, she thought
he was great.
HA: When Pollock left, I heard that you
wanted her to leave, too.
BP: No. Before Pollock left, Lee said she
didn’t want any more shows. By the time
she wanted to come back, I was filled up
again.
H A: D id you fe e l she was a strong woman?
BP: Oh yes, very strong. I don’t think Lee
was ever too much in favor of women. I
don’t think she ever went to any trouble to
help a woman. In those days women didn’t
really respect each other. I think they do
respect each other now.
HA: In the '50s and '60s I fe e l that women
dealers related differently to their male
and fem a le artists. The classic story is the
one about Jackson Pollock and Peggy
Guggenheim. You know the story...Pol
lock urinated into the fireplace to p u t out
the fire. Peggy Guggenheim was enchant-

Betty Parsons in her gallery with several o f the major artists she represented in the late 1950s. From left to right: Ellsworth Kelly, Richard PousetteDart (?), Parsons, A d Reinhardt, Kenzo Okada. She had written in a catalogue: "The American artist...is at the spiritual center o f the world...they
have the background o f the American Dream. "
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ed and thought, "how original!”, and took
an interest in him. I f Lee Krasner had
done that, I don't think it would have been
quite so fascinating.
BP: I guess so, I guess so. I never thought
in terms of whether they were male or
female. I didn’t give a damn.
HA: These are very subconscious kinds o f
feelings.
BP: I always got on with the artists. A lot
of them fell in love with me. Their names
will be nameless. We had discussions. I
made it absolutely clear what to expect
from me, and we always got on.
HA: W hat about you? Were you an artist
in those days?
BP: I have worked at painting and sculp
ture since 1920.
HA: Were you visible as an artist?
BP: Well you see, I had to make many
decisions about that. I had gotten a
divorce in 1921. During those years I
worked right alongside Giacometti. I spent
eight years working very hard. I was
extremely serious about it. I wanted to be a
sculptor. My greatest love was sculpture.
When the crash came in 1929,1 lost every
thing. I went to California and taught.
HA: Where?
BP: I taught privately in my own studio in
Santa Barbara. To the young people there.
I was glamour, glamour to them. They
were dying to learn something.
HA: D id you ever want to have a child?
BP: When I started out I wanted to have
12 children, let me tell you. It would have

call the invisible presence. We all have it.
Everything has it.. .a room has it. And that
is what I am intrigued with...especially
when I am working. T hat invisible pres
ence. You know th at big painting...the
one you see when you come into the big
room. When I was doing it, I was filled
with th at invisible presence. It was like a
journey. I was riding into some strange
country that didn’t exist. You know the
most perm anent thing in this world is the
invisible. You can never get away from it.
You could not put an arm out this way if
there was not something invisible to put it
into.

PART II
“...I have had trem endous
nourishm ent from w om en...”
Saul Steinberg, Profile of Betty Parsons, 1958.
8x5 Vi”. Photo: Geoffrey Clements.
been great fun— all the fighting, arguing,
great fun! T hat was when I was in my
teens. T hat wasn’t my destiny. If it had
been my destiny, it would have happened.
HA: Betty, I look at your piece that you
traded with me, and it reminds m e o f
secret places, secret dwellings. A lm ost
child-like, like children playing with
blocks and m aking magical things.
BP: Well I have th at Irish thing in me. I
have always been fascinated with what I

I
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HA: Do you have any close women
friends?
BP: Oh yes, I have many close friends. But
the thing with me you see, is that many of
my close women friends are dead. My very
close women friends are dead. I had a very
close woman friend in France, Mrs. Em
m anuel Bove, a sculptress, who is dead. A
very close friend in England, Adge Baker,
is still alive and I still get letters from her.
She is in her 80s. I went over there to get a
divorce. She was 10 years older than I was.
I met her through friends; she took an
interest in me and I was flattered. Ten
years older—th at was quite old then. It’s
nothing now! And really, I was very
pleased. Very extraordinary Englishwom
an. And she gave me hell all the time; she
was extremely critical. She never let me do
anything but the best. She had quite an in
fluence on me to keep on my feet and not
be dominated by the male. I fact, I don’t
think I would be alive today if I never met
this Englishwoman. She was an artist. She
saw so clearly, she was so wise. She saw
through the male at a very early age. She
had nearly always lived alone, the way that
I have nearly always lived alone in my life.
You see, I had this thing about wanting
to be independent. I had this friend who
said she would subsidize me for two years.
I thought it over very carefully, and I
realized th at at the end of two years I
would have done a lot, but where would I
be? I would have to take a job, for surely
no one would buy an unknown painter.
HA: Who was this friend?
BP: Well she is dead now...Dorothy Haydell...She is dead b u t she was my best
friend. Oh my god what a friend she was.
She paid my dentist bills. She was a very
rich woman th a t I knew long before. She
married this very rich man and had a
series of marriages. She was always my
friend. I helped her in any way I could.
She believed in me. And I believed in her.
HA: Was she in the art world?
BP: She collected. She was m arried to a
prince. Cole Porter and Monty Wooky
were her friends. She really was very
interested in society, and the worldly

whirl. I am not a person to be interested in
that.
HA: You are sort o f in and out o f it.
BP: Yes that is right.
HA: You knew M artha Graham, Marlene
Dietrich, and after all, you played tennis
with Greta Garbo!
BP: Two or three times. Interesting the
way I met her. I was asked on Christmas
Eve by her ghost writer, Salka Fiertel. She
said, “Come over and we are going to dress
the tree.” I got there and Salka said, “ go
up to the attic and bring down a great big
box of Christmas dressings...” So I went
up there, and G reta and I stared at each
other over the top of the box.
She was very beautiful. So we dressed
the tree. There were candles. The G er
mans always have candles on their trees. I
was standing at the mantlepiece, with a
glass of brandy, and she was coming
toward me with a candle she was going to
put on the tree. I leaned forward and
asked, “Which one of us burns more
brightly...me with the brandy, or you with
the candle?” And she got very serious and
said, “You burn much brighter than I,
because you burn from within, I, with the
candle, am burning from w ithout.” I was
fascinated.
She was very shy. Her boyfriend was
Mamrovillian, the director, and he was
very jealous.
She liked women very much. I married a
man who was jealous of everything, too.
When I got interested in a book, in a
place, in a human being...I think the
reason is that men feel they really haven’t
got you, and that makes them jealous of
any close relationship.
HA: You yourself were not necessarily
male-identified.
BP: No, you see I was always very critical
of the male. Because there were so many
boring males around me. They were ath
letic, rich and aggressive and they were
insensitive. I didn’t like any part of it. I
thought they were all bloody bores.
HA: A n d all those feelings we had fo r
women were considered crushes.
BP: Oh, I’ve had plenty of crushes on
women. At school I had a crush on my
teacher, a literature teacher. I was scared
to death of some teachers, but I had
crushes on them.
HA: Were you shy and secretive?
BP: I was brought up in a very New
England background where you never
showed to the public what you felt, espe
cially if it wasn’t according to Hoyle. I
remember my mother saying to me, “Betty
it doesn’t m atter much what you do, but
never get found out.” T hat was the philos
ophy that she had, which I didn’t like very
much but I knew what she meant. Coming
from a very rigid background, the gossip
goes on—they tear you to pieces...Because
everybody’s jealous of anybody getting any
of the happiness that they are not getting.
So if I had a boyfriend or if I had a girl
friend and got too close, never let the
world know it. Unless you get married and
all that.
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HA: B u t it's a pleasure to be honest.
BP: But take truth: I agree with what the
Greeks say, “T ruth is too sacred to tell.”
HA: You have to tell it to yourself first.
BP: I have a dialogue continually with my
self about the tru th but I don’t tell it to
everybody.
HA: Cautiousness can be paralyzing.
BP: It’s a form of self-preservation.
HA: Now with fem inism , we have our
sisters to talk to.
BP: I think in the past, women have been
enemies to each other. In the 100%
female, which I can’t stand or understand,
every other woman is her enemy, because
other women may get in the way of getting
her man. And in the 100% male, he is out
to seduce every woman he can, without any
sense of responsibility about the rest of it.
T h at’s the dog, I call it. The dog and the
bitch. And I can’t stand the dog and the
b itch...In my childhood, I knew there was
something about them th at made me un
comfortable. The balanced human being
has both male and female... If you are born
a female you predominate in the sense that
you are the one who has to carry the race.
Male is the will power. Male has the will to
say I will do this, I will do that.
HA: B u t you have the will.
BP: Y es...I have lots of the male in me.
(You see, there are a lot of men who have
tremendous feeling...a rounded person
will have both.) I think the world now is
becoming androgyn, as the Greeks called
it. You see people walking the streets
today and it is very hard to tell which is the
male and which is the female.
H A: Clear cut lines are rigid.
BP: I think there are three things we have
no control over. We have no control over
our birth, we have no control over our
death, and if we are sincere, we have no
control over our feelings.
I have got to read you something if you
would like. Let me try and find it...“Love
is a fire burning in one’s breast. It needs
no object. Sometimes it is the nourishment
of longing of what one never met before.
You might meet it anywhere, the Master
said, ‘feed my sheep,’ t ’was a com m and.”
In other words, everywhere there is nour
ishment, if we know how to take it. It’s a
terrific poem. Haven’t seen this woman for
years. I just suddenly got this. She sent me
this poem, “ ...I wrote this poem and I
thought of you, so I’m sending it to you...”
Oh, I’ve had tremendous nourishment
from women. Because they like me. W om
en like me, you know.
H A: You don't play games. You could love
a woman, and they sense that.
BP: Yes, they know it, they know it...

Syracuse Book Center, 113 Marshall S t., Syracuse

Massachusetts
100 Flowers Bookstore Cooperative, 15 Pearl S t., Cambridge
(plus other Cambridge locations in the near future)

WOMANART w ill soon be on sale in other cities and states across the U.S.A.
Please ask fo r it where art o r fem inist periodicals are sold.

PART III
“...W ell, I tried to be free.
In Europe, they weren’t even
struggling to be..."
HA: I think at the very beginning you saw
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some o f your artists as the legends they
were to become; you recognized this quali
ty o f rugged individualism.
BP: The individual has always interested
me. I can’t stand packs.
HA: The individual man or woman?
BP: Let me see how I can phrase th is...If I
have to be in the company of either men or
women, I’d rather be in the company of
men. But I’d prefer a woman who was an
individual.
HA: A n d when you say you can't stand
packs...
BP: The general public is dead. All they
care about is how they’re going to pay their
rent and what they’ll put in their stom
achs. I have always been interested in the
creative approach to life. It is regenera
ting for me. And what I call the higher
dimensions. The interpretation of God
has failed. You know, Christ was the
greatest artist the world ever bred, because
he understood what mankind was all
about. M ankind is not here for stuffing
stomachs and fornicating.
HA: You do see artists as Godlike. A n d
you wrote about some o f your artists with a
kind o f reverence.
BP: It’s what I call The Unknown Q uanti
ty that interests me. You read that thing
that I wrote about Ad Reinhardt, didn’t
you? “ ...who put the light into the shad
ows. And crossed the horizon numerous
times.” You know, he was a great traveler,
fantastic traveler, he had a thousand slides
from all over the world, “ ...and death,
with many intricate lines who turned the
day into night, in his struggle with dark
and light.” Which are his pictures. Fan
tastic pictures. God! Now, Tony Smith is
another, I wrote a thing to Tony. “ ...The
sky looked down and all around the earth
was under something grand; it was not
rocks, it was not sand, it was the scale
upon the land. It reached the summit of
the light, and tossed the day upon the
night.”
HA: Whew! There's a feeling o f something
very huge. I t ’s like the quote fro m your
interview in the New Yorker magazine.
Can I read it? You're describing your
initial reaction to the abstract expression
ists: “I t was the expanding world they were
after. Barney was doing it vertically, with
that great plunging line— his ‘z ip ’ as he
called it. R othko was doing it horizontally.
Reinhardt, by trying to m ake his pictures
more and more invisible, I guess. Still was
always the m ost romantic, with those
dark, jagged shapes. H e always makes me
think o f an eagle or a stallion. A n d Tony
Sm ith— his sculpture holds down the
horizon..." (God, Betty these are potent
images. N ot many dealers write like this
about their artists...)
Then you compare American painting
to European painting. “I realized they
were saying something no European could
say...Europe is a walled city— at least, it
always seemed that way to me. Pollock
released the historical imagination o f this
country. I've always thought the W est was

"Studio F loor S till Life #12," 1977, o /c , 46x56"
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into the Guild as a master. Thus M aria
would also have had to become a member
of the guild, even though women were not
as a rule accepted in their own right. (30)
An exception, however, was often made
for widows.
There is no evidence to show that M aria
van Oosterwijck was a member of a St.
Lucas Guild, although this is further
hindered by the fact that the archives of
the Guilds in Delft and Amsterdam have
only been partially preserved. The only
surviving membership list of the Amster
dam Guild dates from March 1688. This
list does in fact include the names of
women, even of non-widows, but not that
of M aria van Oosterwijck. (31)
The Amsterdam Guild was very flexible
in enforcing the prerequisites for member
ship and was the model for other guilds
such as the one in Delft. (32) In the extant
Delft book of masters (not from M aria’s
era) women were also included and there is
no reason to assume they were widows. (33)
The Haarlem Guild was much stricter
than the Amsterdam-modeled Guild of St.
Lucas. Yet the painter Judith Leyster and
the flower painter Rachel Ruysch both
were accepted into the Guild on their own
merit (34) though in Leyster’s case, as in
others, her marriage to another painter
might have helped.
However, in the middle of the 17th
century, the guilds gradually lost their
monopolistic position. The municipal gov
ernment of Amsterdam felt less and less
sympathy with guild coercion and the sur
reptitious free trade in art thrived. In
practice the Amsterdam Guild was power
less to control the thriving art trade
outside of the St. Lucas Guild, in spite of a
1630 ordinance which stated that a senior
member of the guild must be present at
every purchase of a painting. (35)
Probably it was not essential for M aria
van Oosterwijck to have become a guild
member, as it would have greatly restrict
ed her. Perhaps, as a woman, it was even
easier to avoid coercion by the Guild. We
know that she used intermediaries, usually
Amsterdam merchants, (36) in the sale of
her works, it seems unlikely that she
requested the permission of the guild to do
so. In the previously mentioned trans
actions no witness from the guild is ever
mentioned.
*
Nostalgia for the Dutch Golden Age
occured in the newly formed Kingdom of
the Netherlands in the 19th century. M aria
van Oosterwijck’s name in the meantime
had slipped into obscurity. She again
became a heroine during this time via the
novel bearing her name as title, written by
one of the few im portant Dutch women
novelists of the period, Anna Geertruida
Bosboom-Toussaint.
Bosboom-Toussaint uses H oubraken’s
data as a starting point for the novella
Maria van Oosterwijk,* (37) which was
*Note: In the novel Maria's name is spelled
differently.
20

published in 1862, as well as for her later
book Willem van Aelst, The L ast A c t o f a
Storm y Life.
In the hands of Bosboom-Toussaint,
the romance between the two painters
develops into a bitter struggle centering on
van Oosterwijk’s fight to retain her identi
ty. Bosboom-Toussaint’s own romance
with another rakish genius is certainly
projected in the novel story.
For the author as for her readers at the
time, M aria van Oosterwijk is “truly an
em ancipated woman” who, with vocation
and energy, is able to master herself so as
to devote her life to art, while yet retaining
her feminine inclination toward sacrifice.
Thus in the novel, M aria pledges her
faith to Willem van Aelst with the words:
“ I could hate you because you have
succeeded in making me unlike my
self." (38) Thanks to Bosboom-Toussaint,
M aria van Oosterwijck has rightly entered
the annals of the struggle for the emanci
pation of women.
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BETTY PARSONS continued from page 15
an important fa cto r in the art o f the '40s
and '50s here. Pollock came fro m Wyo
ming, R othko in Oregon— all those enor
mous spaces. Still grew up in North
Dakota. They were all trying to convey the
expanding world." You didn't say what
you m eant by the ‘expanding world. ’
BP: Yes, I wrote that in my catalogue. Did
you see this? “America is at the crossroads
of a spiritual center. The American artist
therefore is at the spiritual center of the
world. The problem of being an American
is unim portant. They could paint their
paintings anywhere. It is im portant that
they have the background of the American
D ream .”
HA: I could never be that patriotic. B ut
then, you wrote that in the '40s. E xpan
sionism is no longer an acceptable political
concept.
BP: But the American Dream is a dream
of freedom.
HA: I guess you still have that patriotism.
You came here, your grandfather was in
New York, living on what is now R ocke
feller Plaza.
BP: Yes th a t’s right. You see the Ameri
can Dream did not exist in Europe, and
remember, I had been in Europe 11 years.
The Italians, the English, the Middle
East, they were all dominated by politics.
By the male. There was no freedom, and
whatever the morals were, the laws were

Joe Singer. Painting W om en’s Portraits.
29 color, 100 b /w illus. 152 pp. WatsonGuptill. $16.95

For once I am writing about a book in
which all the artists are unknown to me. It
feels like that James Cagney film Come Fill
The Cup which opens with him sitting
down at his desk in the city room of a
newspaper and typing, close-up: “all the
dead were strangers.” I recognize some of
the artists that Joe Singer cites as compari
sons— Leonardo, Rem brandt, Vermeer,
Velasquez and Van Gogh, but all the
others, though called “ prom inent” in the
introduction, are strangers. In addition,
most of the portraits are of strangers,
except for an artist’s wife and daughter or
two.
The first contact of this kind of artist
and sitter begins with the commission to
paint the picture. Not for these artists the
portraits that signal love, affection, famili
arity, respect, admiration, or liking, or
any of the cadences of proximity. No, this
book is about how to paint strangers .for
money. You should “ put all clocks out of
sight” and in conversation “avoid politics,
religion, gossip, and ethnic jokes.” Even
gossip? And three-quarter views of the
head are virtually obligatory as full face
depiction flattens. You should avoid the
notation of idiosyncratic individuality and
stress the socially continuous aspect of the
unknown sitter before you.
Since the mid-19th century innovative
and perceptive portraiture has rested on
the personal relationship of artist and
sitter. This is as true of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood as it is of the Impressionists:
Millais painted Ruskin, Monet painted
Mme. Monet. Commissioned portraits, or
the depiction of strangers, have come to

still 200, or 500 years old.
HA: B u t is the Dream real?
BP: The American Dream was the dream
of freedom to do as you please, to do as
you risk. Each person must be free.
HA: B u t you were in a Victorian, imperial
world. So you were not free.
HA: Well, I tried to be free. In Europe
they weren’t even struggling to be. They
aren’t even struggling now to me.
The Italian woman is still actually dom
inated by the male. The^English are a little
more independent, but not much. Go over
there and you’ll see it, right today.
I think if I were running this world, I

occupy a secondary role in art history.
Singer is concerned not only with formal
professional portraiture (this is predomi-

C laude O sca r M o n et, La C a p elin e R o u g e—
M a d a m e M onet, ca. 1870. O il on canvas,
39Vix31Vi". The Cleveland Museum o f Art,
Leonard C. Hanna Jr. Collection. "Since the
m id-19th cen tu ry in n o va tive a n d p e rc e p tiv e
portraiture has rested on the personal relation
ship o f artist and sitter. "

nantly male and belongs in colleges and
board rooms) but with informal profes
sional portraits. These are images of wife
and mother (often the same person) and
adolescent daughter, designed to hang in
the homes occupied by the sitters. Singer
discusses ways to handle strangers, but not
with much candor. He projects a sensible,
hard-nosed attitude, b u t gives no infor
mation on how to find a painter if you
want your portrait done and does not
mention how much the transaction is likely
to cost or in w hat form paym ent is m ade. I

would have the United States as an inter
national country. I wouldn’t have it just
the United States. New York is to me the
international capital of the world, I don’t
care what you call it. You walk down
Broadway, and you hear every language
spoken. And in New York, there should be
a University which would teach people
about the problems of the world.
HA: Artists are increasingly recognizing
themselves as political beings, in a larger
world. They don't want to ju st be locked
up in their studios in the m iddle o f New
York City.
BP: I think politics is dangerous to the

suppose Portraits Inc., mentioned in the
acknowledgments, would be the best way
to go about it.
Painting W omen's Portraits taken as a
typology, makes sense. The individual
identity of sitters is purposefully blurred,
but the social function of the paintings are
clear. The sitters have a certain exchange
ability. For instance, mothers and daugh
ters are not keenly separated: are we
looking at a youthful mother or at a
daughter ready to take her m other’s role in
society? The general wardrobe of shirt
dresses, woolen coats, and mid-town New
York hair styles, slurs generational varia
tion. This is not a mistake on the part of
these painters, but their purpose: it
implies the existence of a league of good
women, persistent from generation to
generation, the external sign of which is
durable, long-term style. The effect is like
Hollywood movies of the ’40s and ’50s in
which fashions, Lana Turner’s, say, were
generalized so that movies could be
re-issued without dating too fast. Similarly
the dating of the portraits is rather
indeterminate. Out of 129 reproductions, I
counted one from the ’30s, two from the
’50s, four from the ’60s, and 14 from the
’70s (eight of them, done for the book,
from last year). This leaves 108 undated
pictures which shows Singer’s detachment
from the usual procedures of art history.
The social homogeneity of the sitters is
marked and it is true th at many husbands
want to be married to a woman who is like
other women of the same class, age,
education, and race. If a husband or
father is paying for such a portrait he
would want the statistical resemblances to
be present no less than traces of specific
identity. These are women who can raise
children, run the house, give a party; they
can earn executive approval (good for
husband’s career) while maintaining the
infra-structure of domesticity. The roles
that these images of women imply are
company wife, hostess, and as mentioned
above, m other-daughter. As a sociological
docum ent concerning the self-images of
one group of women in society the book is
a gold-mine.

arts. I think everyone should be conscious
of politics, because I want to know where
in the hell my tax money is going. And if I
don’t approve of it, I’m going to fight it. It
goes to corruption.
HA: Getting back to politics and art.
W e’re creatures o f the world right now,
and we communicate feelings about the
world through the work. It is unavoidable.
BP: We know so little. The purpose of life
is, as dear old Shakespeare said, “ I come
hence and go forth— ripeness is all.”
©Helene Aylon 1977
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