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Painting in the Time of Photography

‘l paint my time using the people as evidence!
- Alice Neel

Alice Neel
Puerto Rican Boys on 108th Street 1955 Oil paint on canvas, 1066 x 1221 mm
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Alice Neel
Puerto Rican Boys on 108th Street 1955
Amelia Groom

Ilove you Harlem / Your life your pregnant / Women, your relief lines
/ Outside the bank, full / Of women who no dress / In Saks 5th Ave
would / Fit, teeth missing, weary, / Out of shape, little black / Arms
around their necks / Clinging to their skirts / All the wear and worry /
Of struggle on their faces / What a treasure of goodness / And life
shambles / Thru the streets, / Abandoned, despised, / Charged the most,
given / The worst / Ilove you for electing / Marcantonio, and him / For
being what he is / And for the rich deep vein / Of human feeling buried

/ Under your fire engines / Your poverty and your loves !

Untitled, undated and unpublished in her lifetime, the above poem by Alice

Neel is a clear testament to the love she felt for the uptown Manhattan neigh-
bourhood where she lived for several decades. It was 1938 when Neel moved

from Greenwich Village to East Harlem — also known as Spanish Harlem or
El Barrio — with her then-lover José Santiago Negron, a Puerto Rican musician.
The romantic relationship didn’t last, but Neel’s love for the working-class

immigrant neighbourhood did. Puerto Rican Boys on 108th Street is one of the

many street scenes she painted during the 1940s and 1950s, showing neigh-
bours, friends, tenement exteriors, corner stores and the life that, as she wrote,
‘shambles / Thru the streets’.

When she painted these anonymised ‘Puerto Rican Boys’, Neel had been
living on welfare and raising her two sons on her own.2 She painted constantly
throughout her life, but widespread appreciation for her work would only
come much later, thanks in large part to the feminist art movement. Neel had
her first retrospective at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York
in 1974, when she was seventy-four years old. In earlier decades she sold very
few paintings, and many had never been exhibited. Her apartment was also
her studio and the place where she stored all her work, and the art critic Robert
Storr has described the sense of ‘sedimented painting’ that could be felt in this
space, with many layers of history — all these pictures, ‘all these people’ -
stacked up against the walls.?

Neel was deeply committed to emancipatory politics. She painted portraits
of union leaders and civil rights activists, and published illustrations in the
American Marxist journal Masses & Mainstream. In 1951, the Communist writer
Mike Gold organised an exhibition of Neel’s work, describing her in the
catalogue essay as a ‘pioneer of socialist realism in American painting’.* Her
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‘Ilove you Harlem’ poem mentions her love for Vito Marcantonio, the socialist

congressperson who represented East Harlem and was an avid supporter of
working-class, immigrant and African American civil rights.

In 1955, the same year she painted Puerto Rican Boys, Neel was interviewed
twice by the FBI, whose files show that she was under investigation for several
years due to her periodic involvement with the Communist party (though she
was never an official member). A former acquaintance had contacted the FBI
to inform them that Neel was an ‘avowed, uninhibited” Communist. The
outraged informant declares that Neel had a reputation for being ‘a swine in
human form’, and that she was stubbornly ““fixed” upon equal rights for all
the coloured, yellow, and brown races via Communistic ways and ideas for
these races’.’

Critics have often noted that one of the ways Neel went against the grain of
her time was that she painted figuratively right throughout the reign of abstract
expressionism — a time when, in Neel’s words, ‘they wouldn’t let people-painters
even get a foot in the door’.¢ Clement Greenberg, the modernist critic who was
at the helm of the abstract expressionist movement, had insisted that painting
needed to differentiate itself from photography by transcending depiction and
becoming ‘pure’. This was during the Cold War; historians have since revealed
the extent to which abstract expressionism was instrumentalised and indirectly
funded by the CIA in an attempt to pit the ideology of American ‘freedom’
against the Soviet Union’s mandate that artists conform to socialist realism.

While Neel was a (small ¢) communist and, as she put it, a ‘people-painter’,
she also went against the dominant grain of socialist realism, in that she es-
chewed heroic depictions of the able-bodied male worker and instead painted
women, children, sick people, pregnant people, overtly queer people and other
outcasts who had rarely made it into the frame of conventional portraiture.

How should we look at Puerto Rican Boys in the context of Capturing the
Moment, an exhibition that explores the relationship between painting and
photography? Comparisons between these media often posit photography as
the more objective of the two, insofar as it can capture whatever appears before
the lens. This familiar characterisation can be complicated through investigation
of the ways that photographic pictures are in fact loaded with subjectivity;
questions about what the photographer allows into the frame and how they
relate to what they are photographing can remind us that the photographic
encounter is never neutral. In the case of Alice Neel, though, we have the inverse
to this line of inquiry, because she would claim, surprisingly, that her paintings
were ‘quite objective’.

‘One of the reasons I painted’, Neel once remarked, ‘was to catch life as it
goes by, right hot off the griddle’.? When the art historian Cindy Nemser asked
Neel if she put a lot of herself into her paintings, she replied, ‘I think they’re
quite objective, don’t you?’® The writer Hilton Als has said that Neel’s paintings
often make him think of jazz musicians like Cecil Taylor, who insisted on an
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openness to the world. Als recounts how, once, someone was trying to stop a
child in the recording studio from playing with a ball, and Taylor said, ‘no,
don’t do that, that’s what’s happening now, that’s part of the recording, that’s
part of the experience’.’

This principle of remaining open to whatever was happening i the moment
is palpable in Puerto Rican Boys, which has a quality of spontaneity reminiscent
of a photographic snapshot. Consider the group of people hanging out on the
stoop in the background; these three East Harlem neighbours seem to be
looking over at the encounter between Neel and the boys, giving the impression
that we are witnessing a fleeting moment, and that the scene has been permeated
by the contingencies of the street.

At the same time, Neel’s paintings are also incredibly painterly. She invites
us to think of them as ‘quite objective’, and in doing so, she proposes a new
kind of objectivity — a wonky objectivity that is full of idiosyncrasy and awk-
wardness. Her subjects might appear amid strange patches of negative space.
Proportion is often wayward. She makes her figures radiate with intensity by
painting areas of high-contrast colour around their edges, as we see in this
work, where the grey of the pavement becomes lighter around the boys’ bodies.
Many of her later subjects vibrate with electric blue outlines. ‘I paint my time
using people as evidence’, Neel said.!° But she had a thoroughly particular way
of looking at — and being in — her time. ‘Should thoughts be said plain’, she
once mused in her notebook, ‘or wasn’t it more fun to play hide and seek — to
hide them artfully in little corners?’tt
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