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ABSTRACT

This study questions conventional assumptions about what constitutes
artmaking. and who is involved with it, by focussing on relationships which have
previously been largely invisible in both sociological and art-historical studies : contacts
between artists, paintmakers, art conservators, chemists and various other experts on
art-technical matters. The aim is to stimulate further reflection on participants in the
"service areas of art" and through this to better understand their reciprocally constitutive
relationships with the artistic phenomena they help produce and preserve.

The development of a group of new art matenials in 20th-century North America
-- synthetic painting media-- provides a point of access for observing these
relationships. The study uses qualitative methods drawing on work by French
structuralists, Quebec-based critical theorists and symbolic interactionists in an
historical-comparative approach. Research is centered on a life story interviews
supplemei. 2d by fieldwork and extensive archival research.

Accounts by paintmakers and artists reveal a collective process which cuts
across disciplinary boundaries. Artists and small entrepreneurial paintmakers used new
chemical products to create materials which satisfied aesthetic, political and economic
preoccupations. Participants from the chemical industry, university research centers,
museums, and government agencies as well as magazine writers and handbook authors
played significant roles in the development, spread and eventual regulation of these new
materials in Canada, the U.S. and Mexico.

The findings are organized in an analytical narrattve progression of themes and
case histories beginning with a consideration of Mexican muralists who interpreted art-
technical issues in terms of socialist ideals. The study traces the emergence of technical
issues as a means for arts administrators to control artistic production in state-funded

New Deal public art projects. This provided an impetus for research on new materials
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and efforts to set standards for art materials which continue to this day. Post-war
enthusiasms for science and art led to the establishment of research centers on artists’
paints and served efforts at professionalization in art conservation and paintmaking.
Technical advice columns in mass art magazines and artists' handbooks chart changes in
ideas about normative practices in both high and popular culture. Case histories of
paintmakers, conservators and researchers are presented. The place of pioneers within
the reference population of artists' colour manufacturers provides a basis for cross-
cultural comparison. Finally in-depth oral history interviews with artists recognized as
members of the avant-garde in the 1960s indicate ways technical knowledge was
embedded in high culture discourse.

Thus this study presents new social dimensions of artmaking and a new
perspective on the relations between art, technology and society in a particular socio-
historical context. Oral testimony underlines the rich interplay of cultural practices in
the appropriation of technical knowledge for the creation of individual and group
identities. The findings provide insights into links between artistic practices, theories of
art, other ideologies, economic preoccupations and more general social processes by
studying the ensemble of art-technical work that helped the new paints and the art made

with them achieve recognition as cultural innovations.



Résumé

Cette étude remet en cause les idées regues sur ce qui constitue la pratique de
l'art. Elle met I'accent sur les relations qui sont généralement invisibles dans les études
sociologiques et en histoire de l'art, soient des contacts entre artistes, fabricants de
matériaux d'artiste, conservateurs-restaurateurs de l'art, et d'autres experts techniques.
L'objectif principal de l'étude est de provoquer une réflexion sur les participants dans les
"aires de service de l'art" de fagon & mieux comprendre leurs liens constitutifs et
réciproques avec les phénoménes artistiques qu'ils aident a produire et a préserver.

Le développement d'une nouvelle catégorie de matériaux d'artiste en Amérique
du Nord au vingtiéme siécle nous offre un lieu priviligié pour I'observation de ces
relations diverses. Ces nouveaux matériaux -- les peintures aux médiums synthétiques
a l'intention des artistes (comme les acryliques) -- sont fabriqués a partir des produits
industriels modernes. Cependant, I'émergence de ces peintures en art ne semble pas étre
un cas d'imposition de la technologie par des forces commerciales externes. Au
contraire, les représentations des fabricants de peinture et des artistes révélent un
processus collectif qui passe a travers des frontiéres disciplinaires conventionelles. Des
artistes et des petits entrepreneurs se sont emparés des nouveaux produits chimiques
afin de créer des matériaux d'artiste qui satisfaisaient aux préoccupations esthétiques,
politiques et économiques des artists, des critiques et des méceénes. Des participants de
l'industrie chimique, des musées, et des organismes Etatiques aux Etats-Unis, au
Mexique et au Canada ont une place importante dans le développement, la diffusion et
la réglementation éventuelle de ces nouveaux matériaux.

Méme avant la production des peintures synthétiques spécifiquement a {'intention
des artistes, des produits chimiques créés pour des utilisations industrielle ou
commerciale ont été employées par des artistes. Ces peintures modernes sont

profondément liées aux représentations de l'identité artistique et de la pratique de l'art en
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Amérique du Nord a partir des années trente. Les représentations symboliques des
couleurs d'artiste synthétiques sont multiples, mais le discours sur 'appropriation de ces
materiaux en art les situent solidement dans le cadre des priorités artistiques des groupes
concernés.

Ces matériaux ont été employés par des artistes avec des objectifs esthétiques et
idéologiques divers. En art, les peintures synthétiques sont souvent associ€es a l'art de
la haute culture, notamment aux mouvements stylistiques des avant-gardes New
Yorkaises pendant I'époque de l'essor de l'art américain sur le marché international de
l'art suivant la fin de la deuxiéme guerre mondiale -- surtout les mouvements de
tendances abstraites et le Pop Art . Moins connues sont les expériences antécédentes
avec ces nouveaux matériaux par les muralistes populistes et socialistes du Mexique, des
Etats-Unis et du Canada.

Cette étude met 'accent sur une lecture des représentations du travail avec ces
matériaux surtout aux Etats Unis entre 1930 et 1965 (moment ou I'appropriation des
peintures synthéthiques est devenue une pratique moins novatrice). Les pionniers dans
le développement et l'utilisation des ces peintures indiquent qu'il s'agit d'une époque
importante pour la constitution des idées (théories de I'art, attitudes envers la
technologie) et des structures sociales (réseaux de diffusion des connaissances
techniques, cadres insiitutionels, etc.) qui sont centrales pour la production et
['appropriation de ces peintures en art.

Le chapitre premier présente I'encadrement théorique et l'approche
méthodologique qui en découle. Dans un premier temps nous expliquons les liens de
ce projet avec certaines théories sociologiques de la production sociale de l'art,
notamment le modéle de Pierre Bourdieu, et la théorie des mondes de l'art congu par
Howard Becker dans le cadre de l'interactionisme symbolique. Nous discutons
également de 'apport des théories de I'esthétique de réception, ainsi que de la

contribution des Etudes Cuturelies Américaines a une reformulation de l'idée de
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subjectivité dans les théories de la production artistique. Ensuite nous passons a un
examen de quelques thémes spécifiques qui sont étroitement liés a notre sujet de
recherche, entre autres, les recherches de Raymonde Moulin et Natalie Heinich sur
I'évolution du statut social de l'artiste qui nous offrent des points de repére dans une
considération de la place de la technique dans le discours de I'artiste. Une réflexion sur
la notion de l'innovation et sur sa signification pour l'étude des processus sociaux nous
meéne a la stratégie de recherche.

Notre méthodologie est axée sur une forme spécifique des histoires de vie -- les
récits de pratiques. Cet approche s’inspire des études de certains sociologues critiques
au Quebec ainsi que des recherches ethno-sociologiques en France. Nous avons aussi
receuilli des informations complémentaires par d'autres méthodes : entrevues courtes
avec informateurs-clés, travail de terrain (observations dans les ateliers d'artiste et de
conservation, dans les laboratoires, visites aux lieux de fabrication des peintures
d'artistes, etc.), ainsi qu'un travail de recherche considérable dans les archives diverses
au Canada, au Mexique, aux Etats-Unis et en Allemagne.

La majeure partie de la thése présente les résultats des ces recherches sous forme
d'une progression narrative de thémes et d'études de cas. Par le biais du locale nous
espérons mieux comprendre les tendances plus globales observées dans les réseaux
sociaux sous étude.

Chapitre 2 porte sur le premier exemple bien documenté de l'utilisation des
peintures synthétiques par un artiste en Amérique du Nord -- le cas du muraliste
Mexicain, David Alfaro Siqueiros. Son discours incendiaire sur la nécessité d'une
appropriation des matériaux et des outils modernes lors de ses séjours aux Etats-Unis
pendant les années trente juxtapose les objectifs esthétique, pragmatique et idéologique.
Ici aussi nous considérons la place de I'expérimentation technique dans le contexte
révolutionnaire des programmes d'art public Mexicains.

A l'instar des Mexicains, le Président Américain Roosevelt a mis sur pied des
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grands projets artistiques dans le cadre des programmes d'aide sociale appelés la "New
Deal" [le "nouvel repartagze" ou la "nouvelle main" dans le sens des jeux de cartes]
pendant les années trente. Chapitre 3 examine I'émergence des enjeux techniques en
tant que moyens de contrdler la production artistique et analyse comment les discours
sur les matériaux dans le contexte du mécénat public ont monté le décor pour I'adoption
éventuelle des mediums synthétiques par des artistes-peintres. Ces projets ont aussi
donné I'impulsion aux efforts de standardisation des couleurs d'artiste ce qut a amorce
des contacts entre artistes, fabricants de peinture d'artiste, conservateurs-restaurateurs,
chimistes et gestionnaires des arts avant la deuxiéme guerre mondiale, contacts qui se
poursuivent jusqu'a présent.

En méme temps, la ville de New York est devenu un centre artistique important.
Mais tous les artistes aspirants n'ont pas pi vivre de leur art; certaines sont devenus
fabricants de peinture pour artiste. Le chapitre 4 présente les cas de deux pionniers
dans le développement des medias synthétiques pour les artistes-peintres : Len Bocour
et Sam Golden. Leurs histoires provoquent une réflexion sur les rapports complexes
entre les identités personnelles et professionelles dans un examen des relations entre
fabricants et artistes.

Apres la deuxiéme guerre mcndiale la confiance répandue a l'autorité de la
science se manifeste dans la mise sur pied de deux centres de recherche voués au
développement des matéraux synthétiques pour les artistes: l'un a I'Institut
Politechnique a Mexico et l'autre a ['Institut Mellon a Pittsburgh (en collaboration avec
la Galerie Nationale a Washington). Au chapitre 5 nous étudions I'évolution de ces
deux instituts qui démontre deux approches radicalement différents. Le premier, un
atelier mené par I'artiste-chercheur-fabricant José Gutiérrez, a mis l'accent sur les
projets d'artistes promouvant une diffusion internationale des formules par le biais des
réseaux d'artistes. L'autre, dirigé par Robert Feller, chimiste de formation, a misé sur

des recherches fondamentales (sur les produits industriels de base employés dans les



nouveaux matériaux d'artiste) dont les résultats étaient publiés dans les revues
scientifiques.

Au chapitre 6, nous regardons de pres le théme de la science, de la
standardisation et des normes en matiére de techniques artistiques sous différents
aspects. Ce chapitre se divise en quatre sections. D'abord nous présentons le cas
d'encore un pionnier dans le développement des peintures synthétiques pour artiste :
Henry Levison, chimiste, fabricant, et chercheur qui a joué un réle central dans
Iinstauration des normes de fabrication des couleurs d'artiste aux Etats-Unis. Son
travail est trés lié aux recherches dans le domaine de la conservation de I'art ou les
premiéres expériences scientifiques avec des applications artistisque des matériaux
synthétiques ont été entreprises. Dans une deuxiéme section nous tragons les grandes
lignes de I'émergence des approches scientifiques en conservation de l'art par rapport a
la professionalisation dans le champ qui sont intimement liés aux recherches sur les
matériaux modernes. En méme temps, on constate la prolifération des manuels
d'artistes et des articles sur les techniques dans les revues d'art qui nous donne accés aux
idées sur les pratiques normatives et novatrices. A la troisiéme section nous étudions les
transformations du discours des "experts" en matiére des techniques de l'art sur les
matériaux modernes a partir d'un examen de quatre grandes revues américains et d'un
corpus de textes pour artistes. Finalement nous examinons la collaboration de ces
différentes catégories d'agents avec des artistes dans le cadre des associations
volontaires vouées a I'établissement des normes pour les couleurs d'artiste.

Chapitre 7 regarde la place des fabricants de peintures synthétiques dans
l'univers des fabricants de couleurs d'artiste. Nous présentons ici les critéres retenus
pour la constitution de la population de référence. Le chapitre met 'accent toujours sur
I'Amérique du Nord mais présente quelques autres profiles des fabricants de la Grande-
Bretagne, de 'Europe ainsi que de |'Australie dans une étude comparative qui s’étend

jusqu’aux années quatre-vingts. Tel qu'expliqué, notre attente du départ €tait de trouver
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les fabricants de peintures synthétiques dans une situation minoritaire. Or, ils font la
majorité et, par conséquant, nos fabricants-pionniers constitutent en quelque mésure une
avant-garde dans le champs de la fabrication des couleurs d'artiste.

Au Chapitre 8, nous regardons de prés les représentations d'une sélection
d'artistes consacrés par le marché de l'art international: Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski,
Larry Poons, Roy Lichtenstein, Guido Molinari, Claude Tousignant, Yves Gaucher and
Alex Colville. Tous ces artistes ont employés les couleurs acryliques d'artiste
relativement t6t. Nous étudions aussi la réception critique des oeuvres faits avec ces
nouveux matériaux, notamment en examinant le discours du critique Clement
Greenberg. Les temoignages de ces artistes nous accordent un autre optique sur les
modalités d'insertion des connaissances techniques dans les discours et dans des
pratiques en art.

Enfin nous présentons quelques remarques sur les réseaux de diffusion des
connaissances techniques en art, sur la place du travail de l'artiste dans ces réseaux, et
sur les implications du cas spécifique sous étude. Nous essayons de faire ressortir une
vue d'ensemble du travail sociale du groupe qui a fait de sorte que certains matériaux et
l'art qu'ils ont servi a faire soient reconnus comme innovations. De cette fagon nous
espérons provoquer une réflexion sur quelques nouvelles dimensions de la creation
artistique dans l'espoir de mieux comprendre les liens complexes entre la circulation des
connaissances techniques, les pratiques artistiques, les théories de l'art, les autres
idéologies, des préoccupations économiques et des processus sociaux plus

généralement.
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CHAPTER 1 — INTRODUCTION

"We must question those ready-made syntheses. those groupings that we
normally accept before any examination, those links whose validity is recognized
from the outset; we must oust those forms and obscure forces by which we
usually link the discourse of one man with that of another; they must be driven
out from the darkness in which they reign. And instead of according them
unqualified spontaneous value, we must accept in the name of methodological
rigour, that, in the first instance, they concern only 2 population of dispersed

events."
Michel Foucauit.!

Organizing Principles
The guiding principle of this study is to question the authority of conventional

assumptions about what constitutes artmaking, and who is involved with it. Here the
focus is on relationships which have previously been largely invisible in both sociological
and art-historical studies : contacts between artists, paintmakers, conservators, chemists
and various experts on art materials or techniques.2 The research relies heavily on
biographical information about the activities of individuals in particular places and times
and under specific socio-historical conditions. Discursive links provide connections

amongst these dispersed events revealing patterns, structures and processes which as

{11 faut remettre en question ces synthéses toute faites. ces groupements que d'ordinaire on admet
avant tout examen. ces liens dont la validité est reconnue d'entrée de jeu: il faut débusquer ces formes et
ces forces obscures par lesquelles on a I'habitude de lier entre eux les discours des hommes: il faut les
chasser de I'ombre o elles réegnent. Et plutdt que de les laisser valoir spontanément. accepter de
n'avorr affaire, par soucie de méthode et en premiére instance, qu'a une population d'événements
dispersés." Foucault, Michel. L'archéologie du savoir. Paris: Gallimard. 1969. p.32. Translation by
A M.Sheridan Smith cited in Leja. Michael. Reframing Abstract Expressionism. Subjectivitv and
Painting in the 1940s. New Haven. Conn.: Yale University Press. 1993, p. 18.

2. References to such relations are few indeed. In sociological works we have not located more than a
few pages alluding to them. Howard Becker mentions material resources in passing and Albert Boime
has briefly treatsd dealers in art supplies. In art historical studies. aside from the famous example of
Pére Tanguy whose colour shop provided a meeting place for Post-Impressionists in the 19th century,
selected instances of relations berween artists and chemists or paintmakers (notably in the cases of
artists Yves Klein and Morris Louis) are covered primarily in the context of studies related to
conservation and restoration of artists' works and will be treated later in the text. Becker. Howard. 4rt
Worlds, Berkeley: University of California Press. 1982. especially p. 71-76: and Boime. Albert. "Les
Hommes d'Affaires et les Arts en France au 19e siécle". Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales (Les
Jfonctions de l'art). no. 28. June 1979, pp. 57-75. especially pp. 70-71.



Foucault warns us must constantly be critically interpreted as part of a necessarily
fragmentary vision. Since this thesis represents the first construction of the history of
this particular social network, it risks occupying the dangerous position of ossifying
observations rather than provoking discussion of them. On the contrary. the hope here
is to stimulate further reflection on participants in the "service areas of art" and through
this to better understand their reciprocally constitutive relationships with the artistic

phenomena they help produce and preserve.

The Particular Case

The development of a group of new art materials in twentieth-century North
America provides a point of access for observing these relationships. These new
materials - synthetic painting media (such as acrylics)- are themselves made using
commercial products of the industrial age developed primarily in chemical research
laboratories of large corporations, like Du Pont, Rohm and Haas, Union Carbide. and
General Electric.3 Yet the emergence of synthetic paints in art does not appear to have
been an externally-generated imposition of technology on the artistic field by
commercial forces; on the contrary, accounts by paintmakers and artists portray the
introduction of the new paints as an act of appropriation on their part. The
development and diffusion of synthetic paints for artists was made possible by
communications among several 'fields', and reveals a collective process which cuts

across conventionally defined disciplinary boundaries. Participants from the chemical

3. The terms "synthetic paint" and "synthetic painting media” refer here to paint using chemical
materials such as ethyl silicates. vinyl acetate, polyvinyl chloride resin, and acrylic resins which were
developed primarily in the twentieth century. In addition, these terms refer to enamels made with
pyroxylin (a semi-synthetic resin with a nitrocellulose base) which was discovered during the 19th
centurv but not widely used as a coating until the twentieth century. One of the largest categories of
svnthetic paints used in art are the so-called "water-compatible” or "water-borme” acrylics. commoniy
referred to as "acrylic (polymer) emulsions" although strictly speaking they are dispersions. For the
purposes of this study the synthetic character is established by the medium. not the pigment.

1)
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industry, university research centers, museums and government agencies (in the United
States, Mexico and Canada) played significant roles in the development, spread and
eventual regulation of these new materials. Nonetheless, synthetic painting media
specifically produced for artists appear to have emerged primarily due to the
collaborative efforts of what Howard Becker has called "participants in art worlds" 4
Artists and small entrepreneurial paintmakers used new chemical products to create
materials which satisfied aesthetic, political and economic preoccupations of artists,
critics and patrons.

To be sure, even before synthetic paints were produced specifically for artistic
use new chemical products created for industrial and home use were employed by
artists. These modern paints are deeply bound up in representations of artistic identity
and practicg in North America, beginning at least in the 1930s. As the study will show,
the discourse about synihetic painting materials represents them as having multiple
meanings within several different interpretative frameworks but firmly situates the new
paints within artistic priorities for the groups concemned.

Synthetic painting media were used by painters with varied aesthetic goals and
political stances. In art, synthetic paints have frequently been associated with various
high-culture American-based stylistic movements which gained international recognition
in the period immediately following World War II, for example, abstract expressionism,
color field painting and pop art, notably in the work of Jackson Poilock, Morris Louis,
Kenneth Noland, Jack Bush, Roy Lichtenstein and Helen Frankenthaler. Less known is
the earlier involvement of populist muralists from Mexico, the United States and Canada
in the introduction of these new materials in painting, in particular David Alfaro
Siqueiros and his followers.

This thesis will focus on a reading of accounts of work with these new materials

4 Becker 1982.



conducted primarily in the United States from the early 1930s to the mid 1960s (when
synthetic paints for artists began to be very widely used). In some instances the social
networks extend to Mexico, Canada and Europe. Pioneer users and makers of the first
generation of synthetic paints for artists represent this period as crucial for the formation
of ideas (i.e. theories of art, attitudes to technology) and social structures (i.e.
information-sharing networks and institutional frameworks) central to the production
and diffusion of these new paints. The aim here is to provide insight into links between
artistic practices, theories of art, other ideologies, economic preoccupations and more
general social processes by studying the ensemble of creative cultural work that helped

the new paints and the art made with them achieve recognition as innovations.

Structure of the Presentation

The research will be presented in the following manner. First, by means of
introduction we will begin with a brief general discussion of some central theoretical
issues which inform and motivate this study as well as attendant methodological
choices. Fundamental notions in existing scholarship about the nature and structure of
artistic endeavor provide a framework for thinking about artmaking, but also have
posed barriers since they frequently imply that technique and matenials are socially or
aesthetically irrelevant. It will be argued that this situation may be largely accidental, a
consequence of the acceptance of conventional wisdoms embedded in discourse
reflecting historic struggles by artists for recognition as an occupational group. After
all, even the study of mediation and reception as crucial processes for understanding art
is relatively recent. The particular relevance of technical innovation to twentieth century
modernist painting in North America makes this a useful example for the reassessment
of the place of instrumental knowledge in artistic practices. As a first extended

examination of the area, the study uses qualitative methods, centered on a particular
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form of life story interviews known as accounts of practices.> These are supplemented
with a wide range of sources of information including topical interviews with key
informants and observations made during visits to artists' studios, paintmaking factories,
art supply shops, and conservation studios. As well the study relies heavily on a large
variety of written sources, notably, archival collections of personal papers, company
records, government archives, trade literature, art magazines, artists' technical manuals
and publications in art conservation.

The bulk of the text is consecrated to presenting findings of this empirical work.
The findings are organized in an analytical narrative progression of themes and case
histories highlighting local events in an effort to understand and explain the more global
trends observed in the social networks studied.

Chapter 2 treats the earliest well-documented use of synthetic media by a
prominent artist in North American painting. Here we consider the flamboyant
juxtaposition of aesthetic and pragmatic goals with socialist claims regarding the
emancipatory potential of modern synthetic paints in accounts by the influential Mexican
muralist David Alfaro Siqueiros about his initial work with synthetic media in the 1930s
during visits to the U.S.. His discourse is considered within the context of the socially-
conscious art promoted by Mexican muralists who sought new matenals and techniques
to bring art outdoors to the people.

During the 1930s, inspired by the Mexican example, state-funded art projects
were launched as part of the so-called New Deal programmes in the U.S. to counter the
effects of widespread economic hardship and social upheaval caused by the Great
Depression. Chapter 3 discusses the emergence of technical issues as a means to

control artistic production in these New Deal art projects and analyzes how discourse

3. Bertaux. Daniel and Isabelle Bertaux-Wiame. “"Life Stories in the Bakers' Trade". in Bertaux.
Daniel (editor). Biography and Society. The Life History Approach in the Social Sciences. Beverly
Hills: California, 1981, pp. 169-189.



about materials in the context of public patronage helped to set the stage for the
subsequent adoption of synthetic painting media by artists. The projects provided an
impetus for efforts at standardization and institutionalization of art matenials which
initiated contacts between artists, paintmakers, conservators, curators, arts
administrators and chemists before the U.S. entered World War II.

Simultaneously in New York City, a vibrant art community provided an
important milieu for early experiments with new media and the city attained
international prominence as a center for innovative painting in the post war years. Of
course not all aspiring painters in the city managed to make a living from their art; some
became paintmakers. Chapter 4 considers case studies of two pioneers in the
development of synthetic media for artists with close connections to artists and
multifarious involvements with art: Len Bocour and Sam Golden. Their stories raise
questions about the place of paintmakers in the making of modern art and the intricate
interplay of personal and professional identities in relations between artists and
paintmakers.

Post-war enthusiasms for the application of scientific methods to art were
evident in the support for two research centers devoted to the study of innovative new
painting materials, one at the Polytechnic Institute in Mexico City and the other in the
U.S.. The two centers evolved in radically different directions but both served to
enhance communications between artists, paintmakers, conservators and chemists as
Chapter 5 explains. The workshop in Mexico City, led by the New-York-trained artist,
researcher, handbook author and innovative paintmaker José Gutiérrez, gave
precedence to artists' painting projecté, promoting the international dissemination of
formulas for synthetic paints through artists’ networks. Robert Feller of the National
Gallery of Art Project for the Study of Materials of the Artist and Conservator at the
Mellon Institute gave priority to fundamental research on industrial products used in

new formulas which he presented in scholarly publications written for a specialized elite



of scientifically oriented technicians and conservators.

In Chapter 6 key figures and organizations related to the propagation of
information about synthetic painting media and their eventual regulation are presented.
As art by living artists became an increasingly valuable cuitural and economic
commodity interest grew in the quality of art materials and conservation techniques.
Proponents of scientific method led the push towards establishing testing methods and
standards for paint materials. Not incidentally many were also innovators in the
development and use of synthetic painting media for art and in art conservation, since
the search for new improved materials was part of the scientific research agenda at the
time. The chapter begins by presenting a profile of pioneer paintmaker-chemist Henry
Levison whose story differs from the accounts in earlier chapters of other innovative
artists' colour manufacturers because of his emphasis on science rather than art. His
work was closely related to conservation concerns about permanence. In art
conservation, where the earliest research on applications of the new media to art was
undertaken, the trend to scientific approaches was intimately connected to
professionalization of the occupation of conservator. Efforts to establish normative
practices in artmaking based on scientific principles of conservation began to be
communicated to living artists through technical advice columns in art magazines and a
rising number of artists' manuals. At the same time the vogue for technical innovation in
painting was manifest in rapidly changing studio practices of artists. In art magazines
and handbooks experimentation with the new media in artistic circles was reported and
debated. The transformation of discourse about these modern materials in technical
advice columns and artists' handbooks provides information about changing attitudes
towards materials, at times echoing the concerns of conservators but not always. The
coverage of art-technical questions in art magazines and texts also provides insights
about ways in which technical issues (particularly those related to the new media) were

appropriated by artists for the construction of their identities. Meanwhile, voluntary



associations, mostly founded after World War I1, provided a place for information
exchange and efforts to bring about changes in art matenals in order to assure greater
durability of the art produced. Ultimately suspicions about high technology and the
negative effects of industrial chemicals on health and the environment provided a
complementary impetus for collaborative efforts of artists, paintmakers, conservators
and chemists in setting basic standards for artists' paints, both traditional and new.
Chapter 7 looks at how pioneers in synthetic paintmaking fit into the larger
universe of artists' colour manufacturers. It presents an overview of the reference
population of other paintmakers during the period from about 1945 through the 1980s,
discussing sources and biases in the sample. Profiles of these paintmakers concentrate
on other pioneers in the development of synthetic media for artists’ use in North
America (Canada, the U.S. and Mexico), but cases from Britain, Continental Europe
and Australia provide a basis for cross-cultural comparison. As we explain, the
expectation at the beginning of the research was that synthetic paintmakers would
constitute a relatively small fraction of a much larger body of manufacturers. This
proved incorrect. They were the majority, putting the pioneers in the development of
synthetic media in the position of being an avant-garde in artists' paintmaking.

Finally Chapter 8 considers the views of highly successful artists consecrated by
the international art market who were early partisans of acrylic paints made expressly
for artists in the 1950s and early 1960s. It is based on in-depth oral history interviews
with eight artists about the their techniques and use of materials: Kenneth Noland, Jules
Olitski, Larry Poons, Roy Lichtenstein, Guido Molinari, Claude Tousignant, Yves
Gaucher and Alex Colville. As well, the early reception of the new paints in formalist
art criticism is discussed through an examination of the place of critic Clement
Greenberg in reception of the new media. The accounts of the artists provide another
perspective on the ways technical knowledge and innovative use of new materials are

embedded in (and abstracted from) high culture discourse about artistic practice.



Thus the study of the development, diffusion and appropriation of synthetic

paints for artists provides a means to examine new social dimensions of artmaking.

Theoretical Underpinnings

"The common character which unites the art of individuals at a given time and
place is hardly due to a connivance of the artists. It is as members of a society
with its special traditions, its common means and purposes, prior to themselves,
that individuals learn to paint, speak and act in the current manner. And it is in
terms of changes in their immediate common world that individuals are impelled
together to modify their no longer adequate conceptions."®

Theories of the Social Production of Art and How this Project Fits

Studies about who makes art must necessarily begin by considering who decides
what is art. From our perspective, understanding the social processes and structures
which define art is an essential first step in the study of artmaking.” The recognition of
art and artists is accomplished through collective processes of mediation and reception.

Various models have been proposed in efforts to formulate the relationships
involved with the recognition of art and artists. The models themselves draw upon
various assumptions about the nature of human social activity and divergent
epistemological goals which are embedded in more general sociological theories

(ranging from Marxist structuralism through symbolic interactionism and beyond).®

6. Shapiro, Mever. "The Social Bases of Art". Shapiro. M. Social Realism. Art as a Weapon. New
York: Ungar. 1973, pp. 120-127.

7. The idea of the social production of art is a basic premise in sociology of art. Zolberg provides an
extensive survey of English-language literature in the area to about 1989 and considers work in other
languages as well. Zolberg, Vera. Constructing a Sociology of the Arts. Cambridge: Cambridge U.
Press. 1990. See also Balfe, Judith. "Moving Toward a New Paradigm on Social Sciences and On
Social Sciences and the Ants: Some Reflections on Conference Presentations”. in Robinson, John
(editor). Social Science and the Arts 1984: A State-of-the-Arts Review from the Tenth Annual
Conference on Social Theory, Politics and the Arts, College Park. U. of Maryland College. October
1984. New York : U. Press of America. 1985, pp. 5-16.

8. For example. Janet Wolff presents a careful application of Marxist-inspired analysis to artistic
production. Wolff. Janet. The Social Production of Art. Macmillan Education; Leeds. 1981.
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Two of these very different sociological approaches to the study of art have been
particularly formative in the development of this study and have provided key concepts
used throughout : the symbolic interactionist mode! of art worlds proposed by Howard
Becker and the neo-structuralist formulations of the field of cultural production by
Pierre Bourdieu.

Becker's theory sets forth a view of patterns of cooperation amongst people who
make art. He calls these people "participants” and uses the term "art worlds" as a way

of denoting
"the network of people whose cooperative activity organized via their joint
knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art
works that art world is noted for."?

A specific application of symbolic interaction theory, Becker's model focuses on the
dynamic relations between people and the world. Symbolic interaction theory has its
philosophical roots in American pragmatist philosophy which sees people as actively
involved in the creation of their reality through the exercise of thoughtful choices based
on experience and utility. In this model, people are able to think and interpret the social
world and they can affect their own conditions. They develop both individual and
personal identities through interaction with others, primarily on a cooperative basis.
Becker's theory allows for the possibility that people do not function in just one social
world but in many simultaneously. Furthermore in the case of art he considers the
existence of more than one art world, thus including folk art, naive art and outsider art
on the same footing with the art of "integrated professionals” (practitioners of high
culture art). Through a system of conventions participants in art worlds define what is
art within the context of the shared values and norms of that particular art world. This
is not to say that no conflict exists within art worlds about defining, labelling and

making art. For example, as Becker has pointed out, confusion can occur between

9. Becker 1982, p. x.
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market values and aesthetic values.!0

Becker's model offers valuable concepts for looking at the relations between
various types of participants in artmaking in terms of their contributions to collective
activity on a microscopic level. It also provides a way to consider the activities of
amateur painters and folk artists without ranking them on the same scale as artists who
make work for major museums or the international art market. However, it is not much
help in explaining inequalities amongst the participants within art worlds, nor does it
come firmly to terms with inequalities between different types of art.

Pierre Bourdieu on the other hand provides powerful tools for looking at the
formation of inequalities and boundaries. Bourdieu is a prolific author and the
interpretation of his many works is hotly dispL: -d but to ignore his work here for fear of
oversimplification would be to misrepresent the profound impact it has had on the
evolution of this project. What follows must be considered a conscious simplification of
a particular reading of salient points in his oewvre which are of interest for this study.

In Bourdieu's accounts works of art are constituted as symbolic goods by
"agents" in "the field of cultural production".!! To understand artistic creation, he
insists on the necessity of looking beyond the individual artist by studying the whole set
of relations and structures involved in endowing art with cultural value.!2 In this view
the field of artistic production is a universe of belief with its own history and rules.!3

Yet the position of the artist in the artistic field is not merely determined by internal

10, Becker. Howard (trans. Isabelle de Lajarte). "La Confusion des Valeurs." Menger. P.-M. and
Passeron, J.-C. (editors). L'art de la Recherche. Essais en I'honneur de Raymonde Moulin. Paris:
Documentation Frangaise. 1994. pp. 11-27.

1 Bourdieu. Pierre. "La production de la croyance: contribution 4 une économie des biens
symboliques", Actes de la Recherche er: Sciences Sociales, 13, February 1977, pp. 3-43.

12 Bourdieu, Pierre. "Quelques propriétés des champs”. and "Mais Qui a créé les créateurs?"
Questions de sociologie, Paris: Minuit. 1980, pp.113-120 and 207-221.

13 Bourdieu. Pierre. (ed. Randall Johnson). "Field of Power, Literary Field and Habitus" and "
"Principles for a Sociology of Cultural Works" (trans. Claude Du Verlie), The Field of Cultural
Production. New York: Colombia University Press, 1993, pp. 161-191



processes within the field (such as a division of labour) but also by the artist's habitus
and concomitant cultural capital. The interpretation of both these terms is again
disputed but they have been used evocatively to analyze the construction of high culture
institutions and the validation of certain forms of artist expression as cultural capital. !
The notion of habitus is particularly complex but central to understanding the
individual's position within the larger field of power relations in society as a whole. For
example, in the case of art, the individual artist's habitus is established by a combination
of the social conditions and attributes of the individual (such as family background and
education) which are interconnected with the individual's position in the artistic field
(and partly determined by how powerful the individual is within the artistic field).!* In
other words, according to this model, people do not have limitless choices and are
partly constrained to work within a set of structures and processes which both dominate
them and provide conditions of possibility for action. Yet, it is important to recognize
that this model is not totally deterministic. Although people have predispositions
towards practices by virtue of their habitus their actions are never totally products of
their habitus.\®

Many of Bourdieu's works emphasize the ways in which structures, practices
and processes create distinctions socially.!” In these works his analysis seems to

implicitly accept the notion of a single cultural hierarchy in what is sometimes called a

14 See for example. Fournier. Marcel and Michéle Lamont. "Présentation”. Sociologie et Sociétés.
La Culture comme Capital. volume XXI. no. 2. October. 1989. pp. 5-8: and Fournier. Marcel and
Lamont. Michéle (editors). Svmbolic Boundaries and the Aaking of Inequality. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1992. .

I3, Bourdieu. Pierre. "Habitus. code. et codification”, Actes de Recherche en Sciences Sociales, 64.
September 1986, pp. 40-44.

16 Bourdieu. P. (trans. R. Nice) Outline of a Theory of Practice . Cambridge: Cambridge U. Press,
1977. (Note this is a substantially revised version of the French-language original containing additional
references to artistic practice.)

17 He has used these ideas to great effect in studying taste, and in literary analysis. Bourdieu. Pierre
and Darbel. Alain (with Dominique Schnapper). L'amour de 'art. Les musées d'art européens et leur
public. Pans: Minuit. 1969: and Bourdieu. Pierre. Les Régles de I'Art. Genése et Structure du Champ
Littéraire. Paris: Seuil. 1992.
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"high culture model." The utility of such high culture models has been called into
question by U.S. scholars in particular because it seems grounded in a monolithic
Eurocentric vision of class and race, which fails to take into account adequately the
cultural diversity of experience elsewhere in the world.!® However, sociologist Paul
DiMaggio has built on these basic ideas in historical studies of how urban elites in the
United States developed institutions that defined certain kinds of aesthetic culture as
prestigious to legitimate their position in society and to reinforce their dominance. !?
Serge Guilbaut has gone further to explain the success of certain styles of U.S. painting
as a manifestation of liberal ideology and its role in U.S. cultural imperialism.2"

For our study, the high culture model and the distinctions that it implies between
certain artists and others, or between them and paintmakers, for example, are useful in
analyzing the importance of a highly visible elite for the validation of paintmakers'
innovations and for the reception of new materials by other artists, critics and publics.
Bourdieu's theories thus provide a macro-level formulation for studying power relations
and the processes through which art is consecrated by dominant cultural forces. Yet, in
our study, this high culture model is conceived as only one variant of the many different
art worlds which co-exist and which produce art.

The issue of the interface between high culture, and other forms of culture
related to art (popular culture, mass culture, folk culture and so forth) cannot be
dismissed without mentioning its connections with status distinctions. Much research

has been devoted to trying to understand taste in art as a manifestation of class or status

18  Fiske. John. "U.S. Cultures. European Theories", Power Plays, Power Works. London: Verso.
1993, pp. 53.

19 DiMaggio. Paul. "Cultural Boundaries and Structural Change” in Lamont and Fournier 1992 pp.
21-57: and DiMaggio. Paul. "Cultural Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth-Century Boston: The Creation
of an Organizational Base for High Culture in America". in Collins, Randall et al. Media, Culture and
Societv. A Critical Reader. London: Sage. 1986. pp. 194-211.

20, Guilbaut. Serge (trans. Arthur Goldhammer). How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art.
Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold War. Chicago: U. of Chicago. 1983.
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distinctions.2! The terms high-brow, middie-brow and low-brow., used to define taste
cultures, refer to this taste/class relationship but also indicate the observation that
society, particularly in North America, is not stratified in such a way as to make an
artform totally the property of one status group alone. Thus people who have high-
brow tastes (that is, taste for high culture art) are not necessarily in dominant positions
in society and vice versa 22 Furthermore, tastes and art vary according to their place
and time, as does the relative authority of institutions and other factors in determining
fashions in both elite and popular art forms.23 These patterns observed in studying
artists, their mediators (gallery owners, curators and critics) and their audiences
(collectors and the public at large), show that distinctions between art forms and the
taste cultures associated with them are not static. These observations by other
researchers of changing patterns in the mediation and reception of art prompted us to
look for similar transformations in relations between artists, paintmakers, and
conservators in our study.

A problem in using the ideas of Becker and Bourdieu together is that they
represent very different views of human nature and society. On the one hand, Becker's
voluntaristic vision depicts a participatory basis for social cohesion in a society based on
cooperation and collaborative endeavor. On the other hand, in Bourdieu's model,
power relations dominate as boundaries and inequalities are created by people within

structures which partly define and constrain them but which they help to make.

21 See for example: Gans. Herbert. Popular Culture and High Culture. An Analvsis and Evaluation
of Taste. New York: Basic Books. 1975 and Halle. David. /nside Culture. Art and Class in the
American Home. Chicago: University of Chicago. 1993.

22 Levine, Lawrence. Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U. Press, 1988.

23 Crane's study of changes in elite painting highlight transformations in the social process of
recognition over time. Blau's research has shown popular culture and mass cuiture are not as
universally accessible (and by extension not so democratic) as previously assumed. Crane, Diana. The
Transformation of the Avani-Garde. The New York Art World, 1940-1985. Chicago: University of
Chicago. 1987. Blau. Judith. The Shape of Culture. A Study of Contemporary Cultural Patterns in the
United States. Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge U. Press, 1992



Recent approaches in cultural studies and critical theory have suggested a way
out of the quandary posed by these apparently irreconcilable differences. New
formulations of subjectivity represent both collaborative work and conflict as inherent in
the human and social condition.24 As well critical theory about distinctions of cuitural
groups has inspired applied research which clarifies how shared values and traditions are
maintained and transformed in specific socio-historic contexts.2® In other words,
different principles for activity may apply in social relations depending on specific
circumstances, sometimes involving collaborative participation and at other times
motivated by conflict and boundaries between groups. For example, in our study
different patterns may be expected in observations of relations amongst paintmaxers, at
times cooperative and at others competitive, depending on the specific configuration of
events and circumstances.

Theories from sociology thus inform our basic approach. Another major
influence on our way of looking at relationships in terms of "the social production of
art" has come out of theories of reception developed primarily for the study of
literature.26  Although they resemble sociological approaches because they depict the

process of definition of the work of art as social, theories of the aesthetics of reception

24 Jameson and Lyotard present two different views of the position of the individual in the
postmeodern condition. Cultural observer bell hooks [sic] places cooperative social impulses within the
context of a society dominated by a conflicted and oppressive racist patriarchy. Grossberg er a/
provides a selected of the application cultural studies in the politics of difference. Jameson. Frederic.
Postmodernism or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. Druham: Duke U. Press. 1991: and Lvotard.
Jean-Frangois. Le postmoderne expliqué aux enfants. Paris: Galilée. 1988: Hooks. Bell. Outlaw
Culture. Resisung Representations. New York: Routledge, 1994: and Grossberg. Lawrence. Nelson.
Cary and Treichler. Paula. Cultural Studies. London: Routledge, 1992.

25 See for example. Fournier, Marcel. L'Entrée dans la Modernité. Science, Culture et Société au
Québec. Laval: Editions Saint-Martin, 1986; Couture. Francine (editor). Les Arts Visuels au Québec
dans les Années Soixante. La Reconnaissance de la Modernité. Montréal: VLB, 1993; and Bernier,
Léon and Perrault, [sabelle. "L'artiste et 'oeuvre a faire". Québec: Institut Quebécois de Recherche sur
la Culture, 1985.

26 Bolecki. Wlodzimierz. "L'espace socio-culturel et la lecture”. Acta Universitatis Wratislaviensis :
Komanica Wratislaviensia. 635. Wroclaw. 1983, pp.73-81; Jurt. J. "Introduction”, La réception de la
littérature par la critique journalistique: lectures de Bernanos 1926-36, Paris: Jean-Michel

Place. 1980, pp. 20-21.
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reflect humanistic ways of looking at art, adding a refreshing perspective which is much
more centered on looking at the work of art itself 27 A central notion in theories of
reception is that the production of a work of art is only achieved through its reception
and the successive interpretations and reinterpretations of the work over time.28 The
work of art is thus to some extent an open entity, yet the reception of the work
concerns not only the expectations of the audience but also qualities which are inscribed
in the work itself 29 For example, certain forms of art can contain codes which
communicate to specific audiences. The point here which is important for our study is
that reception is a necessary part of the creative process, but the art itself is not
inconsequential to the process of r:eception.

All of these theories tend to emphasize symbolic aspects of the creation of art,
such as its importance for social identities or its function in creating boundaries.
However the technical or material aspects of the creation of objects or events which

become identified as art also have social dimensions.

The Place of Technique in Discourse about Art and the Social Position of the Artist:
The Artist vs. Artisans

Materials and techniques occupy an uneasy space in discourse about art.3¢ This

has much to do with the history of ideas about the image of artists in Western society.3!

27 As well theories of reception draw heavily on communication theory. Cauquelin. Anne. L'art
contemporain. Que Sais-je? No. 2671. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. 1992.

28 These changing interpretations can themselves provide insights into transformations in society.

See for example Akrich. Madeleine. “"Le polyptique de Beaune : la construction locale d'un universel”.
Sociologie de l'art. (réd. Ravmonde Moulin) Paris: La documentation frangaise 1986. pp. 425-432.
29 Jauss uses the term "horizon of expectations” (horizon d'attente) to indicate that the expectations of
the observer are not limitless. Jauss, H. R. "Esthétique de la réception et communication littéraire",
Critique, 413 (October 1981). pp. 1116-1130.

30 Marontate, Jan. "The Sociology of Art Materials. Materials and Meanings", McKav-Lodge
Conservation Report, Issue 7. 1994, pp. 1-16.

31 An exception is the extremely well-documented history of discourse about the status of the artist in
France since the late 18th century. See for example, Heinich, Nathalie. Du Peintre a l'Artiste. Artisans
et Académiciens a l'dge Classique. Paris: Minuit, 1993.
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Raymonde Moulin and Natalie Heinich have analyzed changes in the social position of
the artist in European traditions starting with the observation that painters in mainstream
occidental art traditions worked as a group to abandon the status of artisans. insisting
that their work fell within the definition of "learned culture" (cufture savante) as a form
of abstract thinking.32

In aide of this push for increased social status discourse on the artist has tended
to distinguish between the practice of art and manual (or instrumental) aspects of
making artworks, at least since the Renaissance. In France during the 17th century,
artists repudiated the importance of the mechanical or manual character of painting;
following the high culture model of the liberal professions they fought for and won their
rights to a place in the French Academy with the establishment of the Royal Academy of
Painters and Sculptors in 1648. The practice of art was not considered merely an
manual activity, but an intellectual one as well. During this period there was a profound
change in the social symbolism which reflects transformations in social status of the
artist: the medieval artist was an artisan with the astrological sign of Mercury "patron
of cheerful, lively men of action", whereas the Renaissance artist was "born under the
sign of Saturn . . . contemplative, meditative, brooding, solitary. . . ". 33

These group efforts to raise the social status of the artist continued and in
France for a time they did result in the achievement of an institutionalized artistic
profession with the power to designate who could be considered an artist. However
this situation did not last, the power of the French Academy was eroded by changing
socio-economic conditions which gave rise to new art markets making it possible for

artists to survive outside of the Academic framework.34

32 Heinich 1993: and Moulin. Raymonde. "De l'artisan au professionel: I'artiste”, Sociologie du
Travail 25. 1983, pp. 388403,

33 wittkower. R. et Wittkower. M. Born under Saturn: The Character and Conduct of Artists : A
Documented History from Antiquity to the French Revolution, New York : Random House. 1963.

34 Moulin, 1983: and White. Harrison C. et Cynthia A. White. Canvases and Careers: Institutional
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Thus in Western societies at least, artists failed to create a centralized seif-
administered institution with the power to certify and exclude candidates for
membership (in the model of medical doctors for example).35 As a result the
occupational category of the artist does not fit standard definitions of institutionalized
professions although there are still regulatory bodies which partially control access to
artistic practice, notably prestigious galleries, museums, critics, art schools and funding
organizations which provide artists with reward structures and credentials to establish
their professional status 36 Efforts to establish criteria for identifying "professional"
artists have run up against serious obstacles since economic measures of the percentage
of income from artistic activity fail to take into account the nature of the activity.3’
Very few people who create art are able to make a living from it and many do other
things for a living for at least part of their working lives.38

These observations about the historical transformation of the artists' position in
society have certain specific applications in our study. First of all they point to
difficulties in labelling who is an artist, which we will discuss throughout the text. In the
second place, they indicate changes in the way artists learned about techniques and
materials due to social structural transformations. In medieval craft traditions painters

entered their trade through apprenticeships in painting studios. Painters theoretically

change in the French Painting World. New York:Wiley . 1965.

35 Freidson. Eliot. "The Theory of Professions: State of the Art". in Dingwall. Robert and Philip
Lewis. The Sociologv of the Professions : Lawvers, Doctors and Others . London: Macmillan. 1983.
pp- 19-37: Freidson. Eliot. "Les professions artistiques comme défi 3 I'analyse sociologique”. Revue
Jrangaise de sociologie 27. 1986. pp. 431-444.

36 Couture. Francine. "La professionalisation de I'art” in Wallon, Emmanuel (editor) L arriste, le
Prince. Pouvoirs publics et création . Grenoble: Presses Universitaires de Grenoble, 1991. pp. 123-
131. See also Balfe. Judith. "Art Patronage: Perennial Problems, Current Complications” in Balfe. J.
(editor). Paving the Piper. Causes and Consequences of Art Patronage. Chicago: University of
Illinois Press. 1993, pp. 306-323.

37, Singly. Francgois de. "Artistes en vue". Revue frangaise de sociologie 27 (1986). pp. 531-544.
32 Onthe centrality of economic uncertainty in the very definition of the artist see: Menger. Pierre-
Michel. "Rationalité et Incentitude de la Vie d'Artiste". L'4nnée Sociologique. Volume 39, 1989, pp.
111-151.
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learned to make their own paints and it is often assumed they had greater knowledge of
art materials than present-day artists. While artists' paints were certainly made in the
painter’s studios by assistants and apprentices, it is not clear whether these helpers had
equal access to becoming the master of a painting studio themselves (or whether they
were essentially considered to be servants or practitioners of a different category of
occupation). After the breakdown of the artisanal tradition of apprenticeships, art
academies took over the technical education of the artist. Debates raged in the
academies regarding the place of technical training in art education. By the 18th
century artists in France and England had begun to rely on small entrepreneunal
paintmakers known as "artist's colourmen". In the 19th and 20th century art materials
manufacturing business emerged and some large firms were established. Thus at least
superficially there appears to be an historical trend towards increasing social
differentiation between paintmaking and artmaking as occupations. Simultaneously as
well, the occupation of art restorer becomes more evident.

Over time, then, occupations emerged which handled manual tasks related to
making art materials and preserving art. Whether social distinctions between people
who undertook these activities were novel, or whether they reproduced pre-existing
divisions of labour in studios is unclear. Questions arise as to what extent collaboration
between people in these different occupational categories occurred and occurs now.
Did paintmakers and conservators also undertake processes of "professionalization"?
Were boundaries somehow created which isolated their practices from those of artists?
One wonders also whether paintmakers and conservators are largely invisible in
literature about art because of a lower status conferred on them by the manual

associations of their jobs.



Innovation and Recognition of the Modern Artist

With the transformation of the image and status of the artist came changes in
depictions of the function of art in the West. In the 19th and 20th century, theories of
art increasingly stressed the artist/audience relationship.3? According to some analyses.
the burden of proof of artistic value passed from the art object to the artist. #0  Artistic
value of the work of art became inseparable from recognition of the artist as a creator in
modern art.?! Increasingly the challenge for artists was to achieve renown as an avant-
garde leader and to establish a new model for others to follow.#2 Technical innovation
was a way for artists to attain recognition as members of an avant-garde. Therefore,
even though artistic discourse overtly de-emphasized artisanal skills interest in new
materials and techniques increased.43

During the first few decades of the twentieth century, modern art became
associated with various modes of innovation, notably the use of "new" matenals, novel
techniques and the rediscovery of old techniques.#* It has been argued that "for

Modenmists the subject of art was often the process of art" 45 Despite the reluctance of

39 Jauss. 1981: Jurt.1980. Bonfait. Olivier. "Histaire de I'art et sciences sociales. 1976-1987." Année
Sociologique 39. 1989, pp. 59-79: and Castelnuovo. Enrico. "L'histoire sociale de I'art : un bilan
provisoire." Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales. December 1976. pp. 63-75.

40, Moulin. Ravinonde. "La genése de la rareté antistique”. Ethnologie francaise 8. 1978, pp. 241-258
and Moulin. Ravmonde. L'Artiste, I'Institution et le AMarché. Paris: Flammarion. 1992.

4l We use the term modern here pointedly referring to standard art-historical periodization of art
made in European-based aesthetic traditions which appeared in the mid-19th century (around the time - -
of Manet) and subsequent stylistic movements through to about 1945. After this time the term
contemporary art is sometimes used. For the purposes of our discussion we have retained use of the
term "modern" for the various abstract and pop paintings created in the 1950s and 1960s by artists in
the study since they place the work done in this period in the context of modernist aesthetics
themselves.

42 Heinich, Natalie. "Peut-on parler de carriéres d'antiste? Un bref historique des formes de la réussite
anistique”. Cahiers de recherche saciologique, no. 16, 1991:43-54. For example, Marce! Duchamp's
use of "ready-mades”. like the mass-produced porcelain urinal which he signed with a pseudonym and
exhibited in 1917 with the title Fountain.

43 Heinich.1991a: Moulin 1983.

+_ Zolberg 1989. p. 191; Francastel. Pierre. Art et Technique aux XIXe et XXe siécles. Paris:
Gallimard, 1956.

45 Jencks. Charles. #What is Postmodernism? London. 1986 (revised 1987).



artists to see their role defined solely in terms of technique, expenmentation with
materials and artmaking processes became a common, perhaps normative practice in the
creation of art for museums and the international art market. One of the striking aspects
of the key works which signal the transition from nineteenth-century painting to
twentieth-century art was the use of materials not traditional for art which transformed
the formal qualities of the objects all the while bringing into question the relations
between art, artworks, the artist, technology and society. This type of technical
experimentation opened the doors to a period of transformation in art forms without
parallel in the known history of western art. Yet, whether this type of appropriation

constitutes innovation in any profound sense is subject to debate.

Technical Innovation, Avant-Gardes and Social Patterns

The idea of innovation and the related notion of the avant-garde both imply a
discontinuity with past practices and the establishment of new regularities. *¢ In other
words an innovation breaks with the past but leads to future trends. By highlighting
changes it allows use to see patterns or structures in practices. Similarly an avant-garde
may be seen as a structural phenomenon involving both regularities and singularities
which are discernible in the juxtaposition of claims to a collective identity (expressed
through the demand for "supraindividual” significance) and demands for recognition as a
singular individual.#7 Avant-gardes may be seen as mechanisms through which social
change occurs in particular socio-historic settings. Another way of looking at both

avant-gardes and innovations is to consider them as observation points which allow us

46 Strauss. Anselm (Lajarte, Isabelle and Menger, Pierre-Michel, trans.). "L'influence réciproque de
la routine et de la non-routine dans I'action”. in Menger and Passeron 1994, pp. 347-365.

47 For a discussion of avant-gardes as both social and aesthetic phenomena see Leja, Michael. "The
Formation of an Avant-Garde in New York", Reframing Abstract Expressionism. Subjectivity and
Painting in the 1940s. New Haven: Yale, 1993, especially pp. 20-21; and Biirger. Peter (trans.
Michael Shaw). Theory of the Avant-Garde. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota. 1984 (1974
original).
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to see structures by making disruptions in them which foreshadow subsequent
patterns.*® It is in the latter sense that the terms are used in our study.

The idea of innovation needs clarification when talking about technical issues in
the arts, because here two categories of innovations are involved. Innovations in
paintmaking are considered in this study to be technological innovations which do not
necessarily translate into changes in artistic practices or products even though
paintmakers participate in art worlds (although they may). Both types are forms of
cultural innovation but this does not imply that innovation happens in same way in both
areas, since each area has its own set of internal processes and history. Indeed. Thomas
Kuhn has proposed that innovatiofl Aoccurs differently in art than science and technology
because artistic and scientific practices are fundamentally distinct, although for our
purposes such assumptions are not required.4? In this study technical innovations are
taken to have both empirical and theoretical connotations, not just for developments in
technology (or in art as the case may be) but in society.’ People designated as
technical innovators here will be people who have been depicted in accounts as having

inaugurated new practices or theories affecting later trends.

48 On the position of singularity in studying social interaction and in making structura
generalizations see: Javeau. Claude. "Singularité et Sociologie". Société. no. 6. Autumn 1989. pp. 229-
241: and Canguilhem. Georges. “Du Singulier et de la Singularité en Epistemologie Biologique".
Etudes d'histoire et de philosophie des sciences. Paris: Vrin. 1968, pp. 211-225. On the function of
disruptions for raising consciousness see: Thom. René. "La controverse". AModéles mathématiques de
la morphogenése. Paris: Christian Bourgois. 1980, pp. 111-125.

49 According to him. artistic innovation involves finding a new problem to solve which is recognized
as a valid problem in the arts. whereas in the sciences innovation occurs in problem solving and
agreement must be reached on the adequacy of the solution. Kuhn, Thomas. "Comment on the
Relations of Science and Art", The Essential Tension: Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition and
Change. Chicago: University of Chicago, 1977, pp. 340-351.

50 As well we consider inventions to be special extreme cases of innovation. The relative place of
individual psychology and cultural determinisms in theories of both technological and artistic
innovation depend on particular assumptions about the nature of human thought and action. McGee.
David. "Making Up Mind: the Early Sociology of Invention”", Technology and Culture. October 1995.
Volume 36, Number 4, pp. 773-801.
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Methodology and Sources

Theories about what we are observing lead inexorably to methods. By
studying innovators we are endeavoring to locate reference points to understand
transformations which will allow us to see patterns of relationships between people.
These then are the central features of our methodology: to describe. understand and
explain.3!

To do this we have relied heavily on a specific type of life story known as an
account of practices. This approach was developed in an ethno-social framework by
French structuralists and also draws upon work by critical theorists in Quebec.32
The method helps us to unravel patterns of relations underlying the processes which
eventually lead to the creation of artists' colours and paintings. Life stories are
crucial for understanding the logic of these patterns, making it possible to study their
dynamics through historical time. The voices of participants in art worlds inform us
and help us understand the structures of interactions. This forces a consideration of
the social-structural patterns, but also of the people who live them, maintain them
and change them through time. Here then the representations and interpretations
which constitute meanings are considered to be the resuit of processes in which
subjectivity plays a part. The key to generalization in analysis is found in what
Daniel Bertaux terms the "process of saturation" -- the recognition of patterns

through a search for negative cases and interpretative thinking.33

51 Granger uses these three verbs to characlerize the process of qualitative methodologt: "décrire,
comprendre, expliquer” . Granger. Gilles-Gaston. "Les trois modes de description des formes”.Pour la
connaissance philosophique. Paris: Odile Jacob, 1988, pp.109-122.

52, Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame (1985): Bertaux. D. and Kohli, Martin. "The Life Story Approach: A
Continental View". 4nnual Review of Sociology. volume 10, pp. 215-237; Houle, Gilles. "Le bon sens
des sociologues”, Sociologie du Sud-Est. Revue de Sciences Sociales. (Connaissance de I'Alterité.
Méthode, Méthodologies et Concepts). No. 59-62. January-December 1989, pp. 47-68: and Gagnon,
Nicole and Jean. Bruno. "Les histoires de vie et la transformation du Québec contemporatn”, Sound
Heritage (The Canadian Aural/Oral History Conference, 1974). Volume IV, Number 1. 1974, pp. 56-
63.

53 Bertaux and Bertaux-Wiame (1981).



Information has been collected from a wide range of other sources too. We
conducted topical interviews with key informants, in person and by telephone. and made
observations during visits to artists' studios, paintmaking factories, art supply shops. and
conservation studios. We attended meetings of associations and read everything that we
could find related to the use of synthetic media in the arts in North America. The study
also uses written sources heavily, in particular archival collections of personal papers.
company records, government archives, trade literature, art magazines, artists' technical
manuals and publications in art conservation. Detailed references are given throughout
the text on sources in order to allow the reader to reconstruct the logic of the
connections and to allow for further research. The following brief summary of the
principle sources and information-gathering activities undertaken provides some

technical details related to methods.

Published Sources

No single category of published documentation alone provides adequate
information for the purposes of this project. Excluding trade literature and printed
ephemera, the main publications containing information about synthetic paints for artists
fall roughly into four categories: 1) texts for artists on art matenials and techniques
(such as manuals on techniques, and technical advice columns in art magazines); 2)
specialized analyses written for paint chemists and conservation scientists (for example
in publications of the American Institute for Conservation, and the Federation for
Coatings Technology); 3) art historical or critical writing which includes accounts by
artists, historians, critics and art consérvators on individual and group practices in the
arts (usually found in art journals, monographs or exhibition catalogues}; and 4)
publications in the history of technology and material sciences (such as institutional
histories of the chemical industry).

Both historical documents of use as primary sources and more recent secondary
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sources were used, although in different ways since the first gives access to past
representations and the second to later interpretations. Of special interest were
publications which were available to participants in the development of synthetic paint
media and early users in the period between 1930 and about 1965. For example, we
assembled a corpus of artists' manuals and technical articles in four major art magazines
for this period which are analyzed in Chapter 6.5 Many of the publications were
extremely difficult to locate. Even exhibition catalogues, well-known artists' handbooks
and major conservation journals were routinely unavailable through university libraries.
Libraries in museums, large art galleries and conservation facilities are often the only
places where such specialized titles on art materials and conservation can be found.’>
Many of these do not participate in interlibrary lending with university libraries and are
not open to researchers without prior arrangements. Everywhere the collections tend to
be very incomplete, in part because many institutions did not start acquiring work in
these areas until after the beginning of the period under study, in part due to budgetary

constraints or lack of interest in the subject.

Trade Literature
Another important source of information for this study was trade literature
distributed by suppliers and manufacturers of industrial products and of art matenals

such as brochures and colour charts for distribution to dealers and artists. Also of

M The principal mass art magazines surveyed were: The Aagazine of Art. Art Digest, Art News and
American Artist.

7. In Canada the following institutions had particularly useful collections in these areas : Canadian
Conservation Institute (Ottawa). National Gallery of Canada (Ottawa). Canadian Heritage Conservation
Laboratories (Dartmouth). and Queen's University (Kingston). In Washington. D.C. the following
Smithsonian Institution collections are worth visiting: Museum Support Center Library, Conservation
Analytical Laboratory Documentation Center, National Museum of American History Library and
Archives. and National Museum of American Art and Portrait Gallery Library. Also in Washington
the Library of Congress. the library of the Center for Advanced Studies in the Visual Arts and the
Conservation Department Collection of the National Gallery of Art proved useful. In Germany the
library of the Forschungsinstitut of the Deutsches Museum von Meisterwerken der Naturwissenschaft
und Technik (Munich) had an excellent coverage of technical literature related to paintmaking.



interest were technical bulletins and magazines published by chemical companies for
paintmakers. 6

This literature is avowedly centered on consumer-supplier relations, and as such
gives access to changing representations of those relationships. Dating problems are
frequent though, since businesses often fail to date publications (presumably in the hope
of presenting them to clients as recent for several years). Again assembling a corpus of
such documents is fraught with difficuity due to the scattered and incomplete nature of
collections. Historic trade literature (like catalogues or price lists) is difficult to obtain
even from companies still in business where the focus is on products currently
available.37 Old colour charts and publicity pamphlets were routinely discarded when
the "lines changed". Sometimes trade literature pertaining to larger companies can be
found in libraries, but publications by art materials manufacturers are rare finds.5® Some
trade literature about art supplies and related materials was located in collections of
personal papers by people involved with art techniques, such as paintmakers,

conservators and writers of art handbooks.>?

Business Records, Institutional Archives and State Archives

The record keeping habits of many of the early innovators appear to have been

haphazaid. Furthermore, organizational changes associated with transfers of ownership

56 Such as Resin Review and the Rohm and Haas Reporter which were sent to artists' paintmakers
who were clients by the Rohm and Haas Chemical Company.

57, Although happy to provide recent information when approached they were generally unable to find
older publications. The Zora Pinney Papers at the Conservation Department of the National Gallery of
Art (Washington) was an important source of art materials trade literature for this study even though
most of the publications in it are relatively recent.

58 For example. the National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington,
D.C. has selected documents of interest from the Rohm and Haas Chemical Company, Du Pont and
Union Carbide.

39 Specific cases are mentioited throughout the text but the papers of paintmaker Len Bocour and
artists' handbook author Ralph Maver are particularly useful in this regard. Ralph and Bena Frank
Mayer Papers, AAA; Ralph Mayer Papers, Yale University; Leonard Bocour Papers. AAA.
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have tended to obliterate these repositories of collective memories.60 As far as papers
available from companies still in existence, although many paintmakers are able to
supply a brief (one or two paragraph) summary of company history on request. details
are often lost in the day-to-day activities of business. Business records and information
about formulas are usually considered company secrets, and many documents of
historical or sociological interest (for example concerning client orders) appear to have
been discarded or lost when businesses changed hands.

Large chemical companies maintain their own corporate archives which are
sometimes open to scholars by arrangement and usually contain good general
collections of trade literature.®! However, other sorts of documentation on specific
products is frequently incomplete, missing or confidential. Consider for example, our
attempts to search for information about individual purchases by artists of selected key
components in artists' paint between 1930 and 1960. The products in question were
produced by many different departments in several companies over the years. The
departments were merged with other units, sold off, or dispersed within the complex
organizational structure. Even in cases when the relevant department was identified
through research in artists' papers no information about small business matters (like
purchases from individual artists) could be located through company records despite
considerable effort. Presumably documentation about such small transactions has been
discarded.

Archives of art institutions were useful when specific information was sought.
They could not serve to generate quantitative data about the incidence or prevalence of

the use of synthetic media in paintings in their collections because most art galleries and

6C_ Records located are covered in appropriate sections. See especially Chapters 4. 5. 6 and 7.

61 For example. the Archives and Offprints divisions of the Hagley Museum and Library run by the
Du Pont de Nemours chemical company in Wilmington Delaware provided an hospitable welcome for
research on the early pyroxvlin lacquers sold under the trade name Duco which were popular with
artsts.
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museums do not have data bases with detailed enough descriptions of the materials used
in all their artworks for the needs of our study. This situation is changing. Efforts at
computerization of collections and creation of more comprehensive conservation
databases with information about art materials are underway but still in formative
stages.62

Government archives were also used, particularly in conjunction with research
on the New Deal projects. The lamentable practice by the U.S. National Archives of
retaining a general record of arts administration policy but discarding technical

information led to many disappointments as we will discuss.

Personal Papers of Artists, Conservators and Paintmakers

Personal papers of artists, conservators and paintmakers provided the richest
sources of written information. Letters, newsclippings, old appointment books, visitors'
books from art exhibitions and all manner of printed ephemera (such as posters for talks
or souvenir banquet programmes) yielded information about relationships and
substantive concerns. The biggest single repository of material for this study was found
at the Archives of American Art which is part of the Smithsonian Institution in
Washington, D.C..63 Other important locations for pertinent archives are identified
throughout the text. Archives were consuited in the U.S., Canada, Mexico and

Germany.

[n-Depth Life Story Interviews and Topical Interviews with Key Informants

Written sources alone were inadequate for this study. Conversations and

62 For example in Canada the Conservation Information Network has a computerized database on
materials. but it was quite limited in its scope when the research for this study was being conducted.
63, Some of the material is microfilmed and can be borrowed through Interlibrary Loan. but some
requires a special appointment for viewing. Most of the unmicrofilmed material is in Washington but
sometime materials are housed in one of the regional offices and care should be taken to confirm the
location ahead of time.



interviews done for this study occupy a central place in our analysis. Hundreds of
people were consulted during the course of the research: artists, paintmakers.
conservators, curators, art supply dealers, research chemists and artists' handbook
authors. Families, employees and former co-workers of prominent figures in the
history of the development of synthetic painting media for artists were also consulted
where possible. All of the major art materials manufacturers were contacted by
telephone or in writing in efforts to locate key informants (often many times) as were
chemical supply companies. Inquiries were made by telephone at former workplaces of
conservators and at schools of art conservation.® Representatives of voluntary
associations concerned with art materials were contacted and art departments and art
galleries with possible connections to key people were canvassed for suggestions about
how to locate them.

In addition to these sorts of conversations, three basic types of interviews were
conducted: interviews with key informants who knew people involved with the history
of synthetic media, interviews with key informants about practices (in their field), and
life story interviews with artists and paintmakers. Not all of the interviewees are named
or quoted in the following text. The reasons for this varies. For example in the cases of
several employees of larger companies undergoing management changes, direct quotes
might jeopardize the careers of respondents.

Interviews based on the life story approach have proven particularly useful
because the autobiographical narrative provides an anchor for comparison and analysis.
Here the focus was on manufacturers of synthetic artists paints and on highly visible
artists who were early users of acrylic paints made especially for artists in the 1950s and

early 1960s. In the case of art materials manufacturers, since only two of the pioneers

64 This resulted in unexpected discoveries of written documentation as well. for example the archives
of curator Rutherford J. Gettens at the Conservation Department of the Freer Gallery of Art in
Washington.
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in synthetic paintmaking for artists colours were still alive at the beginning of the
project. other paintmakers were also interviewed.53 As for the choice of artists. a list of
names of influential artists who used products was generated by asking paintmakers,
examining past interviews, trade literature and published material about the new paints.
The artists must have tried acrylics during the period in which the new paints were being
developed and introduced on the market (that is by the early 1960s). Practical
constraints made it impossible to interview all of the artists named. Many had passed
away before the research began. Two artists died after being contacted but before
being interviewed (Paul Jensen and Sam Francis). One artist refused to be interviewed
(Robert Rauschenberg); three artists did not reply (Frank Stella, Philip Pearlstein and
Alex Katz). One artist agreed in principle to the interview but scheduling problems
intervened (Helen Frankenthaler).

For both paintmakers and artists, the interviews were structured around their
individual "life histories", focussing on accounts of practices. In both cases the focus
was on the transmission and appropriation of technical information. Paintmakers were
first encouraged to give a chronological account of their paintmaking practices (such
how they learned to do it, how they got ideas for innovations and how they continued to
acquire technical information). They were asked to talk about their relations with
artists, other paintmakers and with chemical companies, and to give their opinions about
trends in tastes for artists' paints. Finally, general comments about the place of
paintmaking and innovations in art materials with respect to art were solicited.

Artists were asked to give chronological accounts of their studio practices,
tracing their use of various media frorﬁ their earliest recollections in childhood to the
present. They were asked how they had learned about techniques and materials and

invited to comment on their relationships with teachers, colleagues, paintmakers and

65 Chapter 7 explains in detail how the list of paintmakers was generated.



suppliers of materials. A second level of questions dealt with the relationship between
matenials, techniques and thetr art.

Each account took a different form, depending on the particular itinerary and
views. In the case of the artists, since they are all well-known figures they were all
experienced interviewees with certain set notions about their own presentation of self
and way of talking about their work. In most cases they repeated ideas that they had
expressed before to give a picture of their history, sometimes referring to past
interviews or publications. Therefore written sources have been used to complete the

pictures sketched during the interviews conducted for this project.

Existing Oral History Records

Many of the participants in the initial development of synthetic artists’ colours
are now deceased or very elderly. Therefore earlier interviews conducted by others
have provided valuable insights, in particular those done with now-deceased key figures
under the auspices of the Oral History Program of the Archives of American Art.6
The program was started in 1958 with a series of taped interviews of artists who had
been active at the beginning of the twentieth century. In 1963 the Archives undertook
its first large-scale project -- over 300 interviews with artists and administrators who
had been involved with New Deal art programs in the 1930s. Archives Offices (in
Boston, New York, Detroit, Washington, Houston and San Francisco) have produced
over 2.500 interviews with artists, critics, dealers, curators, museum collectors and
others associated with the history of the visual arts in the U.S.. They also collect tapes
and transcripts from individual researchers or as part of personal papers. Other oral

documents in the collection include recorded symposia, lectures and panel discussions.

66 Anonymous. The Card Catalog of the Oral History Collections of the Archives of American Art.
Wilmington: Scholarly Resources. 1984.



To some extent, gaining access to these materials was like joining a large on-
going data collection team. However, some caution was necessary in analysis : the
interviews were not done at the same time; the conditions and themes of the discussion
differ; the interviewers vary and so on. Yet, as will become apparent in the text, these
variations have constituted an unexpected bonus since in several cases interviews done
of the same individual at different times allow us to follow interpretations of events over

a period of time.

Visits to Artists' Studios, Paintmaking Factories, Conservation Studios, Laboratories
and Art Supply Shops

Visits were made to artists' studios, paintmaking factories, conservation studios,
laboratories and art supply shops to try to find out more. Watching conservators do
restoration and looking at their laboratory research raised questions about the nature of
their work which inform us throughout our analysis. Observations at paintmaking
companies made links with artists apparent, for example by overhearing phone calls
while looking at art acquired through trades for paint. Art supply dealers gave help in
locating art materials manufacturers and had considerable knowledge about taste trends
in painting materials over the years. Visits to artists' studios prompted more questions
about studio practices. As well, other types of direct contacts brought more new
insights and questions, in particular at various gatherings, such as conferences in art

conservation, or meetings of paintmakers and conservators.57

67, Among the meetings attended were the following: Modern Materials Meeting. Department of
Conservation, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.. February 1994; Symposium '91: Saving the
Twentieth Century: The Conservation of Modern Materials, (Canadian Conservation Institute and
Communications Canada. Ottawa, September 15-20.1991). sessions on "Art History and Ar
Conservation" and "The Kingston Conference” (Universities Art Association of Canada, 1991,
November 7-10, 1991): and the Gerry Hedley Memorial Forum:"Why Study Technique-- Know Your
Painting"(Queen's University. Kingston, Ontario, April 23-25, 1992).
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Qverview of the Sources

Although the following text makes copious references to written documentation,
these are offered as routes for further research and would have been inadequate in
themselves. The spotty nature of collections of written documentation makes it
impossible to rely solely on such records. Furthermore, the documents themselves tend
to emphasize disciplinary boundaries rather than relations across them due to
institutional factors governing their publication, collection and preservation. On the
other hand, oral testimony underlines the rich interplay of cuitural practices in the
appropriation of technical knowledge for the creation of individual and group identities.
Direct contact with people involved with art materials and art-technical issues provided
crucial elements for understanding how different sorts of knowledge combine in their

discourse, in their creative practices and in their relations with each other.



CHAPTER 2 - Modern Paint and Socialist Ideals: Mexican Muralists and
Technical Innovation during the Interwar Period

The earliest prominent, well-documented use of synthetic media in painting was
by the Mexican muralist, socialist and self-described "new realist” David Alfaro
Siqueiros (1896-1974) in the 1930s.! This is of particular interest for the study of the
political and aesthetic associations of the new media, since many American painters who
later became known for their use of synthetic paints (like Morris Louis and Jackson
Pollock) were quintessential "outsiders”, artist-visionaries and abstractionists who in
their socially-isolated mature periods became associated with an avant-garde elite of
critically-acclaimed leaders in the high culture model.?

By contrast, Siqueiros was an outspoken revolutionary partisan of the people
who was often jailed or put under house arrest for his incendiary anti-authoritarian, anti-
fascist activities. He did some abstract paintings in his later years but most of his
painting during the 1930s (with the notable exception of portraits) was representational
work depicting soctalist themes of oppression, resistance and class struggle (see Figure
9). Although Siqueiros managed to maintain a lifestyle which was relatively prosperous
given the precarious state of the economy during his time, throughout his life, even in
old age, he repeatedly jeopardized his own comfort and security to speak out against

oppression. He was one of the most highly politicized artists of the century. He

I, Other artists began to experiment with the new industrial and commercial paints at about the same
time but Siqueiros stands out because of his enthusiastic proseiytizing for new materials and because he
specifically linked his adoption of the new materials to aesthetic and ideological dimensions of his
artistic practice. Although Siqueiros’ expressionistic work did not conform to Stalinist interpretations
of social realism. he himself saw his arn as an authentic expression of socialist commitments. He "used
the term nuevo realismo ("new realism") later changed to neorealismo (1951) which marked a new
phase of his social realism.” Tibol. Raquel. David Alfaro Siqueiros, Mexico City: Empresas
Editoriales, 1969: and Goldman, Shifra M. (foreword by Raquel Tibol).Contemporary Mexican
Painting in a Time of Change. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995 reprint of 1977
original. p. 102

2 As we shall discuss later both Louis and Pollock had participated in Siqueiros' New York
Experimental Workshop in 1936 where Siqueiros’ innovative use of the new nitrocellulose (pyroxylin)
lacquers such as Duco was legendary.
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analyzed. criticized, interpreted and (inevitably, it seems to readers of his work) justified
the social, political and aesthetic implications of his own artistic practice in great detail.
His well-documented self-examination is exceptional in its subtlety and

comprehensiveness though highly dogmatic :
"[Siqueiros] belongs to that very small company of artists whose power resides
in personally living out an ideological myth. He is the 20th-century epitome of
the artist as political propagandist and activist. His art is pure visual rhetoric,
intended neither to please nor to inspire but to persuade. . ."3

Yet Siqueiros can also be seen as the embodiment of the provocative,
charismatic twentieth-century model many scholars have discerned in leaders in the
artistic field. 4 In this sense, Siqueiros' discourse about his artistic practice may be
considered somewhat emblematic of modernist left-wing artistic discourse during the
1930s, although it expressed his own particular blend of politics and art.> Much of the
documentation on his views remains available only in limited-edition Spanish-language
documents which have not been widely distributed; therefore Siqueiros' accounts of his

discovery and reception of the new synthetic media merit detailed consideration here.¢

3. O'Connor. Francis V. "The Influence of Diego Rivera on the Art of the United States during the
1930s and After”. in Helms. Cynthia (ed.) Diego Rivera. A retrospective. Detroit Institute of Arts:
Detroit. 1986, p. 159.

4. On the topic of the paradoxical nature of the avant-garde artist balancing the impulsion for
individual recognition and the need to be placed within a collectivity to establish relevance and
authority see: Leja. Michael, "Theories of the Avant-Garde". Reframing Abstract Expressionism.
Subjectivity and Painting in the 1940s. New Haven: Yale University Press. 1993, pp. 20-24; Heinich.
Nathalie. "Peut-on parler de carriéres d'artise?". Cahiers de Recherche Sociologique. 1991. Numéro
16. pp. 43-54: and Couture, Francine. "La professionalisation de l'art", in Wallon. Emmanuel. L' artiste,
le prince. Grenoble: Presses Universitaire de Grenoble, pp. 123-131.

5. For a discussion of the period in which left-wing discourse peaked and deciined in U.S. art circles
see Guilbaut. Serge. (trans. Arthur Goidhammer) "New York, 1935-1941: The De-Marxization of the
Intelligentsia", How New York Stole the Idea of Aodern Art. Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and
the Cold War . University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 1983, pp. 1748.

6. The archives of Siqueiros' papers are located in part of his former Mexico City home which is now a
museum called the Sala del arte publico Siqueiros . Important publications treating his discovery and
use of the new materials include: Siqueiros, David Alfaro. Me llamaban el Coronelazo (Memorias).
Mexico: Grijalbo. 1977; Siquerios. David Alfaro. Como se pinta un mural, Cuernavaca: Ediciones
Taller Siqueiros. 1979 (1st edition 1951). Siqueiros. David Alfaro. Mi respuesta.. Mexico: Arte
Publico. 1960. Siqueiros. David Alfaro. No hay mas ruta que la nuestra. Mexico: no publisher, 1978
(2nd edition). See also: Tibol. Raquel. David Alfaro Siqueiros: un mexicano y su obra. Mexico:
Empresas Editoriales, 1969: Tibol. Raquel Siqueiros: introductor de realidades, Mexico. UNAM.



Siqueiros and his followers linked technical innovation to their vision of the
emancipatory function of art.” These painters endeavored to apply socialist ideals to
their studio practices, notably with the appropriation of tools and materials used by
workers in factories to create new art for the masses, art which belonged to the
workers, the peasants and the dispossessed.® Their early discourse about the new media
portrays the use of these new materials as a socially-conscious, political and aesthetic
act to promote revolutionary change.

Siqueiros claimed to have developed a new perspective on painting during stays
in the United States (notably in California and then in New York) through contact with
modern materials and tools (like the air gun) which revolutionized his artistic practice
and that of his many students and followers.

In this section we will consider Siqueiros' accounts of his discovery of the new
painting media, his agonizing difficulties at reconciling the use of modern materials with
artistic traditions and his stories about contacts with paint chemists and with what he
termed a "typical Yankee bureaucrat” in the chemical industry.® In order to understand
the subsequent impact of this experimentation and the meanings which the new paints
had for artists who worked in this vein, it is necessary first to look at the context of the
Mexican presence in North American artistic and ideological circles during the interwar

years.

1961; Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes(INBA): Siqueiros: el lugar de la utopia, Mexico: INBA
and Sala de arte publico Siqueiros. 1994.

7. Siqueiros. (1951)1979 and 1977.

8  Siqueiros worked "directly” with his materials, without preliminary sketches, and encouraged his
students (called "comrades”) to experiment. They threw paint across the room, applied it with spray
guns like real factory workers. They burnt paint and let it drip. adding sand and anything they could
find to give it texture. Naifeh, Steven and White Smith. Gregory. "An Antidote to Regionalism”.
Jackson Pollock : An American Saga, New York : Harper , 1991. p.286.

9. He called the general manager of a Du Pont company factory which he visited"tipico alto
functionario industrial vanqui”. Siqueiros, 1979, p. 314.



The Mexican Renaissance, the Political Role of the Artist and Interest in New Art
Techniques

During the 1920s and 1930s Mexican painters attained an exceptional status in
Canada and the United States.!0 They were the first prominent group of living artists
born on this side of the Atlantic to be treated as full-fledged members of the
international art world and as leaders of a modern avant-garde movement. The sense of
inferiority felt by participants in U.S. and Canadian artistic circles at that time was
particularly apparent in the reception of painters working in modemist modes: foreign
painters were given shows at prestigious galleries, American (and Canadian) modernists
were treated as imitators "by definition".!! Yet as early as 1916, work by the Mexican
painter Diego Rivera was being shown in New York with French cubists.!2

Mexican art provided an influential, highly controversial and exuberant
alternative to the habit of following European trend-setters, although many of the most

prominent Mexican artists spent time in Europe:
"Unlike marginal modernists of the 1920s, such as Edward Hopper, John Marin,
Alfred Mauer, Charles Sheeler, and Max Weber, who were still trying to figure
out what happened at the Armory show so they could imitate it, the Mexicans
were busy misreading the School of Paris, the Italian Renaissance. and their own
indigenous culture within the ideological context of Marxism. That the

10 This interest was manifested in a large travelling exhibition called Mexican Art Today which was
organized in 1943 by the Philadelphia Art Museum and shown in Baltimore. Montreal. Toronto.
Ottawa and Philadelphia. The show included over two hundred paintings, prints and drawings-by
dozens of Mexican artists (56 oils. 43 watercolours and drawings and 138 pnints). In Canada the show
carried distinct ideological overtones. In Montreal it was shown at the Art Association of Montreal
under the auspices of the Canadian Inter-American Association. The National Gallery of Canada and
the Wantime Information Board sponsored the Ottawa show which was arranged after a cancellation in
Boston. Apparently the militant, anti-fascist. populist messages evidenced in many of the titles of
works in the show fit the ideological programme of the Canadian Government at the time. H.O.
McCurry. then director of the National Gallery of Canada wrote in a letter to A.S. Grigsby. curator of
the Vancouver Art Gallery that "We didn't feel that we could afford it but the Wartime Information
Board. for reasons which would be obvious to you. was anxious that it be held." MBAC Archives, 5-
5M "Exhibitions in Gallery. Mexican Arnt Today Exhibition, files | and 2.

1 For a discussion of the slow acceptance of American modemists see Rose, Barbara. American Art
since 1900: A Critical History. New York: Praeger. 1972.

12 Exhibition at the Modern Gallery. Paintings by Cézanne, Van Gogh, Picasso, Picabia. Braque and
Rivera, New York. February 12-March 4, 1916.
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Mexicans were influential in the United States during the 1930s is not surprising;
they filled a cultural and ideological vacuum."!3

Socially Concerned Mexican Art in the U.S. and Canada

During this period in the U.S. a transformation was occurring as artistic
discourse increasingly embraced a search for an authentically "American" style of
painting. The origins of this nationalistic quest are many. Isolationist tendencies after
World War [, anti-communist "Red" scares, tightened immigration laws and the
execution of the "foreign subversives" like Sacco and Vanzetti in 1927 were
representative of powerful forces in U.S. society at the time which had repercussions for
art patronage. These repressive trends together with concerns about the moral impact
of industrialization and urbanization, led to support for "nostalgic depictions of rural
scenes" favored by American Scene painters and Regionalists.!4 At about this time,
socialist and communitarian movements began to promote the use of art as a tool for
social commentary and protest.

Mexican artists provided inspirational leadership for American (and somewhat
later Canadian) artists.!5 They were highly politicized participants in revolutionary

activities in their country and had developed an avant-garde art that was nationalistic

13, O'Connor. Francis V. "The Influence of Diego Rivera on the Art of the United States During the
1930s and after” in Diego Rivera. W.W. Norton. New York. 1986, p. 159.

14 Cockroft. Eva. “The United States and socially concerned Latin American art: 1920-1970" in The
Latin American Spirit: Art and Arusts in the United States. 1920-1970. New York: Abrams. 1988. p.
[89.

15 According to Boyanoski interest in Mexico and Mexican art came via the American press coverage
of the muralists in the 1930s. Canadian artists began going to Mexico in the late 1930s and in the
1940s. Three of the best known Canadians to have been influenced by Mexican muralists were Amnold
Belkin (who studied under Siqueiros). Fred Ross (who was influenced by Rivera) and Stanley Cosgrove
(who worked as an assistant to Orozco). Chrisune Boyanoski, "The Challenge of Social Responsibility
and the Example of Mexican Art". a talk given at the Universities Art Association of Canada 1991
Annual Meeting, November 7-10. Kingston. Ontario. For a discussion of other Canadian artists
influenced by Mexican artists see the exhibition catalogue: Christine Boyanoski, The Artists’ Mecca:
Canadian Art and Mexico. Toronto: Art Gallery of Ontario. 1992. For coverage of the Mexican
experiences of Stanlev Cosgrove and Arnold Belkin see: Cosgrove. Stanley and Robert Ayre.
"Conversation about Orozco”. Canadian Art, Vol. Vii. Number 2. 1949, pp. 60-65. Anonymous.
"Young Canadian Muralist Recognized in Mexico", Canadian Art, Vol. X, Number 2, 1953, p. 84.



and modern, yet intensely aware of Native American contributions and rights. They
frequently sojourned north of the border where they taught studio courses. gave
demonstrations of new techniques, took on apprentices and executed commissions.
During the period between 1927 and 1934 the anti-communist Calles presidency in
Mexico forced many Mexican artists into exile, among them the three muralists who
later became known as los tres grandes (the three great ones) : Diego Maria Rivera
(1886-1957), José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949), and David Alfaro Siqueiros.

One way then that the Mexicans filled the cultural and ideological gap
confronting many American and Canadian artists in the interwar period was by
flamboyantly proclaiming a fierce nationalism and managing to conduct successful
international careers on their own terms. These Mexican artists used complex
ideological arguments to insist on the value of their art as part of an international
creative process of personal and collective emancipation, a process which was both
political and aesthetic in nature. The muralist movement addressed some of the central
concerns of North American intellectuals in the 1930s with its emphasis on a public art

of social commitment bringing artists into meaningful contact with society at large.

The Mexican Renaissance and Mural Painting as a Political Act

Los tres grandes were the most prominent of many artists who had been
associated with the Mexican Renaissance in art during the administration of President
Alvaro Obregon in the 1920s. After decades of violent struggle the country had finally
entered a period of hope and optimism and the muralists became leaders of the cultural
vanguard in revolutionary Mexico, producing socially conscious art for different kinds
of sites throughout Mexico ranging from colonial churches, palaces, government
buildings, schools, town halls, and museums. They flooded the walls with torrents of

images, in a variety of modes "presenting the many faces of Mexican society, its
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aspirations and conflicts, history and culture”.16

The dominance of the visual arts and the primacy of muralism in the cultural
field has been attributed to the confluence of several factors.!” There was a
philosophical basis and of course government funding. Obregon's Minister of Education
José Vasconcelos was a philosopher inspired by Pythagorean concepts and Comte's
positivism. He believed that society had evolved through stages, the most advanced of
which was the aesthetic stage, which revolutionary Mexico was about to enter. He held
that in Mexico the visual sense dominated (rather than the musical or the literary), and
believed passionately that Mexicans could only be totally won over to the revolutionary
cause "if their aesthetic sensibilitie; had been aroused”.!® In his view the visual arts
were essential for the social well-being of society. Vasconcelos had instituted a vast
programme of public art (favoring wall-paintings) and rural art education in open air
schools. The murals involved many different jobs which could be coordinated (such as
elaborate wall preparations, laying down the 'cartoon’ (or drawing), mixing and applying
the colours) allowing many artists and artisans to be part of a collective creative
process. His approach was unusual for public art projects in that the painters were free
to choose their subjects, and means of expression. He thus enabled muralists to take the
lead in the cultural field. Although Vasconcelos resigned in 1924, and many strictures
were introduced, succeeding governments mostly continued to support public art, in

particular wallpainting. In the analysis of Octavio Paz:
“Although they did not share his ideas, his successors perceived the political
usefulness of them: the young revolutionary state had need of a sort of

16_ For a brief introductory survey see Ades. Dawn. "The Mexican Mural Movement". in Ades, Dawn
(ed.) Art in Latin America. The Modern Era, 1820-1980. New Haven: Yale, 1989.pp 151-180, quote
from p. 151. See also a special issue on the movement in Cuadernos del Taller de Grafica
Monumental "Movimiento Muralista Mexicano"”, Mexico: Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana
Unidad Xochilmilco, 1986. An often-quoted source of biographical material in English is : Reed.
Alma. The Mexican Muralists. New York: Crown Publishers. 1960.

17 See Ades. pp. 151-153.

18 Hennessey cited in Ades (1986) p. 152.
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legitimization or cultural consecration, and what better consecration than mural
painting?"19

Recent re-readings of the impact of the muralist movement claim it has been fetishized
and point to the ultimate contradiction between the purportedly revolutionary goals of
these self-described modernists producing artworks which were "commissioned,
sponsored and paid for by a government that had never been Marxist and that had
ceased to be revolutionary."20 The muralist movement waned in the 1950s and easel
painting regained some of its lost allure as the thousands of artists trained in the first
part of the century sought creative outlets.2!

There was a long tradition of mural projects in Mexico dating back to pre-
Columbian times and the mural projects offered an opportunity to work on ways of
resolving conflicts between pre-Hispanic and European artistic tastes and practices. The
first phase of the mural project received the enthusiastic participation of many cultural
leaders, among them Dr. Atl (Gerardo Murillo Cornado, 1875-1964)-- painter, teacher,
author and creator of "atl-color", a crayon which could be used on canvas, paper or
even rock. Dr. Atl was sure that this crayon would revolutionize painting.2* Dr. Atl
was mentor to many Mexican artists, and particularly influential in the early
development of Orozco and Siqueiros. He had attacked the academicism of the

principal art school (San Carlos) and, along with the well-known teacher Alfredo Ramos

19 Paz. Octavio (trans. Helen Lane)"Re/visions: Mural Painting". Essavs on Mexican Art, New York:
Harcourt Brace & Co.. 1993, p. 133.

20 Paz 1993, p. 132.

2t According to Goldman "when one considers the fact that only 289 artists were involved in the
creation of 1.286 murals between the vears 1905 and 1969, it becomes apparent that commissions have
not been diffused among the growing artistic community, which was estimated at 12.000 in Mexico
City atone by 1973." Goldman 1995, p. 15.

22 At color® is mentioned on the back cover of a recent collection of works by Dr. Atl Dr. Atl,
Cuentos Bdrbaros v de Todos Colores. (edited by Jaime Erasto Cortés), Tercera Lecturas 7, Serie
Mexicanas. Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes, 1990. However it was Tomas Zurian Ugarte,
a conservator and the author of a work on Dr. Atl's infamous companion (Nabi Olin). who explained
that they were an impermanent student-grade crayon. Interview with Dolores (Lolita) R. Fernandez
and Tomads Zurian Ugarte by Jan Marontate, Mexico City. June 15, 1994.



Martinez, supported militant art students in a 1911 strike. (One of the many young
students of Martinez was José Gutiérrez, who later became a pioneer in the
development of synthetic paints for artists.) Dr. Atl encouraged artists to work with
architects and artisans to produce a socially accessible art in public places. He called for
a movement away from easel painting and toward monumental wall painting which took
into account the powerful sources of Mexican traditions decades before the
inauguration of the government-sponsored mural projects.23

Mural painting was by nature conducive to collective activity thus inherently
appealing from a socialist point of view. However, applying Marxist models of society
to the Mexican context was difficult, in part due to the conflicts between a largely
impoverished grouping of native peoples and a dominant Hispanic majority. There was
for example no clear-cut way to easily define the working class, since not all poor
people were natives and not all natives were poor. In 1922, the "Declaration of Social,
Political and Aesthetic Principles” drafted by Siqueiros and signed by all the members of
the Syndicate of Technical Workers, Painters and Sculptors gave strong support to the
native aesthetic, proposing a "fighting educative art for the people”.2* Yet, disputes
raged amongst artists about whether to promote a native popuiar art (conforming to
debatable ideas about what constituted indigenous aesthetics) or a "people's art” (which
fused European and indigenous sensibilities). The disagreements about these
distinctions were never fully resolved and had an impact on discourse about choice of

painting materials.

23_ Siqueiros. "Atl. the Political and Theoretical Precursor” in Siqueiros. David Alfaro (trans. Sylvia
Calles). Art and Revolution, London. Lawrence and Wishart. 1975, pp. 68-72. This is a translation
from an article in Siqueiros. D.A. "Atl. el precurso formal profesional” No hay mas ruta que la nuestra.
Importancia nacional e internacional de la pintura mexicana modern. El primer brote de reforma
profunda en las artes plasticas del mundo contemporaneo. Mexico, private edition (2nd edition).

1975, pp. 29-44.

24 This was reprinted in a collection of English writings. "A Declaration of Social. Political and
Aesthetic Principales"”. in Siqueiros. David Alfaro (trans. Sylvia Calles). Art and Revolution. London:
Lawrence and Wishart. 1975, pp. 24-25.



A seldom-mentioned factor which may have played a part in the hearty
enthusiasm for wall painting of many Mexican artists may be in that it offered an
opportunity for artists to engage in formalist concerns dealing with scale that had begun
to emerge in European avant-garde circles. Several of the Mexican muralists (notably
Rivera and Siqueiros) had spent time in Europe where modern artists associated with

the cubist tradition like Fernand Léger had begun to paint on a larger scale.

New Readings of "Traditional" Techniques and Practices: Indigenism and Rivalism as
Motifs Rather than Methods

In the 1920s and 1930s intense ideological debates covered all aspects of art-
making in Mexico, including choice of materials and techniques. At first, the muralists
stressed rediscovery and re-interpretation of old techniques, adapting indigenous
practices and adopting traditional Italian fresco techniques. Some delved assiduously
into historical treatises such as Cennino Cennini's and Leonardo's works on fresco.2’

Commentators on the movement have noted however that:
"For practical purposes, though, any 'tradition’ really existed only in theory, and
the young painters' claims to be starting from scratch were not just rhetorical.
Their training had made no provision for mural painting, and their stories of how
they set out to teach themselves often reach levels of high comedy. There was
an early battle between the followers of encaustic . . . and true fresco, with the
latter finally triumphant."26

The Precolumbian mural tradition also provided an important source of
inspiration. Political interests fueled a new interest in indigenous culture which had led
to much archeological excavation and the discovery of historic mural cycles. Rivera and
Siqueiros had accompanied several archaeological expeditions to sites around Mexico

City, in the isthmus of Tehuantepec and the Yucatan in 1921, just when work was

25 Schmeckebier. Laurence E. AModern Aexican Art, Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press. 1971
reprint of 1939 original. pp. 40-41.
26 Ades. p. 152.
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beginning on the first major mural project since the colonial period.2’
Mexican "indianism" or "indigenism" was essentially a "form of anti-rationalism
and anti-intellectualism” superficially not unlike the vogue for "primitive" cultures in

Europe. However,
"there was a basic difference between European artists who turned to the

"primitivism" of peoples outside their psychological and physical space and Latin
Americans who return to a culture infused with Indian essence."28

During the two decades between 1920 and 1940, there was a flowering of nativist,
nationalist culture and history in Mexican art circles which involved sporadic efforts to

rediscover and revive indigenous painting techniques.?? In Siqueiros' words
" At the outset, the muralists met with a multiplicity of technical problems.It was
necessary to search for teachers among our indigenous craftsmen and have them
teach us their techniques of painting. We found them in the vicinity of Cholula.
They taught us their methods, so pompously called fresco since the beginning of
Christian art. So, with the help of these simple artisans. using a methods dating
back to the pre-Hispanic era, we were able to create our first murals."30

Indeed, some well-known Mexican artists attempted to glean "studio secrets”
from native people working in the decorative arts or as artisans. For example. in the
famous series of murals done for the National Preparatory School in Mexico City in

1922
"Ramon Alva [de la Canal] went to the native mason and craftsman. It had long
been the custom of the Mexicans to paint the walls of their adobe houses; this
was done simply with ordinary earth colors mixed with water and painted
directly into the wet plaster. . .One of these masons was working as Alva's
helper, and it was from him that the artist learned the method. Afterwards this

27 This was at the National Preparatory School in Mexico City and involved many muralists. among
them Rivera. Siqueiros. Fernando Leal. Jean Charlot and Fermin Revueltas. It was begun just after
Rivera had returned from Europe. Pearce, Lucy. "Diego Rivera's Use of a Wax Medium in the 1920s",
WAAC Newsletter, Volume 16, Number 1. January 1994, pp. 17-20. Other accounts of techniques of
Rivera. Siquerios. Orozco and other prominent muralists drawing on exhibition cataloges and Mexican
art journals appear with recipes in Suarez. Orlando S. "Capitulo III: Technicas empleadas en el
muralismo Méxicano." Inventario del Muralismo Méxicano, Mexico: Universidad Nacional Autonoma
de México. 1972, pp. 331-354.

28 Goldman 1995 (1977). p. 7
29 See for example. Goidman. 1995, p.9.

30 Siqueiros. David Alfaro. "Preface”. in Gutiérrez. José and Nicholas Roukes. Painting with
Acrylics. New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1966, p. 8.



same mason became one of Rivera's helpers, and it is probably from him that
Rivera learned the simple method of true fresco after his disastrous experiments

in the nopal technique."3!

The so-called "nopal technique” or "nopal-fresco technique" was apparently
developed by Xavier Guerrero. Guerrero, an artist who eventually gained some
recognition as an easel painter, was the son of a master housepainter with native
ancestry.32 While an adolescent working for his father he began to paint decorative
scenes and friezes on walls. After serving in the revolution Guerrero worked as an
assistant to Roberto Montenegro, a painter and politican who became known for his
promotion of popular arts. Guerrero claimed to have used his technical skills gleaned
from housepainting and "his Indian knowledge of local materials” to develop the nopal
technique for use by Rivera in his 1923 murals for the Court of Labor in the Ministry of

Education (Secretaria de Educacion Publica) building in Mexico City.33
"In order to give the paint more body, Guerrero conceived the idea of combining
the juice of the nopal plant (a type of cactus) with the powdered color and water
to be applied to the wet plaster of the wall, as in true fresco painting. Guerrero
insisted that this was the method used by the ancient Aztecs in their frescoes.
The technique had the further advantage of a patriotic significance, since Mexico
City had been founded on the spot where, as the Aztec priests had prophesied.
the migrating tribes sighted an eagle with a serpent in its beak, perched upon a
nopal plant."34 ‘

This nopal fresco technique was notoriously faulty, leading to rapid deterioration, and is
unlikely to be representative of historical techniques used by successful indigenous

artists of the past. In fact, it is doubtful whether any of the artists could be said to have

31 Schmeckebier. 1971 (1939). p. 41.

32 Stewan. Virginia."Xavier Guerrero". 45 Contemporary Mexican Artists. A Twentieth-Century
Renaissance. Stanford. California: Stanford University Press. 1951, pp. 42-44.

33 According to Schmeckebier. the results were disastrous because the nopal juice does not combine
with the plaster. Instead of drving as part of the plaster. the mixture of pigment and nopal juice forms a
layer on the surface. As the piaster dried the water penetrated this glue-like coating forming blisters.
Some of the murals have been repainted. There appears to be some uncertainty about the exact
technique but there is a consensus that juice from nopal cactus was used. Schmeckebier 1971 (1939), p.
118: and Catlin, Staton L. "Mural Census.” Detroit Institute of Arts. Diego Rivera. A Retrospective.
New York: Detroit Institute of Arts and W.W. Norton, 1985, especially. pp. 241-242 and notes.

34 schmeckebier 1971 (1939). p. 118.
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strictly followed historical indigenous practices. in part because after centuries of
colonialism, in an era of modernization native artisans had adapted their practices to the
context of the time, and in part because of the propensity of the muralists to combine

techniques creatively. Indeed:
"Much was made in the press and by the artists of the rediscovery of ancient
techniques in 1923, during the first phase of painting of the Ministry of
Education, but it seemed to come down to little more than dipping the brushes in
a bucket of water containing nopal cactus leaves."33

Thus even formulas the artists used for their paints carried with them ideological
associations. For example, Jorge Juan Crespo's description of Rivera's encaustic
technique provides a choice between lemon tree resin (a European material which
Rivera may have encountered in Paris) and copal resin (an indigenous product). Cost
was sometimes cited as a factor in the choice of native materials over imported ones,

but post-factum analyses stress symbolic interpretations in the choice of materials:
"Not only was copal more readily available and cheaper but it was an indigenous
product still being used as a sacrificial incense by the Maya of the Yucatan.
Indeed the very word copal is derived from the Nahuatl (Aztec) word copalli,
which was their generic name for resins. It was used as a burnt offering in
Precolumbian Mexico, a fact which no doubt appealed to Rivera's extreme
nationalism"36

Unusuai combinations of modern tools and materials were common as well, sometimes
with disastrous results for the conservation of the work.3”

Thus even at the very beginning of the Mexican renaissance, innovative new
technical solutions -- like Dr. Atl's crayons for use in open-air schools -- were supported
on ideological grounds (in the case of the crayons because they made artistic expression

more accessible). Dr. Atl was credited by Siqueiros with providing the first impetus for

35 Ades, p. 153.

36 Pearce (1994). citing Jean Charlot. "Xavier Guerrero. Aztec Anist", Art Making from Mexico to
China. no publication information. in Pearce (1994). p. 17.

37 Rivera's encaustic technique used blowtorches to soften a wax medium which had been prepared
using essential oils to slow drying and resins for tackiness. Problems with the work developed almost
at once. Schmeckebier 1971 (1939), p. 40 and Pearce (1994) . pp. 17-20.
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research on new matenals:
"We owe to him Mexico's first dissatisfaction with traditional materials: he was
the first person, in a world which was fatally immersed in a mystical. regressive
love for ancestral, archaic methods, to search for a modern physical medium. . .
it is relatively unimportant that his solutions were only partial and that he was
unable to foresee the impertance of the tremendous chemical and mechanical
discoveries of the contemporary world. Nevertheless, it was undoubtedly
he who sowed the seeds of the immutable principle that an artist's material and
tools determine the character of his work, whereas the academicians and the
intellectual pseudo academic and pseudo-classical snobs of Europe believe it is
determined by the artist's sensibility 38

Siqueiros here was certainly overstating the commitment of the Mexican muralists to the
primacy of matenals, but painters did devote considerable energies to the search for
innovative ways to express themselves and communicate their aesthetic and political
visions of past and future.

Intense rivalries developed amongst muralists, especially amongst /os tres
grandes by the end of the 1920s which extended to disagreements over artistic
materials and techniques and general studio practices. The goal of the muralists was to
bring art to the people and Siqueiros maintained that modern synthetic materials and
industrial tools offered the most promise of expanding the possibilities for realizing this
goal. Rivera's followers on the other hand were at times just as dogmatic about the
attributes of traditional fresco techniques. Indeed the animosities were such that
Siqueiros’ association with the new media may well have spurred the initial avoidance of
synthetic media by partisans of rivals, but Rivera's devotion to fresco and belated
experimentation with synthetic matenals was also doubtless tied to his disastrous earlier
technical experimentation with encaustic in the early 1920s. Similarly, Orozco, Ruffino
Tamayo and others were more cautious at adopting the new media although they

eventually did use some synthetic media.

3% Siqueiros. "Atl. the Political and Theoretical Precursor” in Siqueiros. David Alfaro (trans. Sylvia
Calles). Art and Revolution. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1975, p. 70.
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Ideologv and Painting Media: Siqueiros' Accounts of Discovering the New Media

One of the most articulate documents on the discovery of these new matenals
by any artist of the period is the collection of autobiographical stories by Siqueiros
called Me llamaban el Coronelazo ("They called me the Little Cclonel' "), which was
published posthumously. It is a collection of memoirs dictated to by Siqueiros while he
was in Lecumberri prison in 1960-64, completed with the collaboration of hiw widow.3?
These stories, are reconstructions of earlier events which appear to have been often told
by Siqueiros. They constitute an important shared memory for those interested in art
materials in Mexico. Parts of the stories were repeated in only slightly varied versions
by Mexican artists, conservators and paintmakers interviewed for this study about the
history of synthetic materials in the arts.#0 The extent to which the stories may be
considered folklore or fact is impossible to gauge, but the accounts provide a powerful
depiction of the place of modern materials within Siqueiros' discourse which has become
a salient feature of oral history legends about new art materials in Mexican art
communities at least.

In his memoirs, Siqueiros proceeds with subtle determination to build a
passionate defense of his use of modern materials on political, aesthetic and pragmatic
grounds.*! He manages to combine very serious issues in an entertaining and at times
humorous interpretation of events that culminate in his own triumph as an innovative

artistic leader, issuing a few potshots at his rival Rivera along the way. These memoirs

39 It was dictated to Julio Scherer Garcia. The title refers to a story about his service during the
Spanish Civil War and a panel painting he did by the same name. Siqueiros, 1977.

40 In particular. stories about Siqueiros' contacts with chemists and businessmen involved with the
paint industry were retold in individual interviews conducted by the author by Francisco Pego
Moscosso. former head of the taller de ensave de los materiales de pintura y pldsticos at the National
Polytechnical School. Luis Mird. director of Polytec Paint Company and Témas Ugarte Zurian. a
prominent conservator in Mexico City.

41 INBA.1994: Cimet Shoijet. Esther. Movimiento Muralista Méxicano. Idéologia y produccion.
Meéxico: Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana, 1992, especially pp. 49-91.
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provide accounts of early events in appropriation of synthetic media in California, New
York and Mexico. Because of the importance of events Siqueiros describes in later
discussions by other artists and due to the relatively inaccessibility of the memoirs

Siqueiros' accounts are excerpted extensively in the following pages.

Debunking the Paradox of Solidarity with Peasants and Advocacy of New Technologies

The first question Siqueiros addresses is the apparent paradox between solidarity
with peasants and advocacy of new materials. This is accomplished by telling a story
about a particular experience. Siqueiros' recollections of his first experiences with
synthetic paints are prefaced by a highly-charged emotional account of a painting he did
for peasant family while he was living in political exile in Taxco. He thus reminds
readers of his solidarity with a humble and righteous symbol of the Mexican revolution:
poverty—stﬁcken rural peasants. These peasants approached him with a request that he
use modern technology (photography) to help them carry out a ritual observance. They

sent a boy messenger from their distant village who greeted him as follows:
" Mister Photographer, Mister Photographer, come with me, my father wants
you to come to do a portrait of my little sister who died yesterday, because
tomorrow they have to bury her. They put on her new dress and she is so pretty
that it looks like she is still alive."42

According to the tale, Siqueiros saddled up his horse and followed a boy a long distance

to the outskirts of Taxco :
"On arrival at the house I could see the following spectacle: in a chair typical of
the Mexican countryside, a multicoloured, decorated chair, was a cadaver of a
girl of about two and a half years old, well positioned in natural posture and
dressed in light green with a little pink bonnet or hat. And her small sister, a
year and a half older, embraced the cadaver with the same naturalness that she
would have had her sister been alive. Around them the family members gossiped
calmly about whether the father of the creature had done the positioning well.
Apparently all of them were waiting for me. And they all were thinking I would

42 "Sefior fotografo. seiior fotografo. venga usted conmige. mi papa quiere que usted venga a retratar
a mi hermanita. que se murid aver, porque maiiana temprano tienen que enterrarla. Ya le pusieron su
vestido neuvo vesta tan bonita que parece que estuviera viva." Siqueiros, 1977, p. 303. All translations
of Siqueiros' writings cited are mine unless otherwise noted.
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be a photographer. I told them that my procedure was more time-consuming,
but better."43

His oil portrait of the dead child was exhibited in a show of Siqueiros’ work in Los
Angeles in 1930 and elicited a good deal of negative commentary about the practice of
painting portraits of the dead. In 1931 Siqueiros went to California where he felt called
upon to defend not only himself as an artist but also Mexican peasant traditions in
response to criticism of the portrait of the dead child. According to his account he
defended the painting by countering with an anti-fascist condemnation of racist
persecution in the southern U.S.. and newspapers later took up the insults saying that
he had referred to lynchings of blacks in the southern U.S. in an attempt to insult the
entire country. When a few months later a scandal erupted over the mural called
Worker's Meeting or Meeting in the Street (Mitin en la calle) because it depicted
blacks and whites together in a public work of art, the newspapers repeated the criticism
of the custom of making portraits of dead children.

With this story, Siqueiros establishes his solidarity with peasants and traditions
yet portrays peasants as open to new techniques. He shows that a prominent well-
known artist can participate creatively in peasant practices, for example by painting a
portrait of a dead child. Therefore, by extension, he implies that his adoption of modern
synthetic materials and tools is not a betrayal of the peasant interests, but rather a
natural outcome of the socio-historical context in tune with the best interests of the

poor.

43 Al llegar a la casa convenida pude ver el siguiente espectaculo: en una silla de las habituales del
campo mexicano., silla policromada y decorada. estaba bien colocada, en postura natural. el cadiver de
una niiia de dos afios y medio. vestida de verde claro. con una gorrita o sombrerito color de rosa. Y su
hermanita, de un afio v medio mavor que ella. abrazaba el cadaver con la misma naturalidad con que lo
haria si su hermanita estuviera viva. En torno de ella. los familares comentaban tranquilamente si la
colocacion habia bien hecha por el papa. Por lo visto todos me estaban esperando. Y todos lo hacian
pensando que vo era un fotografo. Les dije que mi procedimiento era mas tardao, pero mejor."
Siqueiros. 1977, p. 303.
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Experiments with New Materials and Tools in California, 1932: Meuwre e/ fresco!
(Death to Traditional Fresco Techniques!y*

According to Siqueiros the revelation that "to a new society must correspond

new material solutions” came in 1932 in California after agonizing reflection on the
adoption of modern industrial materials and instruments instead of traditional fresco
techniques.4> Siqueiros began experimenting in earnest with new materials and tools
made for commercial (rather than artistic) while working on an outdoor mural at the
Chouinard School of Art in Los Angeles. He had been hired to teach a course in fresco
painting:

"As a repercussion of Mexican muralism, the expression 'fresco painting' and

'fresco painter' had taken on certain proportions and a positively mystical sense.
although no-one understood in reality what that literally meant."46

Siqueiros decided to teach "al fresco” painting by doing a mural assisted by his students.
His class included several artists who later attained prominence, for example Philip
Guston.47

This mural posed many technical problems: it was on a new concrete exterior
wall exposed to harsh direct sunlight and rain. In Mexico at this time muralists worked
on walls of brick, tile, or masonry generally in colonial buildings. not on concrete.
Seeking substitutes for traditional fresco materials he consulted architects and engineers,

notably Sumner Spaulding and Richard Neutra*8 (Recall that consulting architects had

4 The chapter of his autobiography devoted to his account of the abandomnent of traditional fresco
techniques for modern materials. like the commerical nitrocellulose Duco lacquers —Afeure el fresco v
nace el Duco — might be roughly transiated as "fresco dies and Duco is born" but this would not
capture the theatricality. pompousness and ultimately the humour of the phrase which uses the Spanish
equivalent of the English-language construction "The King is Dead. Long Live the King".

43 "2 una nueva sociedad deben corresponder seguramente, nuevas soluciones materiales. en todos o
en la mayor parte de sus ordenes". Siqueiros, 1977, p.307.

46 "Como repercussion del muralismo mexicano. las expresiones fresco painting v fresco painter
habian tomado unas proporciones y un sentido postiviamente misticos, aunque nadie entendiera en
realidad lo que literalmente aquello queria decir.” Siqueiros, 1977, p. 305.

47 According to Shifra Goldman, Siqueiros' assistants in Los Angeles included Millard Sheets and
other members of the California Watercolor Society. Dean Cornwell, Reuben Kadish. Mayer Shaffer,
Philip (Goldstein) Guston. Sanford McCoy. and possibly his brother Jackson Pollock. Goldman 1995
(1977). p. 6.

48 Hurlburt. Lawrence P. The Mexican Muralists in the United States. Albuqurque: University of



been encouraged by his mentor Dr. Atl.) Neutra, an architect of Austrian origin living
in California at the time, who explained that the traditional mixture of lime and sand
used for fresco would contract and expand in different ways than the cement wall
leading the mural to shatter. In Siqueiros' words his reaction to the architect's
assessment that it was impossible to use traditional fresco techniques on this outdoor

concrete wall were shocking:
"Those affirmations coming from an expert in materials hit me like a bomb. 1
said to myself "Beloved Mexican mural painter, traditional fresco has died and,
has died for ever". Racked with pain I went out into the street and repeated to
everyone "Friends of mine, traditional fresco is dead”. I said this in conferences
and in articles. My words caused a commotion in the artistic field. not only in
Los Angeles, but in all of the United States. "Now it is not possible to continue
painting on wall in the way which has been done since the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance and possibly so lamentable a discovery will imply the disappearance
of the genre of mural painting."4°

These insights were a great disappointment to his students at the Chouinard School who
had hoped to study fresco painting. They also raised "the specter of hunger for my
household" (since he would be out of a job unless he managed to teach a course in
mural painting).  Siqueiros recounts spending many sleepless nights asking himself if
there weren't substitutes for the traditional procedures used by Egyptians, painters of
the Middle Ages and the Renaissance and in colonial Mexico. More consultations with
the architect Neutra helped him to work out a plan to paint over a coating of cement
and sand which was a significant departure from traditional fresco technique.

By his own account the moment Siqueiros decided that the artists' materials

New Mexico Press. 1989. p. 207.

49, "Aquella afirmaciones, y aquellas afirmacions provenientes de un sabio en la materia. me cayeron
como una bomba. Me dije a mi mismo:«Querido pinto muralista mexicano. el fresco tradicional ha
meurto y ha meurto para siempre». Después, transido de dolor. sali a la calle. fui a todas partes,
repitiéndome:«j Amigos mios. el fresco tradicionalha muerto!» La dije en conferencias y en articulos.
Mis palabras causaron verdadera commocion en el campo artistico, no s6lo de Los Angeles sino de
todos Is Estados Unidos. «Ya no se puede seguir pintando sobre paredes como lo han hecho los
hombres durante varias decenas de siglos. como lo hicieron en la edad Media v en el Renacimiento ¥
posiblemente tan lamentable descubrimiento implica la desaparicion del género pintura mural.»
Siqueiros. 1977, pp. 306-307.
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should correspond to the artist's times, he became almost frenetic, causing a minor

public disturbance:
"Truly," I said almost shrieking, which obligated passersby to pause before this
strange duo, " . . . to a new society surely must correspond new material
solutions in all or in the greater part of its order. . .[sic]. If building materials
were different, concrete, glass, plastics, new metal alloys, one must find the
correlated materials in the direction of pictorial creation, of artistic creation for
the media of the art of painting."%0

His search for new materials and techniques suitable for art on modern buildings had
only just begun. The cement set very quickl.); and Siqueiros sought a new instrument
that would allow for faster application of colours. When he suggested using an air gun
to apply the paints his class reacted with doubt. One of the students, an older English

painter with some mural experience exclaimed:
"The sensitivity of the plastic artist resides fundamentally -- I say-- in the ends of
the fingers, in the tips of the fingers. How could it be possible to use repugnant
metal instruments, then, for the object of plastic creation?"3!

Another student apparently offered more resistance to the idea of adopting mechanical

tools from industry:
"The art of painting has always been an artisanal art and I do not believe that it
can some day reach the point of being another thing. The artist needs to use the
hands, to seize the plastic with his own touch and to create with the slowness
which marks the very spirit of aesthetic emotion."52

30, "«De verdad — dije vo. casi gritando. lo que obligé a los transetintes a detenerse ante este extraiio
dio ~. Artistas de un periodo de la historia en que los materiales v las herramientas habian llegado a
ser estupidamente verdaderos accidentes sin importancia en el fenémeno de la creacion. un fenémeno
que parecia corresponder exclusivamente al ser creador mas alla de cualquier otra configuracion de la
vida material. now nabimos perdido en los vericuetos de un probima que en el fondo tenia que ser
perfecta v absolumente sencillo: a una nueva sociedad deben corresponder seguramente. nuevas
soluciones materiales. en todos o en la major parte de sus ordenes. . . Si los materials de edificacion
eran diferentes, el concretto, el vidrio. los plasticos. neuvas ligas metilicas. habria que localizar los
materiales correlativos en a direccion de la creacion pictorica. de la creacion artistica. por los medios
del arte de la pintura.» Sigeueiros, 1977, p. 307.

51, Note the publication contains a typographical error in the spelling of Dean Cornwell's name
(Corwell). "E! primero en darle dalida a su duda y disgusto por lo que ya podia implicar un propésito
de mi parte, fue el pinto inglés Dean Corwell. artista ya maduro, que habia pintado algunos murales en
su propio pais v uno en la misma ciudad de Los Angeles. «La sensibilidad del artista plastico radia
fundamentalmente — dijo— en la punta de los dedos. en la yema de los dedos. ;Como seria posible usar
repugnantes herramientas metdlicas, pues. para elobjeto de la creacion plastica?» Siqueiros, 1977, p.
308.

52 «Elanedela pintura ha sid simpre un arte artesanal y no creo que pueda algun dia llegar a ser otra
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By his account Siqueiros went home devastated. The students wanted to use traditional
techniques which experts in materials said were doomed to fail. Yet. once again he
thought of a solution to his immediate problems which in later discourse he place in a
more general context pertinent to the use of modemn techniques in art. Siqueiros
explained that he countered the resistance of his students to the use of air guns with

arguments that all art relies on the tools of its specific socio-historic context:
"Bur when have there been manifestations of plastic arts without the use of
machines?" Was not the use of a hard rock to scratch on a a softerrock .. . a
mechanical procedure, [using] a mechanical tool? And paintbrushes of handles
and hair . . .? And the utensils or molds used already by the first Renaissance
[artists] when they wanted to copy for example the ornamental parts of their
work tools, weren't they tools? .. ..

In reality . . . never has it been possible to do plastic arts without the use
of tools. And if [the tool] was out of stone, in prehistory, and of wood and hair
later, this was due simply to the corresponding degree of evolution of technique
and industry. And all those tools did not impede the circulation of plastic
emotion throughout the entire body, passing through the hand and later by the
fingers to arrive finally at the [finger]tips."3

He finally convinced his students to try using the principles of an air gun. This initially
led to disappointing work which Siqueiros described as "hideous”. This brought him to
another disputed point in arguments about the place of tools and materials in art.
Siqueiros maintained that tools and materials affect art, a view which many artists did
not share. In his account the radical change in technique had spurred the realization that

artists had to listen to the "voices" of their tools and materials, a theme that was

cosa. El artista necesita meter las manos. agarrar la plastica con su propio tacto y crear con la
lentitutde que varca el propio espiritu de la emocion estética». Siqueiros. 1977, p. 308.

33 «;Pero cuindo se han producido manifestaciones de artes plasticas sin el uso de maquina?» ;No
fue acso procedimiento mecanico. herramienta mecanica el uso de una piedra dura para rayar sobre una
piedra mas blanda? ;Y los pinceles de palo y pelos. de palos y pelos miltiples. de pelos de camellos. de
pelos de cochino. de cerdas de toda clase de caballos. aristocratas y plebeyos? (.Y no eran acso
maquinas los esténsibles o moldes qu usaban ya los primeros renacentistas cuando tenian que repetir,
ejemplo. las partes ornamentales de sus trabajos?;Y los cepillos, los rastrillos. los rodillos. . En
realidad. . . mas ha sido posible hacer artes plasticas sin el uso de herramientas. Y si éstas fueron de
piedra. en la prehistoria. v de madera y pelos mas tarde. esto se debié simplemente al grado
correspondiente del desarrolio de la técnica v de la industria. Y todas esas herramientos no impidieron
que la emocion plastica circulando por todo el cuerpo y pasando por las manos y mds tarde por los
dedos llegara finalmente a las vemas." Siqueiros. 1977, p. 309.
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repeated twenty years later by proponents of synthetic media in the U.S. as though it

was a new idea:
" tools, like materials, are not inert elements in the hands of the creator of plastic
art, but rather determining forces in [artistic] manners and styles. The first thing
‘that the artist must understand is that nothing can be achieved if one is not
capable of listening to the generic voice of one's tools, as [is the case] with one's
materials. . . .It is necessary then, to unravel from our new tool its own voice, as
well as the limitations of its functional utility. Its new and novel possibilities
must be extracted. .. .What did this new instrumentation offer us? Little by
little we began to wrest from its core its until then unknown gifts.">4

Using the air gun provided new challenges in terms of how the painting was
executed, allowing long, uninterrupted gestural strokes and rapid coverage of large
areas. But air guns worked best when used to apply the industrial coatings for which
they were designed. Siqueiros found that traditional artists' media (encaustic, tempera,
watercolours and oils) were not suited to the air guns available in the 1930s and he set

out on a quest for new painting media:
"Naturally, speaking in general terms, to new instruments should necessarily
correspond new materials. . . .\We have exchanged the instruments of execution,
tools of artisanal origin, for tools of industrial ongin and function; so we had to
find materials of industrial origin as well."53

Yet once again the students complained, asking:

"How is it possible to create works of art with the crude painting materials
produced by industry, also for crude uses?" How are we going to paint works
of art with the same materials which are used to paint cars, which are vulgar, or
refrigerators, even more vulgar . . . even if there is a certain spirituality in
airplanes?"36

> “Entonces fue cuando empecé a comprender algo que me parece de la mayor trascendencia: las
herramientas. como los materiales. no son elementos inertes en manos del creador de artes piasticas.
sino fuerzas determinantes de maneras v de estilos plasticos. Lo primero que debe comprender el
artista de la plasticas es que nada podra realizar si no es capaz de escuchar la voz genérica de sus
herramientas. como de sus materiales. . .Habia pues. que desentraiiarle a nuestra nueva herramienta su
propia voz. como las limitaciones de su utilidad funcional. Habia que extraer de ella sus nuevas.
novisimas posibilidades. . . ;Qué nos ofrecia el nuevo instrumental? Poco a poco comenzamos a
arrancarle de las entrafias su hasta entonces desconocida donancion.” Siqueiros. 1977, p. 310.

23, "Naturalmente. a nuevas herramientas. hablando en términos generales. deben corresponder
necessariamente nuevos materiales. . . Habiamos cambiado las herramientas de ejecucion, las
herramientas de origen artesanal, por herramientas de origen v funcién industrial: habia. por lo tanto.
que encontrar los materials de origen industrial, también." Siqueiros. 1977, p. 312

56, El planteamiento de este problema en el equipo fue una vez mas motivo de gimoteos y llantos.
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Siqueiros claims to have experienced serious doubts himself at the idea of using
commercial paints. Although commercial artists had used airbrushes. he had until this
point distinguished himself as a "fine artist” by employing artists' quality paints. In his

words:
"Once again, though it was transitory, the old aesthete born at the end of the
19th century was reborn in me. With the air gun we had [experienced] real
intoxication, notwithstanding the fact that for paint were were using different
types of tempera, but tempera that had been used in the past to make interesting
works of art. "What's going to happen now as we put together ‘crude matenals
and crude instruments'?". Certainly poster painters had begun already to use
small airbrushes and better-drying paints than the traditional ones, but they were
just that, poster painters, and those materials were used to create a minor art, a
grotesque art, commercial advertising, the poster. But for works similar to the
Sistine Chapel of Michelangelo, or the Academy of San Rocco of Tintoretto, for
example, could these concoctions have equal or at least approximately the same
utility?"57

Siqueiros' meditations brought him once again to an analysis of the issues raised by new

materials which supported his decision to adopt them:
"in the past, the master works of art and objects for more crude uses were
painted with exactly the same pictorial material, because there are no others.">*

However, he did recognize that artists’ colours traditionally were made with better
materials designed to last than the paint made by essentially the same processes for

objects in daily use:

Una vez mas Dean Corwell |sic| v quienes padecian de los mismos escalofrios estéticos que €l.
volvieron a la carga. «;Como es posible crear obras de arte con los groseros materiales pictoricos que
produce la industria. para fines groseros también? ;Coémo vamos a pintar obras de arte con los mismos
materiales que se pintan los groseros automoviles y los mas aun groseros refrigeradores . . . ¥a que en lo
aeroplanos hay cierta espiritualidad?» Siqueiros, 1977. p. 312.

57 *Otra vez. aunque fuera transitoriamente. renacia en mi el viejo esteta nacido a fines del siglo XIX.
con la pistola de aire haciamos verdaderas «jumaredas». no obstante que para pintar scguiamos
empleando diferentes tipos de temples. pero de temples que habian servido en el pasado para hacer
obras interesantes en la plastica. «;,Qué iba a pasar ahora con el agregado “materiales groseros a
instrumentos groseros"” Claros que los pintores cartelistas habian empezado ya a usar los aerografos
pequeiios y pinturas de mayor secamiento que las tradicionales. pero ellos eran eso. cartelistas y quellos
materiales servian para hace un arte meno. un arte grotesco. anuncios comerciales, el cartel. Pero para
obras similares a la Capilla Sixtina de Miguel Angel o a la Academia de San Rocco. del Tintoretto. por
ejemplo. ;podrian tener esos mejurjes utilidad igual o siquiera aproximada?". Siqueiros. 1977. p. 312.
58 _enel pasado. las obras maestras de arte y los objetos de uso mas groseros ese pintaban
exactamente con los mismos materiales pictoricos, porque no habia otros.” Siqueiros, 1977, p. 312.
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" . .Las Meninas [a famous 17th century Spanish painting] was painted the same
as the carriages in daily use and even the planks in the lavatories. The sole
difference is rooted in that oil painting destined for art is more elaborate in its
"concoction”, . . . In the case of the work of art, the oil . . . was more carefully
cooked and the pigments were from better locations, better washed and much
better ground, but nothing more. Exactly the same thing is happening now." =9

Siqueiros' enthusiasm for the potential of the new industrial materials and equipment did
not blind him to the potentially poor quality of some of the new paints. He suspected
that industrialists would tend not to use materials with the greatest permanence and
durability, in order to increase demand for the coatings. These concerns resurfaced later
but did not dissuade him from trying new industrial and commercial paints. He began to
use commercial paints at this time although he appears not have adopted the new
nitrocellulose lacquers (for which he became famous) until later.50

While in California Siqueiros completed three murals. The first, Meeting in the
Street (Mitin in la calle) for the Chouinard School of Art was completed in two
weeks. The use of waterproof cement, air guns and stencils were technical
breakthroughs for Siqueiros foreshadowing further experimentation. Here too he began
to try to use photographs in lieu of preliminary sketches although he did not fully
incorporate photographic images into his working process until later. The mural
depicted construction workers taking a break from their labour to listen to a speech by a
labour organizer surrounded by downtrodden black and white poor people who were

meant to represent the subject of the speech. He also painted a mural entitled America

39 " con dleo. pintua de aceite . . . se pintaba lo mismo Las Meninas que los carruajes de uso diario ¥
hasta las tablas de los excusados. La tinica diferencia radicaba en que la pintura al éleo destinada al
arte era mas cuidadosamente elaborada en su «cocina». en su primario laboratorio de entonces. Enel
caso de ia obra de arte, elaciete de linaza or de nuez era cocido or mdjor cocido, y los pigmentos eran
mejor localizados. mejor lavados, y mas bien molidos pero nada mds. Exatamente los mismo podia
hacerse ahora.” Siqueiros. 1977, p. 312.

60 According to conservators at the Getty Institute of Conservation involved with the restoration of his
mural America Tropical. Siqueiros used Pottinger Paints in 1932. Conservations with Michelle
Derrick (conservation scientist) and Francesca Piqué (conservator). Scientific Department. Getty
Conservation Institute. Santa Monica. California, April-June 1994. Tomas Zurian Ugarte did a
technical analysis of the painting in 1979. Interview with Tomas Zurian Ugante and Lolita Fernandez
by Jan Marontate. Mexico City. June 1994.
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Tropical for the Plaza Art Center which is now being restored by the Getty
Conservation Institute, and Portrait of Present-Day Mexico for a private home in the
semi-enclosed patio of the film director Dudley Murphey, a close friend of S.M.
Eisenstein who had met Siqueiros in Mexico and is thought to have been influential in
his use of photography in developing pictorial ideas for his murals.5!

During his stay in California, he gave a talk at the Hollywood John Reed Club
called "The Vehicles of Dialectico-Subversive Painting", based on the experiences of his
team of painters --the Bloc of Mural Painters— (actually mostly art students in his class
on mural painting). Siqueiros' discourse emphasized his experiments with new industrial
technology, movie cameras, colle&ive "team" painting, and revolutionary (Marxist)
subject matter 62

In the realm of political activism, Siqueiros was a vocal public figure. His
strident criticism of racism, American imperialism and Mexican politics in public
speeches and in his murals brought about his deportation from California in November
1932. There was such strong opposition to the type of political imagery and social
commentary in art promoted by Siqueiros that a subsequent exhibition by the Bloc of
Mural Painters was raided by the Los Angeles Police "Red Squad”. "The police actually

shot and bashed with rifle butts the figures of blacks in the paintings" 63

The Birth of "Il Duco"; Siqueiros' Passion for Synthetic Painting Mediums and The New
York Experimental Workshop

Siqueiros spent 1933 in South America where he continued his technical and
conceptual experimentation with mural painting. There he used photographs to develop

dynamic large-scale compositions depicting various exaggerated angles of viewing, and

6! Artists Luis Arenal. Rubin Kadish and Fletcher Martin also worked on the mural.

62 Hurlbunt quotes and gives a English-language summary of the contents of the talk in "Appendix A:
Technique of Fresco Painting”. in Hurlburt, 1989, especiaily pp. 255-256.

63 Hurlburt. 1989, p. 216.
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he experimented with formulas for synthetic paint and commercial lacquers.®* He
continued his practice of consulting experts on materials and apparently was given "a
medium called silicate” by a German chemist in Argentina which he used in mural
painting with the aid of the chemist.5> Although he had tried commercial paints in
California he appears to have discovered new synthetic automotive lacquers (based on
nitrocellulose and sold by Du Pont under the brand name "Duco") in Montevideo.
Argentina "by accident" while looking for other paints. There he began to develop his
passion for the Duco lacquers which he apparently used for the first time to paint
Proletarian Victim, the image of a bound female nude (see Figure 9). He also used the
these new media and techniques to do a large (200 square-foot) mural in the country
home of a prominent newspaper editor which he called Ejercicio Plastico (Plastic
Exercise). He was again deported in late 1933 for political reasons.

Siqueiros was allowed to return to the United States in early 1934 where he
championed the use of the tools of modern industry in art and criticized his rival Rivera
for his "archeological" point of view -- referring both to the iconographic content of
Rivera's depictions of indigenous history and his adherence to traditional fresco

techniques.56 His feuding with Rivera continued on in Mexico. Siqueiros returned to

64 Siqueiros may have used a formula credited to Adolph Keim. former president of a German group
of painters. conservators and paintmakers devoted to "rational painting”. Siqueiros. D. Qué es Ejercio
Plastico v como fue realizado. Pamphlet published in Buenos Aires. December 1933 and cited in
Hurlburt, 1989, p. 285. n.. 57. See also Maver. Ralph. The Artists’ Handbook of A laterials and
Techniques. New York: Viking Press. 1970 revised version of 1940 original. pp. 361-2. Lodge
identifies the material used by Siqueiros as ethyl silicate rather than potassium silicate. however does
not provide documentation. Since he identifies this as a medium developed by a "the German chemist
Kaim" he may be basing this on Gutiérrez™ description which also misspells Keim's name. The two
may be confounding the chemical products. Lodge. Robert G. "A History of Synthetic painting Media
with Special Reference to Commercial Materials". American Institute for Conservation Preprints, June
1988, p.118.

65, Gutiérrez recounts a conversation with Siqueiros about this stating that "the chemist called the
silicate process "the KAIM process" after its discoverer”. This probably was the method developed by
Adoiph Keim using potash waterglass or potassium silicate not ethyl silicate. Gutiérrez. José L. From
Fresco to Plastics: New Materials for Easel and Mural Paintings, National Gallery of Canada,
Ottawa. 1956. pp. 44-45.

66 Siqueiros. D. "Rivera's Counter-Revolutionary Road", New Masses. May 29, 1934, pp. 16-19. and
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New York in 1936 as an official delegate to the First American Artists' Congress and set
up what came to be known as the "Siqueiros Experimental Workshop -- A Laboratory
of Modern Techniques in Art".67

This workshop in New York became a center for experimentation with new
materials that attracted artists from Latin America as well as young Americans who later
rose to prominence, like Morris Louis and Jackson Pollock and a bevy of lesser known
artists. 68

In the workshop Siqueiros continued to develop modern art techniques and to
create "art for the people", including many posters and floats for the Communist Party.
Siqueiros' passion for the new industrial paints, particularly Duco, earned him the
nickname "Il Duco", an affectionate if teasing wordplay used by his students which
makes reference to Italian Fascist Benito Mussolini's nickname ("Il Duce) even though
Siqueiros was an adamant anti-fascist.®% Siqueiros was fascinated by the new effects he

could obtain with the synthetic automotive lacquers:
"The absorption of the colors on the surface produced snails and conches of
forms and sizes most unimaginable with the most fantastic details possible. But
that accidental phenomenon could have plastic value only with the means in
which we could coordinate, direct, and utilize it, that is, what we made using
such a premise."70

The new materials and techniques fit into Siqueiros' program of "dialectical

Hurlburt, 1989. p. 221.

67 The workshop opened in April 1936 at 5§ West 14th Street. For information based on interviews
with workshop participants in the 1970s see Hurlburt. 1989, pp. 221-231 and Hurlburt. L.P. "The
Siqueiros Experimental Workshop. New York 1936" Art Journal. Spring. 1976. pp. 237-346. More
recently interviews by Jiirgen Harten with workshop participant Roberto Berdicio are reported in an
analysis of the relationship between Siqueiros and Jackson Pollock. Harten, Jirgen. "When Anrtists
were still Heros". Siqueiros/Pollock Pollock/Siqueiros, Kunsthalle Diisseldorf and Dumont publishers,
1995, pp. 43-57.

68 The "initial nucleus" of artists included Americans Jackson Pollock. Sanford McCoy. Harold
Lehman, Axel Horr (later Horn). George Cox. Louis Ferstadt. Clara Mahl (lzter Claire Moore). and
Mexicans Luis Arenal. Antinio Pujol, Conrado Vasquez, José Gutiérrez and the Bolivian Roberto
Berdicio. Hurlburt. 1989, p. 221.

69 Gutiérrez and Roukes.1960: Siqueiros. 1979.

70 Siqueiros in a letter to Blanca Luz Blum, June 9, 1936 translated and quoted in Hurlburt. 1989, p.
224,
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methodology" which workshop participants explored using a "system" of "controlled
effects” among them the exploration of "drips" in iarge-scale works which later became
an essential feature of Jackson Pollock's abstract expressionist work.7! (See Figure 10.)
The 1966 recollections of one of the workshop participants, Axel Horn, about his
experiences there with artist Jackson Pollock demonstrate the profound effect Siqueiros

practices and discourse had on the young artists in his workshop. In Homn's words:
"Siqueiros, active revolutionary and naughty boy of Mexican art, came to New
York. Jack and myself along with others of our group, became part of a
workshop that Siquetros started for the express purpose of experimentation with
new technological developments in materials and tools. Paints including the then
new nitro-cellulose lacquers and silicones, surfaces such as plywoods and
asbestos panels and paint applicators including airbrushes and sprayguns, were
some of the materials and techniques to be explored and applied. We were
going to put out to pasture the "stick with hairs on its end" as Siqueiros called
the brush.

New art forms for the use and exposure to large masses of people were
to be initiated. Our stated aim was to perfect such new media even though they
might be comparatively impermanent, since they would be seen by hundreds of
thousands of people in the form of floats, posters, changeable murals in
subways, multi-reproduced graphics, etc."7?

Homn's memories provide insights into the appropriation of new approaches to studio
practices which came to be seen as characteristic of the New York avant-garde in the

late 1940s and 1950s:
"Spurred on by Siqueiros, whose energy and torrential flow of ideas and new
projects stimulated us all to a high pitch of activity everything became material
for our investigations. For instance, lacquer opened up enormous possibilities in
the application of color. We sprayed through stencils and friskets, embedded
wood, metal, and sand and paper. We used it in thin glazes or built it up into
thick globs. We poured it, dripped it, spattered it, hurled it at the picture
surface. It dried quickly, almost instantly. and couid be removed at will even

7l The issue of whether Pollock was influenced by Siqueiros has been much debated. Centainiy
Siqueiros’ free-wheeling approach to the application of paint and his large-scale "portable murals” may
be echoed in Pollock's later enormous "easel” paintings which exploited "controlled accidents” likes
drips. However. Thomas Hart Benton, a former teacher of Pollock later claimed that the idea for using
dripping came from earlier experiences when Benton and Pollock worked together on glazing pottery in
a money-making venture. Woody. R. interview by Jan Marontate, 1994, °

72 Horn. Axel. "Jackson Pollock: The Hollow and the Bump”. The Carleton Miscellany. volume
VII. No. 3. summer 1966, pp. 80-87. Quote from p. 85.



though thoroughly dry and hard. What emerged was an endless variety of
accidental effects. Siqueiros soon constructed a theory and system of

"controlled accidents".
I remember us secretly appropriating a Lazy Susan from one of the tables

in a neighboring cafeteria. Fastening pieces of plywood to it, we poured
different colored lacquers on it as it was spun. The striking halations of color
due to centrifical [sic] action that resulted were forthwith introduced into our.

paintings. . ."73
The extravagant gestural qualities of this way of painting came to be associated with
abstract expressionism or Action Painting. Yet the freedom with materials, the
abandonment of the brush and the adoption of synthetic media also resurfaced in other
high culture stylistic movements, such as the Washington Color school under the
influence of workshop participant Morms Louis. (See Figure 11). Furthermore the
critical triumphs of Louis' work were intimately connected with the development of
synthetic paints for artists by New York paintmakers as we shall see. Another
workshop participant was an aspiring but unknown Mexican artist named José
Gutiérrez, who would later become an influential teacher, artists' handbook author and

pioneer in synthetic paintmaking for artists.

Contacts with the Chemical Industry and Other Experts

In New York Siqueiros continued to seek technical advice from chemists,
architects and engineers. Siqueiros and his disciples were in contact with chemical
suppliers out of principle (socialist solidarity with the tools of the worker). out of
economic interest (to obtain deals on paint in order to be able to afford to execute
immense paintings) and to keep abreast of new matenals and techniques.

In his memoirs, Siqueiros recounts that he and members of the New York
Workshop conspired to befriend the chief chemist of a manufacturing firm which

produced nitrocellulose-based industrial paints. They spent long evenings drinking with

73, Horn. 1966, pp. 85-86.
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the chemist with the end in mind of wresting from him trade secrets about two technical
issues: 1) how to improve the lightfastness of the paints, and 2) how to make them less
shiny.” They were unsuccessful at obtaining technical details, even by plying him with
large quantities of alcohol. According to Siqueiros, one day, the chemist was driving
with Siqueiros past a car dump. The chemist stopped, searched through the debns in
the dump for a few moments and finally selected a piece of scrap. The metal had
oxidized but the coat of paint remained integral, a totally intact film of color. The
chemist explained that the longevity of the synthetic media constituted a disadvantage
for commercial paint manufacturers who sought to make them more ephemeral in order
to increase sales. As regards the high gloss finish which artists initially found difficult to
handle, the chemist explained that this glossy finish had only been attained with a huge
investment of time and money since the paints were initially matte -- just what the
Siqueiros and other artists wanted at that time. In other words, Siqueiros believed he
had discovered through the chemist that the large commercial paint manufacturers were
deliberately sabotaging the characteristics of what could be a fine painting material for
artists.

In his New York studio, Siqueiros started to use so much of the new paints that
he went to talk to an official at the Du Pont company, maker of the synthetic lacquer
Duco which he so loved. He thought that the company would be flattered by his use of

their material and would give him free paint. In his words:
" believed this practice would give me unquestionable rights, so that the big
paint-producing companies would hand out for free all [the paint] that I could
need. I had set my sights on Dupont [sic], the giant American empire
manufacturing the famous Duco. And after some days of effort, I obtained an
interview with the general manager, a typical high-level Yankee industrialist
bureaucrat. Once before him, I told him categorically :"I am the first artist to lay
claim to the use of painting materials with a synthetic resin base. And already at

74 The chemist was from a company identified as "Nitro Valspar Valentine" described in the
memoirs as "la mejor fabrica americana de pinturas industriales a base de nitrocelulosa” (the best
American manufacturer of nitrocellulose-based industrial paints). Siqueiros. 1977, p. 315.
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this moment there are at least some fifty American or American-based painters
who are following my example. What will happen when all the painters of the
world . . . grasp the convenience of using these modern materials. . .7" I didn't
possess the least doubt that the reply to my statement, would be the following,
pronounced with the greatest emotion: "Sefior Siqueiros, from this moment on
we offer you all the support of the powerful Dupont Company of the United
States. . . all the material that is necessary for you, for your New York studio,
and all other similar studios that will be founded anywhere as a result of your
pioneering example, of your most valiant work." 73

However, this was not the reaction of the "high official” of the Du Pont corporation
who explained to Siqueiros instead that even if all the artists in the world all began to
use painting materials in the Du Pont company's line, this would be of no commercial
significance beside all of the lacquer used to coat cars, refrigerators, airplanes and other
machines. Furthermore, according to Siqueiros' account, the chemical company
representative expressed concern that artists might jeopardize the monopoly of the

paintmaking company by learning how to make it themselves:

"you artists intentionally or not could wind up discovering our industnial secrets,
and that . . . would be a sign of tremendous stupidity on our part for having
allowed it: No, Sefior Siqueiros, he said, not only will we not encourage artists
to use our materials, we will discourage them will all the means at our disposal,
and for that we will count on the great experience of our world-wide advertising
department”. 76

75 »Cuando en mi taller de Nueva York. ampliando mis prictica de Los Angeles. pude darle mucho
amplitud al use de pinturas a base de resinas sintéticas. créi que esta practica me daria indudable
derecho a que las grades compaiiias productoras de pinturas de esa naturaleza me proporcionaran
gratutamente todas las que a mi me podian hacer falta. Para el objeto puse la mira en la Dupont.
gigantesca empresa norteamericana fabricante del famoso Duco. Y después de algunos dias de
esfuerzo. consegui unea entrevista con el gerente general, tipico alto funcionario industrial vanqui. Ya
frente a él. categéoricamente le dije: «Soy el primer artista pintor que reivindica el uso de materiales
picoricos a base de resinas sintéticas. Y va en estos momentos hay cuando menos unos cincuenta
pintores norteamericanos. o radicados en los Estados Unidos. que estan siguiendo mi ejemplo. ;/Qué
sera cuando todos los pintores del mundo y entre ellos los sesenta y cinco mil que viven en Paris,
comprendan la conveniencia de usar materiales modernos. en vez de los materiales descubiertos hace
miles de afios, como es el caso del dleo, que ain siguen usando?» No me cabia la menor duda que la
respuesta a mi discurso, pronunciado con Ia emocién major de todas las ocasiones, en mi caso, iba a ser
la siguiente: «Sefior Siqueiros. a partir de este momento tendra usted todo el apoyo de la poderosa
compaiiia Dupont de los Estados Unidos. Y ese apoyo se traducira en que mediante simples vales usted
podra recoger de nuestras bodegas todo el material que necesite para usted. su taller de Nueva York v
todos los talleres similares que se funden en caulquer parte, como resultado del ejemplo del pionero.
obra valiosisma de usted». Siqueiros. 1977, pp. 314-315.

76 "Ustedes los artistas. queriéndolo o no, acabarian por descubrir nuestros secretos industriales y eso
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New York in 1936 as an official delegate to the First American Artists' Congress and set
up what came to be known as the "Siqueiros Experimental Workshop -- A Laboratory
of Modern Techniques in Art".67

This workshop in New York became a center for experimentation with new
materials that attracted artists from Latin America as well as young Americans who later
rose to prominence, like Morris Louis and Jackson Pollock and a bevy of lesser known
artists. 68

In the workshop Siqueiros continued to develop modern art techniques and to
create "art for the people”, including many posters and floats for the Communist Party.
Siqueiros’ passion for the new industrial paints, particularly Duco, earned him the
nickname "Il Duco", an affectionate if teasing wordplay used by his students which
makes reference to Italian Fascist Benito Mussolini's nickname ("I! Duce) even though
Siqueiros was an adamant anti-fascist.%? Siqueiros was fascinated by the new effects he

could obtain with the synthetic automotive lacquers:
"The absorption of the colors on the surface produced snails and conches of
forms and sizes most unimaginable with the most fantastic details possible. But
that accidental phenomenon could have plastic value only with the means in
which we could coordinate, direct, and utilize it, that is, what we made using

such a premise."70

The new materials and techniques fit into Siqueiros' program of "dialectical

Hurlburt, 1989. p. 221.

67 The workshop opened in April 1936 at 5 West 14th Street. For information based on interviews
with workshop participants in the 1970s see Hurlburt. 1989, pp. 221-231 and Hurlburt. L.P. "The
Siqueiras Experimental Workshop. New York 1936" Art Journal. Spring. 1976, pp. 237-346. More
recently interviews by Jiirgen Hanen with workshop participant Roberto Berdicio are reported in an
analysis of the relationship between Siqueiros and Jackson Pollock. Harten. Jirgen. "When Antists
were still Heros". Siqueiros/Pollock Pollock.Siqueiros. Kunsthalle Diisseldorf and Dumont publishers,
1995, pp. 43-57.

68  The "initial nucleus" of artists included Americans Jackson Pollock. Sanford McCoy. Harold
Lehman, Axel Horr (later Horn). George Cox. Louis Ferstadt, Clara Mahl (later Claire Moore). and
Mexicans Luis Arenal. Antinio Pujol, Conrado Vasquez. José Gutiérrez and the Bolivian Roberto
Berdicio. Hurlburt. 1989, p. 221.

69 Gutiérrez and Roukes. 1960; Siqueiros. 1979.

70 Siqueiros in a letter to Blanca Luz Blum, June 9. 1936 translated and quoted in Hurlburt, 1989, p.
224.
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methodology" which workshop participants explored using a "system" of "controlled
effects” among them the exploration of "drips" in large-scale works which later became
an essential feature of Jackson Pollock's abstract expressionist work.”! (See Figure 10.)
The 1966 recollections of one of the workshop participants, Axel Horn, about his
experiences there with artist Jackson Pollock demonstrate the profound effect Siqueiros

practices and discourse had on the young artists in his workshop. In Hom's words:
"Siqueiros, active revolutionary and naughty boy of Mexican art, came to New
York. Jack and myself along with others of our group, became part of a
workshop that Siqueiros started for the express purpose of experimentation with
new technological developments in materials and tools. Paints including the then
new nitro-cellulose lacquers and silicones, surfaces such as plywoods and
asbestos panels and paint applicators including airbrushes and sprayguns, were
some of the materials and techniques to be explored and applied. We were
going to put out to pasture the "stick with hairs on its end" as Siqueiros called
the brush.

New art forms for the use and exposure to large masses of people were
to be initiated. Our stated aim was to perfect such new media even though they
might be comparatively impermanent, since they would be seen by hundreds of
thousands of people in the form of floats, posters, changeable murals in
subways, multi-reproduced graphics, etc."7?

Horn's memories provide insights into the appropriation of new approaches to studio

practices which came to be seen as characteristic of the New York avant-garde in the

late 1940s and 1950s:
"Spurred on by Siqueiros, whose energy and torrential flow of ideas and new
projects stimulated us all to a high pitch of activity everything became material
for our investigations. For instance, lacquer opened up enormous possibilities in
the application of color. We sprayed through stencils and friskets, embedded
wood, metal, and sand and paper. We used it in thin glazes or built it up into
thick globs. We poured it, dripped it, spattered it, hurled it at the picture
surface. It dried quickly, almost instantly, and could be removed at will even

71 The issue of whether Pollock was influenced by Siqueiros has been much debated. Certainly
Siqueiros' free-wheeling approach to the application of paint and his large-scale "portable murals” may
be echoed in Pollock's later enormous "easel” paintings which exploited "controlled accidents" likes
drips. However, Thomas Hart Benton. a former teacher of Pollock later claimed that the idea for using
dripping came from earlier experiences when Benton and Pollock worked together on glazing pottery in
a money-making venture. Woody. R. interview by Jan Marontate, 1994.

72 Hom. Axel. "Jackson Pollock: The Holiow and the Bump". The Carleton Miscellany. volume
VII. No. 3. summer 1966. pp. 80-87. Quote from p. 85.




though thoroughly dry and hard. What emerged was an endless variety of
accidental effects. Siqueiros soon constructed a theory and system of

"controlled accidents”.
I remember us secretly appropriating a Lazy Susan from one of the tables

in a neighboring cafeteria. Fastening pieces of plywood to it, we poured
different colored lacquers on it as it was spun. The striking halations of color
due to centrifical [sic] action that resulted were forthwith introduced into our.

paintings. . ."73
The extravagant gestural qualities of this way of painting came to be associated with
abstract expressionism or Action Painting. Yet the freedom with materials, the
abandonment of the brush and the adoption of synthetic media also resurfaced in other
high culture stylistic movements, such as the Washington Color school under the
influenee of workshop participant Morris Louis. (See Figure 11). Furthermore the
critical triumphs of Louis' work were intimately connected with the development of
synthetic paints for artists by New York paintmakers as we shall see. Another
workshop participant was an aspiring but unknown Mexican artist named José
Gutiérrez, who would later become an influential teacher, artists' handbook author and

pioneer in synthetic paintmaking for artists.

Contacts with the Chemical Industry and Other Experts

In New York Siqueiros continued to seek technical advice from chemists,
architects and engineers. Siqueiros and his disciples were in contact with chemical
suppliers out of principle (socialist solidarity with the tools of the worker), out of
economic interest (to obtain deals on paint in order to be able to afford to execute
immense paintings) and to keep abreast of new materials and techniques.

In his memoirs, Siqueiros recounts that he and members of the New York
Workshop conspired to befriend the chief chemist of a manufacturing firm which

produced nitrocellulose-based industrial paints. They spent long evenings drinking with

73 Horn, 1966, pp. 85-86.
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the chemist with the end in mind of wresting from him trade secrets about two technical
issues: 1) how to improve the lightfastness of the paints, and 2) how to make them less
shiny.” They were unsuccessful at obtaining technical details, even by plying him with
large quantities of alcohol. According to Siqueiros, one day, the chemist was driving
with Siqueiros past a car dump. The chemist stopped, searched through the debris in
the dump for a few moments and finally selected a piece of scrap. The metal had
oxidized but the coat of paint remained integral, a totally intact film of color. The
chemust explained that the longevity of the synthetic media constituted a disadvantage
for commercial paint manufacturers who sought to make them more ephemeral in order
to increase sales. As regards the high gloss finish which artists initially found difficult to
handle, the chemist explained that this glossy finish had only been attained with a huge
investment of time and money since the paints were initially matte -- just what the
Siqueiros and other artists wanted at that time. In other words, Siqueiros believed he
had discovered through the chemist that the large commercial paint manufacturers were
deliberately sabotaging the characteristics of what could be a fine painting material for
artists.

In his New York studio, Siqueiros started to use so much of the new paints that
he went to talk to an official at the Du Pont company, maker of the synthetic lacquer
Duco which he so loved. He thought that the company would be flattered by his use of

their material and would give him free paint. In his words:
"I believed this practice would give me unquestionable rights, so that the big
paint-producing companies would hand out for free all [the paint] that [ could
need. I had set my sights on Dupont [sic], the giant American empire
manufacturing the famous Duco. And after some days of effort, I obtained an
interview with the general manager, a typical high-level Yankee industrialist
bureaucrat. Once before him, I told him categorically :"I am the first artist to lay
claim to the use of painting materials with a synthetic resin base. And already at

74 The chemist was from a company identified as "Nitro Valspar Valentine" described in the
memoirs as "la mejor fdbrica americana de pinturas industriales a base de nitrocelulosa” (the best
American manufacturer of nitrocellulose-based industrial paints). Siqueiros, 1977, p. 315.
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this moment there are at least some fifty American or American-based painters
who are following my example. What will happen when all the painters of the
world . . . grasp the convenience of using these modern matenals. . .?" I didn't
possess the least doubt that the reply to my statement, would be the following,
pronounced with the greatest emotion: "Sefior Siqueiros, from this moment on
we ot¥er you all the support of the powerful Dupont Company of the United
States. . . all the material that is necessary for you, for your New York studio,
and all other similar studios that will be founded anywhere as a result of your
pioneering example, of your most valiant work." 73

However, this was not the reaction of the "high official" of the Du Pont corporation
who explained to Siqueiros instead that even if all the artists in the world all began to
use painting materials in the Du Pont company's line, this would be of no commercial
significance beside all of the lacquer used to coat cars, refrigerators, airplanes and other
machines. Furthermore, according to Siqueiros' account, the chemical company
representative expressed concern that artists might jeopardize the monopoly of the

paintmaking company by learning how to make it themselves:

"you artists intentionally or not could wind up discovering our industrial secrets,
and that . . . would be a sign of tremendous stupidity on our part for having
allowed it: No, Sefior Siqueiros, he said, not only will we not encourage artists
to use our materials, we will discourage them will all the means at our disposal,
and for that we will count on the great experience of our world-wide advertising

department" 76

75 "Cuando en mi taller de Nueva York. ampliando mis practica de Los Angeles. pude darle mucho
amplitud al use de pinturas a base de resinas sintéticas. créi que esta practica me daria indudable
derecho a que las grades compaiiias productoras de pinturas de esa naturaleza me proporcionaran
gratutamente todas las que a mi me podian hacer falta. Para el objeto puse la mira en la Dupont.
gigantesca empresa norteamericana fabricante del famoso Duco. Y después de algunos dias de
esfuerzo, consegui unea entrevista con el gerente general. tipico alto funcionario industrial vanqui. Ya
frente a €l. categéoricamente le dije: «Soy el primer artista pintor que reivindica el uso de materiales
picoricos a base de resinas sintéticas. Y va en estos momentos hay cuando menos unos cincuenta
pintores norteamericanos. o radicados en los Estados Unidos. que estdn siguiendo mi ejemplo. ;Qué
sera cuando todos los pintores del mundo y entre ellos los sesenta y cinco mil que viven en Paris,
comprendan la conveniencia de usar materiales modernos, en vez de los materiales descubiertos hace
miles de afios. como es el caso del dleo. que ain siguen usando? No me cabia la menor duda que la
respuesta a mi discurso, pronunciado con la emocion major de todas las ocasiones. en mi caso. iba a ser
la siguiente: «Sefior Siqueiros. a partir de este momento tendra usted todo el apoyo de la poderosa
compaiiia Dupont de los Estados Unidos. Y ese apoyo se traducird en que mediante simples vales usted
podra recoger de nuestras bodegas todo el material que necesite para usted, su taller de Nueva York v
todos los talleres similares que se funden en caulquer parte, como resultado del ejemplo del pionero.
obra valiosisma de usted». Siqueiros, 1977, pp. 314-315.

76 "Ustedes los artistas. queriéndolo o no, acabarian por descubrir nuestros secretos industriales y eso
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And according to Siqueiros, that's what they did. Siqueiros went so far as to claim that

the propaganda of the chemical companies was such that
"u reached Mexico, and reached no less than my colleague Diego Rivera and his
disciples, who later accused me of receiving ' money from Dupont for advertising

synthetic colours . . .."77

Undeterred by unsatisfactory contacts with the chemical industry and occasional
technical failures in his experiments with synthetic media, Siqueiros remained committed
to the new matenials, continued to consult paintmakers, architects, and technicians
throughout his life. This practice was also adopted by other painters. especially after the

war, in their search for new materials.

Overview of the Connotations of the New Media in Siqueiros' Discourse

Siqueiros' accounts depict his quest for new materials as driven by pragmatism in
the beginning: they were a way of solving technical problems economically in order to
achieve his aesthetic goals in specific projects. Subsequently, he claimed that the new
painting media had profound repercussions for his working methods (for example, the
quick drying paints required speedy application), for the formal qualities of his art (the
glossy surfaces were countered through the heavy use of textured grounds, increased
scale was made possible by industrial application techniques), and even for its symbolic
content (emphasizing modernity and the future in place of "archaic" historical
techniques).

Siqueiros’ view that the modern artist must make use of contemporary means of

production was grounded in an abiding faith in modern technology and in the idea of

si que seria ademas un crimen. una prueba, por haberlos permitido. de nuestra tremenda estupidez: No.
sefior Siqueiros -- me dijo--. nosotros no solamente no vamos a animar a los artistas en el uso de
nuestros materiales, sino que los vamos a desanimar por todos los medios que estén a nuestro alcance y
para eso contamos con la experiencia superior de nuestro universal departamento de publicidad».
Siqueiros 1977. p.315

77 Y su propaganda due tal. que llego6 hasta México y nada menos que hasta mi colega Diego Rivera y
sus dicipulos. quienes despusés de haberme acusado de recibir dinero de la Dupont para propagar los
colores sintéticos . . . parece que ellos fueron los que lo recibieron. desacrditando su uso por obra de la
propia Dupont." Siqueiros 1977, p. 315.
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progress:’8
“"We shall establish the fundamental premise that art movements should atways
develop in accordance with the technical possibilities of their age.” Modern
technique and mechanics have made such enormous progress that they can
enrich our creative capacity beyond our wildest imagination."7?

He insisted that artistic innovations were to be achieved by a scientific and materialist

approach to painting :
"Qur art must have a real scientific basis. We must get ride of the empiricism,
and emotivism which have characterised the art movements of the world until
today. For the first time in history, we shall find scientific truths which can be
proved, either physically, chemically, or psychologically. In this way we will be
able to forge a strong connection between art and science. "80

Siqueiros' revolutionary ideas about the modernization of painting practices
extended to other aspects of technique such as multi-media approaches. He promoted

the dissolution of boundaries between artforms:
" We must develop a polygraphic art which will combine both plastic and
graphic art and provide a greater potential for artistic expression. Art must no
longer be separated into units, either pure painting or pure sculpture, it must find
a new, more powerful, more modern language which will give it much greater
repercussion and validity as an art expression.

We must use new, dialectic forms, rather than dead, scholarly

mechanical ones."8!

For Siqueiros however, the ultimate goal of technical experimentation was to
realize the emancipatory function of the aesthetic experience, as his principal biographer

and a close associate in his later years explained:
"Technical innovations were of use, he said, only if applied with revolutionary
proletarian conviction, at which time they would produce "transcendental
aesthetic effects (social and intrinsic as in absolute works of art) that correspond
to the present state of social struggle of the enraged classes, to the epoch of
imperialism, last stage of capitalist rule, and to the affirmative stages of the new

78 Harten. 1995. p. 50.
79 Siqueiros 1975. p. 46
80 Siqueiros 1975. p. 46-7.

81, Siqueiros, D. A. "Towards a Transformation of the Plastic Arts" (Plans for a manifesto and study
programme for studio-schools of painting and sculpture. witten by Siqueiros in New York. 1934) in
Siqueiros. David Alfaro (trans. Sylvia Calles). Art and Revolution. London: Lawrence and Wishart,
1975. p. 46

—_—
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society which is very near" 82

The impact of Siqueiros's views on others is difficult to ascertain. Siqueiros'
proselytizing did not convince everyone of the virtues of plastics and his authority with
U.S. artists waned particularly as socialist discourse in the arts was subsumed by
existentialist and formalist debates. Gaps in the uneasy alliance of liberals, Trotskyists
and Stalinists in the "Popular Front" (an international alliance of intellectuals and
revolutionaries devoted to antifascism) widened during the 1930s. Soon there was open
hostility between different factions.

Siquetros’ obsessive radicalism alienated many. By the end of the decade many
artists looked to Trotsky as a way to reaffirm artistic freedom and escape from Stalinist
Social Realism. In this Siqueiros differed. Siqueiros remained a Stalinist politically, but
he promoted an approach to art which is far removed from the rigid official Soviet art in
the 1930s. This constitutes one of the nagging contradictions in his ideological analysis
of "politically correct"” artistic practice. Surprisingly, since he participated in an
assassination attempt on Trotsky, Siqueiros' aesthetic position had much in common
with that of Trotsky than Stalin whose regime he supported unwaveringly. They both
promoted the use of modern matenals and team work in the portrayal of active,
expressive scenes showing faith in the future 83

Questions were raised about his political and ethical behaviour on less dogmatic
grounds as well. In the words of Octavio Paz, a younger contemporary who fought

with him in the Spanish Civil war:
"He was a man of action, an adventurer, like Malraux. Like all adventurers, he
was also an actor, a figure out of commedia dell'arte, a sort of swaggering
braggart . . . capable, however, of carrying out his swashbuckling boasts. He
was courageous: he took part in the Mexican Revolution and the Spanish Civil

82 Quotation from Raquel Tibol in Goldman 1995 (1977), p. 11.

83 Indeed. Siqueiros' expressionistic renderings were very far from the "socialist realism" of officially-
sanctioned Stalinist interpretation of social realism, which Trotsky condemned. Trotsky. Leon. "Arnt
and Politics". Partisan Review. A Literarv Monthly, Volume V. No.3. August-September, 1938, pp. 3-
10.
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War. Nonetheless, it is impossible to forget or forgive him for, certain acts, such
as the unsuccessful attempt on the lives of Trotsky and his family, which ended
in the cold-blooded murder of a secretary of the revolutionary leader. That
corpse casts a shadow over the memory of Siqueiros. Can a painter have
bloodstained hands? . . .

We were friends in those days, but we broke with each other when
Siqueiros directed the attack on Trotsky's life. . . Nor can I forget that Siqueiros
was a Stalinist throughout his life: he was one of the very few who applauded
the entry of Russian tanks into Prague. It would not be honest to hide the other
side of the coin: he was a militant who served jail sentences and persecution for
his beliefs. he was a passionate man and a narcissist; in his life and his painting,
flashes of truth and flashes of stage lighting abound. . . It is impossible to ignore
him._ "84

Yet. Siqueiros' visits to the United States in 1932 and 1936, which were pivotal
in his work with synthetic media, occurred prior to the bitter breakdown of communist-
inspired artists’ associations at the end of the decade, and participants in his New York
and California workshops later emerged as leaders in innovative work with synthetic

materials as later chapters will reveal.

Concluding Remarks

The development of materials and techniques of application tc satisfy aesthetic
and ideological ambitions was a salient feature artistic practice during the Mexican
Renaissance. Siqueiros was not unique in seeking new materials and technical
information, but he provided a particularly eloquent plea for the appropriation of
modern materials -- in particular synthetic painting media -- as the embodiment of
socialist principles in artistic practice. Historical accounts stress the impact of Siqueiros'
technical experimentation with new media on his many students in the U.S. and his
revolutionary attitudes to studio practices on the course of dominant styles of painting
in international art. Significantly, the social message and ideological implications for the
adoption of the new media so present in Siqueiros' discourse about synthetic media and

new tools were lost in the critical reception of American painters he had taught.

84 Paz 1993. pp. 155-157.
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For many, perhaps most artists (including Siqueiros) "technique"” referred to a
broad range of practices and creative processes involving formal, iconographic and
representational dimensions in the 1930s. Although the new synthetic media were
widely adopted later, use of synthetic painting materials appears to have been relatively
limited before World War II. Indeed, in the beginning, appropnation of synthetic media
seems in some respects to have been almost an elite practice since the new materials
appear to have been primarily used by artists who were recognized in high culture
circles as we shall see. During the 1930s and early 1940s there was significant
resistance on the part of other major Mexican muralists in the U.S. to wholeheartedly
endorse the new synthetic media, notably on the part of Rivera and his students. Yet, in
spite of doubts about the durability of modern paints, there was considerable interest in
their potential for adaptation for artistic use spurred by both pragmatic and artistic
concerns. From a practical point of view in the U.S. there were shortages of artists’
quality materials due to a huge increase in the demand for artists' paints with the
inception of large-scale government-funded projects to counter the effects of
widespread economic hardship and social upheaval caused by the Great Depression.
The example of the Mexican muralists and Siqueiros’ advocacy of attention to modern
materials and methods set the stage for art-technical experimentation in the U.S. by

providing ideological and aesthetic arguments for adoption of synthetic media.



CHAPTER 3 — New Deal Art Projects; State Intervention and the Emergence of

Technical Issues as a Means to Control Artistic Production

In the United States during the Great Depression, President F.D. Roosevelt's
New Deal social programs included art projects administered at federal and state levels.
Known collectively as the New Deal art projects, they were modeled on earlier Mexican
experiences with state-funded mural decoration of public buildings as a means to
communicate socio-political messages. Artist and arts administrator George Biddie. in a
key document for the inception of New Deal funding of the arts, wrote in 1933 to

Roosevelt suggesting this rationale for support for artists:
"The Mexican artists have produced the greatest national school of mural
painting since the Italian Renaissance. [Muralist] Diego Rivera tells me that it
was only possible because [Mexican President] Obregon allowed Mexican artists
to work at plumbers' wages in order to express on the walls of the government
buildings the social ideals of the Mexican revolution."!

Interpretations of the New Deal vary; it is depicted at times as a revolutionary
social reorganization which made a major break with the past, at times as a socially
conservative vehicle for liberal reform in the service of corporate capitalism.2 Whatever
the broader interpretations, the impact of this infusion of attention and funds on the
growth of interest in art was remarkable. State patronage produced the first major body
of public American art and made art accessible to a previously uninitiated public across
the country. Artists became, if only temporarily, government employees and with
unions representing them a new professionalism emerged in discourse about aesthetic
and technical standards. At the same time, art conservators, curators, dealers and art
materials manufacturers became involved in the production and reception of the works
created. The United States government became the largest consumer of art materials in

the world creating a demand for quality materials which far exceeded the supply. The

1. Biddle. George. An American Artist's Story. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1939, pp. 268-9.
2. Melrose. Barbara. Engendering Culture. Manhood and Womanhood in New Deal Public Art and Theater,
Washington: Smithsonian Institution. 1991, pp. 1-12.
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search for new, more durable, cost-effective materials resulted in innovative research on
synthetic media.

This section will present a summary account of the general infrastructure for the
New Deal projects and some key incidents which brought art technical issues to the fore
in debates between artists and bureaucrats. Technical research and experimentation
related to synthetic painting media as well as the inception of coordinated efforts to
regulate artists' paints will be briefly considered. These efforts illustrate ways in which
the New Deal projects engendered a new intimacy between politicians, arts
administrators, conservators, paintmakers and artists in the U.S. with surprising

outcomes for both discourse and activities related to art materials and techniques.

Art Materials and the New Deal Art Projects

New Deal support for the arts covered a broad range of activities including the
production of artworks for public buildings, travelling exhibitions, theatrical productions
and films, art and craft education, and documentary projects. In the visual arts three
main types of activities were undertaken: the production of works of arts and crafts, art

education (including the establishment of community art centers) and research.?

Administrative Infrastructure of the Projects

The New Deal projects were administered by a plethora of organizations at

various levels of government beginning in 1933.4 The earliest projects were begun by

3. Coordinated nation-wide research efforts in the visuat arts were principally devoted to the Index of
American Design, a massive study which aimed at compiling a pictorial survey of American decorative, useful
and folk arnts to 1890.

4. Woodhull, Margaret. A Brief Guide to the New Deal and the Arts Project at the Archives of American
Art. (Finding Aid) Washington: Archives of American Art , 1990; McDonald, William Francis, Federal
Relief Administration and the Arts, Ohio State University Press, 1969 (written in 1946). O'Connor, Francis
V.Federal Support for the Visual Arts: The New Deal and Now. A Report on the New Deal Art Projects in
New York City and State with Recommendations for Present-Day Federal Support for the Visual Arts to the
National Endowment for the Arts, Washington, D.C., October, 1968. Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic



the Public Works of Art Project (1933-4) and the Treasury Section of Painting and
Sculpture (begun in 1934 and renamed the Section of Fine Arts in 1938 and referred to
as The Section). The Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP) ran simultaneously with the
projects of The Section and those administered by the Federal Art Project (F.A.P.).
The F.A .P. was managed by the Federal Works Progress Administration (W.P.A.,
renamed Work Project Administration) until 1939. The Reorganization Act of 1939
made significant changes, notably with the inception of many state-run projects which
continued some Federal Art Project activities in programs composed of a series of
official state-wide project units under various administrations. The bulk of the projects
supporting the arts were discontinued during the war effort although vestiges of New
Deal arts programs could still be found in government at the time of writing, for
example in the Fine Arts Program run by the General Services Administration (which
oversees the conservation of government-owned public artworks, many of which date
from the New Deal period, and runs competitions for government commissions).’
Although initially emphasis was placed on the decoration of public buildings,
very diverse projects were developed to employ artists and craftspeople. There was
some overlap in the different projects, but an effort was made to establish distinct
"jurisdictions”. One way this was done was to develop mandates for embellishment of
different categories of buildings. For example, the program established bv the Section
of Painting and Sculpture of the Treasury Department (which was run on a competitive

basis) was primarily devoted to producing art for new federal buildings, whereas the

Society, 1969, Mecklenburg, Virginia. The Public as Patron, A History of the Treasury Department Mural
Program, College Park, Marvland, University of Maryland Art Galley, 1979. Doss, Erica. Benrton. Pollock
and the Politics of Modernism: From Regionalism to Abstract Expressionism. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991.

5. The current Art-in-Architecture Program run by the General Services Administration (GSA) was
established in 1963 to commussion works of art from living American artists. The GSA allocates a maximum
of .5% of the estimated cost of constructing or purchasing new Federal buildings or of the cost of completing
major repair and alteration of existing buildings. "General Services Administration Art-in-Architecture
Program”. in Art-in-Architeciure Artist Slide Registry Form, Document #20405, GSA. An-in-Architecture
Program-PGA, 18th & F Streets, N.W. Room 1300, Washington, D.C. nd. .
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relatively small Treasury Relief Art Project (designed to give work to destitute artists)
confined itself mainly to o/d federal buildings. The huge Federal Art Project dealt with
non-federal public and quasi-public institutions (like schools and hospitals) and had
many other diverse activities related to art.

The most important activities for the development and use of new art matenals
appear to have been undertaken under the auspices of the Federal Art Project #1 which
set up organizational structures by taking into account media and intended use of the art
produced. Mural, easel painting, sculpture and graphic arts projects fell into the
category of "creative projects".” These functioned relatively separately from the so-
called "service projects” which included both art education and research, as well as
activities in the "allied arts" such as the Poster Project, the Photography Project, the
production of dioramas and other public service-oriented activities (such as creating
relief maps and models for government agencies, schools and museums). A survey of
the media and techniques employed by the "creative projects” lists the following
categories : mural (fresco, fresco secco, oil on canvas and oil on plaster), easel painting
(oil painting on canvas or panels, tempera paintings, water colours, gouaches, pastel
drawings, monotypes), graphic arts (etchings including soft-ground and aquatints,
drypoints, copper engraving, mezzotints, wood engravings and woodcuts. and linoleum-
cuts), and sculpture (cast and carved).

Constant efforts at administrative reorganization, decentralization and budget
cuts occurred. Throughout, many of the senior administrators remained the same,
although there were differences in the policies and mandates which the various projects

were intended to represent. Thus there was also considerable continuity in the core

6 The Federal Art Project, like the Public Works of Art Project, was a primarily designed as a relief project
intended to give work to needy people. and generally allowed various projects to employ a maximum of 10-
25% non-relief personnel (depending on the project). although exemptions from this quota were sometimes
requested in individual projects demanding particular technical expertise, notably in mural projects.

1. Federal Art Project Exhibitions: Purposes, Functions, Techniques. AAA DCS0: 1183-1201.
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senior administrative staff, but great variation in the artists employed at any given time,

since most artists were engaged for specific art work on contracts or for limited periods.

Information about Art Materials in Records and Surviving Art

The New Deal art projects increased the demand for painting media in a variety
of ways.® Not only were materials required for work on the projects but the artists
employed had income which they could use to buy supplies for work outside the
projects. In addition new art and craft education programs for the general public
expanded the number of amateurs purchasing materials.®

The exact nature and extent of art supply purchases for the art projects cannot
be established due to the loss and disposal of many records. For example, the
centralized records of purchases of supplies and equipment by the Professional and
Service Projects for the Works Progress Administration (W.P.A) art programs, which
could have provided a list of suppliers, have been destroyed.!® Fortunately some papers
from divisions concerned with technical issues do remain in the National Archives
records on the New Deal projects but these were severely pruned by government
archivists. The records they saved were selected to provide information on arts
administration policies and accomplishments of interest for the insights they provide for
American political history, not to document technical or substantive aspects of the art

produced.!! In addition oral history interviews with approximately 400 participants in

8 Stemner. Frank. "The Recommended Commercial Standard for Artists’ Oil Pants”. in Betl and Smuth, 1991

(repnint of 1941 onginal), pp. 160-167..

9 WPA Technical Series, Bibliography on Art and Art Teaching, Ant Circular No. 2, Works Progress
Admuinistration, Division of Women's and Professional Projects. Federal Ant Project, Washington D.C.
Document #13103 from RG. 69. Box 15 "Technical Circulars”, National Archives, Washington D.C.

10 According to the finding aid for the W.P.A. "General Subject Series” documents available for
consultation in the National Archives head office in Washington, D.C. Record Group 69, 210.15 "Supplies
and Equipment, 1935-39" was authorized for disposal by Job No. 345-330.

L1 Portions of these records and some material from State archives have been microfilmed by the Archives of
American Art. Much of this matenal was re-organized with the assistance of Frances V. O'Connor beginning
in the 1960s. O'Connor, Francis V. Federal Support for the Visual Arts: The New Deal and Now. A
Research Project (Prelinunary Report of Activities and Accomplishments with a Guide 1o New Deal Art
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New Deal art projects conducted by Dr. Harlan B. Phillips for the Archives of American
Art provide valuable if sparse information on practices, since here too mainstream art
historical and policy concerns were the focus of the study.

The disposal of information on art materials and techniques is not surprising
given that even the artwork funded by these projects was not carefully stored.
Generally the works of art created under the auspices of New Deal art projects were 10
remain the property of the Federal government which would then allocate them to
institutions and public agencies supported in whole or in part by tax funds.!2 In fact the
easel paintings in particular were widely dispersed. As early as April 1944 the
government had begun liquidating its holdings and many pictures were purportedly sold
to a Long Island junk dealer for 4 cents a pound. Some of the paintings ended up in the
possession of a second-hand shop owner in New York City.!3 Others were sold as rags
to a plumber who thought he could use the painted canvases to wrap heating pipes. 14

According to one account:
“in 1944, a man in New York taking an evening stroll with his wife began
frantically rummaging through a garbage can. What he had discovered was one
of the most unique art finds of out era: original works by Jackson Pollock and
Mark Rothko, abstract painters regarded by many art critics as among the most
innovative American talents of this century. The Pollocks and Rothkos had
come from U.S. Government vaults where they had been stored since the two
painters worked on Federal payrolls during the works Project Administration
days of the thirties. Largely ignored, the paintings had been sold for scrap value
during a renovation, and made their way to the trash pile when the contractor
who bought them found the painted canvases unsuitable for pipe insulation"!?

Preservation problems were not limited to easel paintings. Murals and sculptures

Project Documentation) Washington, D.C. Manuscript from Aschives of American Art, dated September,
1968, n.p.

12 Federal Art Project Exhibitions: Purposes, Functions, Techniques, AAA DCS50: 1183-1201.

13 "End of WPA Art", clipping of newspaper or magazine article from unidentified publication dated 17
April 1944, p. 44 in Karel Yasko Papers, Fine Arts Division, General Services Administration.

14 Interview with Sam Golden by Jan Marontate, 1991.

15 News Release, General Services Administration, United States, Government, handwritten date : August
1970. Yasko Papers, Fine Arts Division, General Services Administration.
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suffered similar abuse and neglect. Many were destroyed when ownership of federal
buildings was transferred.

It wasn't until the 1970s that efforts at comprehensive inventories of New Ccal
art began in eamnest, in particular, the National Fine Arts Inventory Project begun by the
General Services Administration in 1971. This partial inventory (of surviving work still
in the possession of the U.S. government) provides limited information on materials and
techniques used, but only gives detailed account for works of art which have undergone
conservation assessments and restoration. The inventory was conducted by a
government employee named Karel Yasko who described himself as an architect by
training and an architectural histori.an. Beginning in the early 1970s, he spearheaded a
movement within the government to locate and protect New Deal art work. One of the
most influential sources of information about the early history of synthetic media in
American painting is a conference paper by a conservator based on discussion with
Yasko and perusal of documentation in his notoriously disorderly office.!6
Unfortunately, the paper does not include any bibliographic references and they are
impossible to trace since few of Yasko's papers remain in the collection of the Fine Arts
Division of the General Services Administration.!?

Thus documentation about art materials in the New Deal is fragmentary and
interspersed amongst copious administrative documents in a complex and constantly
changing organizational structure. Information management efforts to reduce the

volume of the New Deal archives had led to the loss of significant technical

16 The paper lists dates of introduction of materials which have been adopted in other authontative words by
conservators at the Conservation Analvtical Laboratories of Museum Support Center of the Smithsoman
Institution in Washington, D.C. and at the National Gallery of Canada. Points of discrepancy with Lodge's
dates will be discussed in later chapters. Lodge, Robert G. "A History of Synthetic Painting Media with
Special Reference to Commercial Matenials”, A/C Preprints, 1988, and Telephone Interview with Robert
Lodge by Jan Marontate, October 1993.

17 After Yasko's death. his office was conserved for some time but most of his papers were apparently
discarded in an effort at housekeeping. The Fine Arts Division Offices made available a small box containing
mostly press clippings made by Yasko but efforts by a co-worker to salvage Yasko's papers failed.
Conversation with Liza Kirwin, November 1993, Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C.
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documentation as will be evident in later discussions. Nonetheless. the surviving
documents provide some fascinating insights into ways in which art matenals came to

the fore in disputes between artists and administrators.

Access to Materials: Purchasing Arrangements and the Quality of Art Supplies

Arrangements varied regarding the procurement of art supplies for use in the
projects and who would pay for them. In some New Deal-sponsored programs, for
example those run by the Treasury Section of‘ Fine Arts to commission art for post
offices and courthouses, small contracts ofien stipulated that artists purchase their own
supplies.!® For many of the projects local sponsors were expected to supply funding for
materials or at least to assume the cost of materials which "ordinarily made necessary
the securing of a great deal of preliminary public interest".!? Often art materials
suppliers were accorded contracts directly by government agencies which then dispersed
the materials to artists.20 In these cases strict guidelines had to be followed but these
guidelines had not been developed with artists' materials in mind.

The procurement of art supplies in sufficient quantity, of adequate quality and at
reasonable costs was problematic. In many instances the purchasing process was
blamed for difficulties with the quality of art supplies. According to Rutherford J.
Gettens (whose work testing materials for the project will be discussed below)

commenting on problems after the states took over management of the W.P_A. projects:
"Purchasing was done by the state offices through the Procurement Division of
the United States Government. The [art project] supervisors naturally wanted to
supply the artists with first-grade materials, but purchasing agents knew very
little about artists' materials and hence could not buy them critically. Confusion

18 Melrose, 1992, p.5.

19 Government Aid during the Depression to Professional, Technical and Other Service Workers, Works
Progress Administration. A report prepared by the Division of Professional and Service Projects and
submitted to James T. Shotwell, Chairman of the American National Committee on Intellectual Cooperation
of the League of Nations by Harry L. Hopkins of the WPA_ May 18, 1938. Archives of American Art. reel
DC-56, p. 23.

20 McDonald, 1969, pp. 377-422.
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of trade names, lack of any kind of standard of quality, lack of uniformity in
packaging all made purchasing a most haphazard procedure. . .

Artists themselves were untaught in these matters and had no strong’
convictions about quality and sources of materials, or if they did their opinions
differed widely. They would frequently ask for paints having most fugitive and
undesirable pigments.

The difficulties of purchase were greatly increased when the state
projects received orders to buy artists' supplies on the basis of sealed bids from
the lowest bidder. The purchasing agent could no longer place his order with an
established and reputable house. It was found that the materials supplied on low
bids were cheap substitutes that masqueraded under names ordinarily used for
better grade paints. This resulted in complaints from artists and grief for the

purchasing agent."2!

Customary procedures for purchasing supplies which relied on a system of
competitive bids based on specifications were hard to implement due to the difficulty of
writing specifications for art materials "because of their complicated composition. their
specialized use and their ease of sophistication [sic]".22 Generally, government
regulations regarding supplies required special permission for ordering products using
proprietary names. Records indicate that only three brands of artists' paints could be
ordered by their proprietary names.23 The administration's general policy was to give
American suppliers priority which was another source of complaints since many of the

better quality artists' paints used by American artists at the time were made in Europe.?4

Debates about Artistic Competence: The Issue of Style vs. Technique

Complaints about the quality of materials and techniques used in the projects

21 Genens. Rutherford J. "The Materials of Art", -irt Jor the Millions: Essavs from the 1930s by Artists and
Administrators of the WP Federal Art Project, (ed. Francis V. O'Connor), New York Graphic Society, Ltd.
Greenwich, Connecticut, 1973, pp. 190-191.

22 WPA. AAADC79:1710

23 A list of "domestic materials requisitioned proprietary” without further identification indicates that
Schmincke, Weber and Martini were the only authorized brand names of artists’ paints which could be ordered
by their proprietary names. Sherwin & Williams paints and lacquers were the only ones were allowed to be
purchased by name for silk screen work. Since these are listed as "domestic materials” it must be assumed
that the Schmincke colors were those made by Grumbacher through special arrangement with the German-
based company during the 1930s (see Chapter 7). Record Group 69. Records of the W.P.A. Office of the
National Director. General Records. 1935-1940. National Procurement Folder, n.d. Box 11. entry 540,
National Archives. Washington D.C.

24 Letter from Olin Dows to Umberto Romano dated March 13, 1936. AAA DC57: 1068
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abound in documentation and these are interwoven with general concerns about artistic
standards in the projects.

Many studies have documented the frequently hostile reception accorded
New Deal-sponsored artworks.25 Criticism of content and style was particularly
common in public assessments of large-scale works of art done for public buildings
across the country.26 For artists and other participants in art worlds (critics,
curators, gallery owners etc.), aesthetic and socio-political issues were at the core of
the debate about standards. In particular, tensions were apparent in relations
between social realists, regional populists and practitioners of various forms of
abstract or "modern" painting as the new abstracting tendencies were sometimes
called. Painters working in non-representational styles complained about
discrimination in hiring and mounted a successful campaign near the end of the
program to redress past wrongs with a travelling exhibition of abstract easel
paintings.

Indeed there were federal restrictions affecting style and content.
Administrators felt these restrictions were minimal and often displayed a profound
ignorance of then-current art trends. This is illustrated well in one report proudly
boasting of the freedom given artists which shows a complete unawareness of

abstraction in painting:
"The only federal restriction was that the subject matter of these art works
should be American, whether naturalistic, symbolic, legendary or historical”.2”

Even as early as 1936, in the Treasury Relief Art Project there was friction

25 Marling, Karel Ann Wall-to-Wall American: A Cultural History of Post Office Murals in the Great
Depression, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982.

26 See for example, Marling 1982 and Doss 1991.

27 Government Aid during the Depression to Professional, Technical and Other Service Workers, Works
Progress Administration. A report prepared by the Division of Professional and Service Projects and
submitted to James T. Shotwell. Chairman of the American National Committee on Intellectual Cooperation
of the League of Nations by Harry L. Hopkins of the WPA, May 18, 1938. Archives of American Art. reel
DC-56,p. 23.
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between artists and administrators over the issue of whether abstract tendencies
would be accepted. Throughout the history of the New Deal projects protests by
artists against discrimination on stylistic grounds were frequent. In discussions
about such issues, unions and other artists' representation organizations played an
active role. Some of these were local organizations, while others. such as the
American Artists Congress, had a national membership.

In 1936 one of these artists' organizations, the Artists Union and Craft
Locals, protested "any decision to limit the freedom of expression accorded to
artists on the project” and the "apparent discrimination against a school of painting"
focussing on several specific cases involving dismissals.28 In one case an artist had
been fired because his work was found "unacceptable on the grounds that it was
"abstract" painting."29 The director of the project had written to the artist stating

that:
" Abstractions are impossible for us to use under this Project. 1 would suggest
that you do no more abstractions like the one you cent in."30

A union representative sought to explain to project administrators the distinction

between technical competence and "style":
"When an artist is accepted on the project, he undertakes to deliver competent
work, but does not undertake to deliver work which is in accordance with
academic, or any other specific theory of art. . . Abstract painting is in
accordance with a theory of art which is accepted by many artists and many
critics. It is obvious that if a painter who works in the "abstract" manner is
forced to deliver realistic work, he cannot do justice to himself or reflect credit
upon the project. Under such conditions, we feel that the project would not be
fostering the free development of art, but would be enforcing the delivery of

28 | etters from the Artists Union Protest Committee (Lawrence L. Steinfeld, Susan Mandl, Louis Lozowick,
Saul Berman and Alex Dobkin) to Olin Dows, n.d. and from the Grievance Committee (New York) Grievance
Committee (W. Walkeley, Schlemowitz, Borned, Pandolfini and Mandl), October, 30, 1936. AAA reel DC32.
29 The artist in question was Igor Pandukoff. Letter from Harry Malinow, Chairman of the TR.A.P. Artists
Union and Craft Locals (New York. N.Y.), to Olin Dows. Director, Treasury Relief Art Project, October 12,
1936. Records of the Treasury Relief Art Project. AAA reel DC32.

30 Leuter from Olin Dows to the Artists' Coordination Committee, New York. September. 1936. AAA Reel
32
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much worthless and "hack” production” 3!
But later, after protests by New York artists in particular the project director

reformulated his statement:
"The use of "impossible" is an overstatement on my part. The Project has
difficulty in allocating abstract paintings and. although we have accepted a
number, individual painters have been asked (when they work in both methods )
to submit their more objective work."32 [Emphasis added].

Here the notion of "method" or technique is once more introduced by an
administrator into a dispute about aesthetics (denoted by the administrator in his

letter as "style" or "school of painting").

Public Accountability, Hiring Practices and Artists' Qualifications

For politicians and bureaucrats, questions about standards raised by voters
were a reminder that New Deal art projects used public funds. When art produced
for the projects met with public disapproval as it frequently did, accusations of poor
standards and technical incompetence were not uncommon. These in turn brought
publicized outcry about squandering government funds and suspicions of unfair
hiring practices.33> Many members of the public reasoned that a "qualified" artist
would produce acceptable art.

Strict guidelines were developed to enforce fair hiring practices of
"qualified" artists and to avoid favoritism. Artists had to satisfy various critena for
eligibility on the projects. Most of the projects were relief projects, put in place to
help qualified needy workers earn enough to live, although some awarded

commissions solely on the basis of anonymous competitions. In theory, relief art

31, Malinow to Dows. op cit.
32 Lener from Olin Dows to the Artists’ Coordination Committee, November 6, 1936. AAA Reel 32.

33 Complaints about hiring practices on the basis of political affiliation also made reference to technical
qualifications. See, for example complaints that jobs in the art, music, theater and writers projects were
strongly linked to membership in the Communist Party and socialist workers' alliances. Letters from the
Executive Council of the National Civic Federation to President F.D. Roosevelt, July 7 and 16, 1937.
Archives of American Art, Reel #DC89-722.



projects were to be run in precisely the same manner as New Deal projects in other
fields. notably by hiring needy workers according to their qualifications. (A quota
system which allowed for the hiring of some non-relief employees meant that
established artists who were not destitute could be engaged to assume artistic
leadership in some projects.)

Efforts were made to establish hiring procedures which would be politically
defensible by developing a classification system for artists according to their
technical skill. For example, the Federal Art Project established four categories for

the skill classification of non-supervisory personnel. They were as follows:
-professional and technicai; this included experienced artists "capable of
producing creative work of a high standard of excellence"” rated as professional,
-skilled; artists "able to produce work of recognized merit, but not of a quality
equivalent to that of the above classification” and "who are qualified by training
and experience to take part in any of the various activities of the Federal Art

Project, under supervision";

- intermediate; a group of less skilled and experienced artists, craftsman and
apprentices who need supervision and guidance

-unskilled; "personnel such as gallery attendants, handymen, messengers and
office boys"34.

Assessment of professional ability was based on information furnished by the
artists and on samples of work submitted to administrators. A questionnaire on the
artist's personal situation (including questions regarding marital status and
dependents) also covered details about general education, art training, exhibition
records and collections in which the artist's work was to be found. Detailed
information about "experience in various media and techniques" was also collected.

It should be noted that women were hired, although the wording of this
description of qualifications might appear from today's perspective to presume that
artists would be male. Some historians have portrayed the New Deal as a turning point

for female artists claiming "the arts projects were, by and large, immune as institutions

34 Federal Art Project Manual, October 1935, document #7120, in Records of the W.P.A. Record Group 69,
AAA ree]l DC57, pp. 4-8.



to the poison of sexual discrimination".35 By employing women artists New Deal art
projects appear to have sanctioned the gains of a century of women's struggles for
access to training, and for professional recognition.3 However, fragmentary statistical
data suggest that women were less successful even in anonymous juried competitions
and that they were given less lucrative and less prestigious commissions.37

The classification system of artists superficially provided assurances of equitable
hiring practices, but judging artistic qualifications was a thorny issue. Artists are a
notoriously difficult occupational group to identify, in part due to the fact that only a
small percentage of people who create art actually wind up making a living from their
art.3® Furthermore there was no single system of accreditation which would allow

officials to identify qualified individual artists and rank them.

Artists' Unions and Administrative Blunders: Political Freedom, Aesthetics and
Technique

In some states artists' organizations became powerful authorities, providing

letters of accreditation for artists and acting as representatives in the adjudication of

disputes over artistic qualifications.3? Lively and at times acrimonious debates

35 Melrose, 1992. p- 221. For a lively discussion of the place of women artists and the data available on
participation in the New Deal generally and in the Section specifically see "Women Artists and the Section:
The Limuts of Pluralism”. pp. 220-228.

36 Marting. Karal Ann. "American Art and the American Woman", in Marling. K.A. and Helen A. Harnison
(ed.).7 American Women: The Depression Decade. Poughkeepsie: AIR Gallery, 1976, p. 14.

37 Around 19% of the 852 artists commissioned by the Section were women, however thev generally recerved
smaller commissions. Ina 1935 study cited by Marling 4 1% of artists on relief in New York were women but
in 1936 the New York City Federal Art Project women represented 23% of artists emploved. Women were
more likely to be hired as art instructors than they were to be engaged to create art. The figures are difficult to
evaluate since there 1s no comprehensive survey of women artists in America during the thirties. Melrose
1992, p. 220-228.

38 See on this subject: Moulin, Raymonde avec Pascaline Costa. L'artiste, l'institution et le marché, Pans,
Flammarion (Série "Art, Histoire, Société"™), 1992: Freidson, Eliot, "Les professions artistiques comme défi a
l'analyse sociologique”, Revue francaise de sociologie 27 (1986), pp. 43 1-444: and Couture, Francine. "La
professionnalisation de l'art”, in (dir. E. Wallon) L'artiste, le prince. Pouvoirs publics et création, Grenoble
et Québec/ Presses universitaires de Grenoble et Musée de la civilisation du Québec, 1991, pp. 123-131.
Singly, Francois de, "Artistes en vue", Revue frapgaise de sociologie 27, 1986, pp. 531-544: and Menger,
Pierre-Michel, "Rationalité et incertitude de la vie d'artiste”. Année Sociologique 39, 1989, pp. 111-151.

3% Fora thought-provoking discussion of the social politics of American artists organizations during the
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about aesthetics and the social role of the artist led to dissension in many artists’
organizations during this highly politicized period of American intellectual and
artistic life, but not when it came to budget cuts and firings. According to
paintmaker Len Bocour, who at the time of the New Deal was also an aspiring

artist, there was a consensus about the need for funding. He recalled:
"See in those days, during the project period you couldn't get three artists to
form an organization based on aesthetics, but you could get a thousand of them

based on economics . . .
But you know, that was a period that was all . . . communal work and

communal projects. We would all get to paint . . . .

You mustn’t take it out of context. . . in the '30s we were in a big
depression here and, you know, capitalism seemed to be falling apart and
everybody was looking for a new solution and the art reflects the period. . .

They had a WPA show recently here . . and it was all evictions, cops
hitting strikers on the head with clubs . . ."40

The power of artists’ groups varied. In the northern New England states
organized labor insisted on strict requirements for certification of artists. The New
England regional director blamed the union for making it necessary to hire artists of
dubious competence.*!

The case of Frank Sterner, who was State Director of the Works Progress
Administration projects for Massachusetts, provides an interesting example of the
evolution of concerns about technique and materials during this period. Sterner
became embroiled in a dispute over public remarks he made about the alleged
incompetence of one of the artists working on the Easel Project. The artist in

question was James Pfeufer, the executive secretary of the Artists Union of

period of the "de-Marxization of the American intelligentsia” see Guilbaut, Serge. (Arthur Goldhammer,
rrans.) How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art. Abstract Expressionism, Freedom and the Cold War,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 1983, especially Chapter One "New York 1935-1941: The De-
Marxization of the Intelligentsia”, pp. 17-48.

40 |en Bocour Interview, Morris Louis Estate Papers, Archives of American Art, Washington, D.C.
unpublished transcript done by Withers Reporting Service, February 10, 1979 p.25 and 46

4l The director was Richard C. Mommison. "Conference of Regional Directors of Federal Art Project”,
Thursday September [7, 1936, Willard Hotel, Washington, D.C.. Archives of American Art. reel DC56: 955-
1120.



Massachusetts.

Pfeufer's name is not important, but the outcome of his case had a direct
impact on research into art materials which outlasted the New Deal projects.
Pfeufer had been dismissed from the Art Project in Boston in 1936 “on the grounds
of incompetence and lack of professional standing" 42 The project administrator,
Sterner, had been quoted in the press as not only criticizing Pfeufer's work but also
making negative comments about the Artists' Union apparently stating that there
were: "one hundred members in Artists' Union but five are artists."+3

The American Artists Congress led by Stuart Davis and other prominent
artists demanded the reinstatement of Pfeufer as a class A (professional) artist
claiming his dismissal had been "based on considerations which are beyond the
power of the project authorities, namely, arbitrary esthetic judgements".* The case
was brought before the Labor Relations Board of the W.P.A. in Boston and in
Washington which ruled in favor of re-instating Pfeufer as an artist in the project in
spite of not having seen the work.#> However, the Massachusetts administrators
countered by consulting “twenty-five art men who had been promised not to have

their names divulged so that they would not be bombarded in just [such] a matter" 46

42 Transcription of a letter from the Artists Union of Massachusetts to Holger Cahill, April 22, 1936. Federal
Art Project. Record Group 69. "Regional and State Correspondence File. Massachusetts. Jun-August. 1936",
AAA reel 61:c. 7R0.

43, Telegram with quote from unidentified press articles sent by Artists Union of Massachuseus to Holger
Cahill. Apnil 22, 1936, jbid..

4 Letter from Stuart Davis, National Executive Secretary of the Artists’ Congress to Holger Cahill. May 26,
1936. Federal An Project. Record Ciroup 69, "Regional and State Correspondence File, Massachusetts, Jun-
August, 1936, AAA reel 61: c. 800.

45 See correspondence between Holger Cahill (Federal Art Project), Richard C. Morrison (Regional Director
of Art in New England) and Francis Henry Tavlor,Chairman of the Worcester Art Museum. Federal Art
Project, Record Group 69, "Regional and State Correspondence File, Massachusetts, Jun-August, 1936™, AAA
reel 61: 551-811.

46 The group included Francis Henry Taylor, chairman of the board of the Worcester Art Museum and
Charles Sawver of the Addison Gallery at Andover. Memorandum to R.C. Branion and Bruce McClure from
Rebecca Hourwich Revher re: "Report in regard to the Artists Union Protest in Massachusetts”, May 8, 1936.
Federal Art Project, Record Group 69, "Regional and State Correspondence File, Massachusetts, Jun-August,
1936", AAA reel 61: c. 790.
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The consultants were adamant in their rejection of Pfeufer's work and wrote a

conspiratorial letter to the head of the American Artists' Congress. assuring him that
he too would have found the work indefensible had he been able to see it.#7 Pfeufer
was reinstated by the board. Although the project administrators did not oppose the

board's decision they maintained
"we shall not, however, alter our opinion in regard to Mr. Pfeufer’s competence
as an artist. It is unfortunate that the political and social issues aroused by this
incident have obscured the art problems involved."48

The nationally-publicized dispute raised questions about the role of
organized labour in New Deal projects and about how the "art value of the product”
could be distinguished from labour relations and policy issues. The state-based
Artists Union had claimed that "before anyone could join their union they passed
upon their qualifications, and therefore membership in the union indicated ability;
consequently the dismissal of any union member was an attack on the union".49
Furthermore the Artists' Congress supported the union nationally maintaining that
this matter "established a precedent against freedom of expression of the Art
project” 50

Here two issues, aesthetic freedom (of professional artiists) and political
freedom (expressed in the form of organized unions) became intertwined. Spirits
were running high. Trotskyists and Stalinists debated different approaches to the
role of art and artists as anti-Communists began to complain about the domination
of art projects by socialists.

Organized labour won the battle for the reinstatement of Pfeufer but this

47 Letter from Francis Henry Tavlor to Stuart Davis, June 16, 1936. AAA reel 61:678.

48 L etter from Francis Henry Taylor of the Worcester Art Museum to Holger Cahill, June 16, 1936. AAA reel
61:0676.

49 Memorandum to R.C. Branion and Bruce McClure from Rebecca Hourwich Reyher re: "Report in regard
to the Artists Union Protest in Massachusetts”, May 8, 1936. Federal Art Project, Record Group 69, "Regional
and State Correspondence File, Massachusetts, June-August, 1936", AAA reel 61: c. 790.

50 Letter from Stuart Davis to Holger Cahill. June 12, 1936.Record Group 69, Records of the Work Projects
Administration, Central Correspondence Files 1932-44, Massachusetts, 651.315 Art Program, 1935-1941.
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brought national attention to the potential power of artists' unions and appears to
have inadvertently weakened the role of unions in the context of the New Deal art
projects by producing a political backlash. Up until this point administrators had
relied on union accreditation as a way of simplifying hiring. Reactions by F.A P.
administrators to the controversy over the union's widely-publicized involvement in
the Pfeufer case were swift. Memoranda from the Washington office emphasized
that union membership was not obligatory and coercion of employees to join any
"political organization" would be sufficient cause for immediate dismissal. although
employees were free to join organizations.

The idea of establishing standards through careful selection of artists

according to qualifications was de-emphasized in administrative discourse thereafter.

Scientific Research on Art Matenals and Techniques as a Solution to Problems of
Administrative Control

Questions remained as to how exactly to define and develop "standards" for
New Deal-sponsored art. "Scientific" research on materials and techniques for
enduring art offered hope to bureaucrats and art administrators of providing a basis
to establish authority and control over artistic production. Rather than engage in
prolonged arguments about aesthetics, taste and favoritism in hiring practices, some
project administrators tried to exercise control by focussing on more concrete issues
such as deficiencies in the art supplies themselves or specific technical problems
which might affect the longevity of the art produced in their projects.

The specific events in Boston illustrate this trend clearly. Continued tensions
between art project administrators and artists led to the transfer of Frank Sterner,
(the administrator whose comments had aggravated the union). He was appointed
to the National Co-ordinating Project for Art in Massachusetts in July, 1936, where

he was to devote his attentions to unspecified technical matters. Sterner had
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studied in the Department of Fine Arts at Yale and had done graduate work and
taught "Methods and Processes in Painting” at the Fogg Art Museum, at Harvard
University.3! During the 1930s the Fogg was a leading international center for art
conservation research.32 Sterner apparently spent the following months drawing up
a project for investigation into the quality of artists' supplies in consultation with
Rutherford J. Gettens, then head of the Chemical Research Department at the Fogg

Museum. Sterner's superior couched the proposal as follows:
"Unending delays in obtaining artists' materials from the Procurement Division
made me wonder if this slowness was not caused by Procurement purchasing
officers untrained in this field. Careful investigation revealed that not only were
the Procurement people ignorant of the quality of artists' supplies but that the
artists and we ourselves knew very little about them. Inquiry into the Bureau of
Standards and every other agency where such information should be available
brought us no additional knowledge. Convinced finally that some standard must
be set; I instructed Mr. Sterner to launch a project to find out the information we

need."53

By April of 1937, the State Co-ordinating Unit (as it was then known)
received permission to engage Gettens as a part-time Consultant Chemist.>* Out of
this collaboration grew two major projects concerned with standards of art
materials: the Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory which functioned
from 1937 until i942 and the Recommended Commercial Standard for Artist's Oil
Paints.

Before discussing these projects it should be noted that concerns about the

quality of art materials were also being expressed by artists.

3! Letter from Richard C. Morrison to Arthur G. Rotch, Administrator, W.P.A. Boston, December 16, 1936.
AAA DC 79:1411.

52 See Chapter 6.

33 Letter from R. Morrison to Colonel McDonough, Administrator Works Progress Adminustrauon, April 7,
1937. AAA DC79:1708.

34 Letter to John J. McDonough from Ellen S. Woodward. AAA.. DC79: 1706.
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Artists' Dissatisfaction with the Quality of Materials and the Demand for Research

Elsewhere discourse on dissatisfaction with specific projects also eventually
focussed on criticism of materials and techniques. For example, in late 1939 and early
1940, an inquiry was conducted by the American Arﬁsts' Congress into possible
mismanagement of the Southern California art project.>> In this case it was artists’
representatives who expressed complaints. In particular the mural unit was criticized
for failing to ensure that work was executed with matenals of sufficient quality to

ensure its durability and permanence:
"As a means to cut production costs, the project is now manufacturing its own
pigment and preparing canvas used for murals, etc. This might be a
commendable undertaking if these materials were equal in quality to tested
commercial products. However, since the manufacturing of permanent pigments
requires the research of experienced chemists, and protracted periods of
experiments, etc., it is open to serious doubt whether the matenals now in use
will withstand the action of light and foreign matter to which they will be
subjected."36

Interestingly here it is an artists' union rather than an arts administrator bringing forth
arguments for judging art on the basis of materials and techniques.
Thus both artists and administrators appeared to accept the principle of the

enforcement of standards regarding the quality of matenals.

Research Laboratories and Technical Units

Numerous technical units were eventually put in place to provide some technical
support for various projects. Advice was available from the Washington office of the
WPA and technical laboratories or committees in some of the larger states and

regions.>” New York City and Massachusetts had the most prominent technical units

55 See in particular, the letter from Edward Biberman, member of the executive committee in Los Angeles to
Holger Cahill, June 6 1940 transmitting the report. Record Group 69, Works Progress Admunistration,
Central Files : State (1935-1944), California 651.315, box No. 0943, National Archives, Washington, D.C.
56_"Report on Southern California Art Project: Report of the Special Investigating Committee” compiled by
the Los Angeles Branch of the American Artists' Congress and submitted to Holger Cahill, Director of the
Project by Edward Biberman of the Executive Committee with a letter dated June 6, 1940.

57 These were in Massachusetts, New York City, lllinois, Florida, Ohio, Michigan. lowa, New Jersey.
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serving fine arts. By 1940 projects had also been set up in Illinois, Florida, Ohio,
Michigan, lowa, New Jersey and Wisconsin and were planned in North Carolina.
Missouri and Oregon, primarily to advise crafts projects.58 In addition to developing
tests for adulteration and durability of a wide range of materials, some of these units set
out guidelines for techniques and worked on the development of synthetic media
applications for various projects.

Several centers appear to have been involved with investigations of synthetic
painting media: the Washington Technical Services Laboratory, the New York City
facilities, the Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory and the Southern California
art project. An examination of remaining documentation reveals how heavily the burden

of bureaucracy and administration weighed on these technical units.

The Technical Services Laboratory: Criteria for Establishing Standards in Art

Materials>?

A "special skills" division was established in Washington to deal with practical
questions confronting artists and craftsmen.60 This became the Handicraft Laboratory in
Washington, D.C. and was renamed the Technical Services Laboratory in 1938.¢! It
was disbanded in 1939.

The laboratory conducted tests of materials and fielded technical questions from
projects nationwide with the goal of improving standards and responding to requests for

technical information from varied craft activities. The unit developed an approach

Southem Califoria and Wisconsin |"Report on the Accomplishments of the WPA Art Program. June 30,
1939- June 12, 1940", submitted to Mr. C.G. Triggs by Holger Cahill, June 18, 1940. Records of the WPA,
Record Group 69, WPA General Subject Series, 211.53 , AAA DC50].

58 Interestingly many of the crafts projects appear to have been efforts to stimulate artisanal production of
items for daily use, like fumiture and woven fabric.

59 See for example Prospectus of the Technical Services Laboratory (October 1, 1938- April 1. 1939.
Record Group 69, W.P.A., Central Files: General, 1935-1944, 237.4 Oct.-Dec. 1938, Box No. 0630.

60 It was probably in existence by 1936 although the exact date is unclear. McDonald 1969, p. 459.

61 It was headed by Adrian Dombush. "Memorandum from Harry L. Kinnear to Supervisors of Chief Clerk's
Office, November 8, 1930. Records of the WPA, Record Group 69, Central Files, General 1935-1944, 237 .4,
AAA. Box no. 0630.
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which transcended the purely mechanical application of scientific method to the arts. In
its definition of what constituted "standards", the laboratory specifically tried to take the
experience of the artist (or artisan) and of the user (or viewer) of the product into

account. Standards were defined by the unit as:
“the interplay of all the innumerable factors and influences that condition the
making of anything: the materials, the tools and the skill of the craftsman; the
needs that supplied the impulse to produce, and the degree of satisfaction of
those needs expressed in the use of a product when made. Thus the
development of standards must be a natural process of redefinition and growth .
.. And the word "standards" should not in any way imply an effort to
"standardize", in the sense of regimenting production or performance according

to fixed principles."62

This definition which dates from 1939, firmly ensconces "standards" for
materials and techniques as part of a forward-looking creative process in tune with the
artisan and the intended audience. The statement provides an almost uncanny
anticipatibh of theories of reception (in which the receptor is part of the creative
process) which emerged forty years later. Interestingly, the statement explicitly
denounces the use of "standards" as a constraint or means of controlling the freedom of
the creator.

One the targeted areas of study was plastics. The plastics research was begun
primarily to seek durable, lightweight and inexpensive materials for Museum Extension
projects, (that is, for travelling exhibits). Part of its job was to study the adaptability of
different plastics to artistic uses, including use in paints.%3 The plan was to consult
creators (craftspeople and artists) as well as commercial plastics manufacturers and

researchers. 64

62 Adrian Dombush, director, Technical Services Laboratory, "Introduction”, Prospectus of the Technical
Services Laboratory (October 1, 1938- April 1, 1939. Record Group 69, W.P.A_, Central Files: General,
1935-1944, 237.4 Oct.-Dec. 1938, Box No. 0630, p. 4.

63 Technical Services Laboratory Research Problem for Women's and Professional Division: Plastic
materials for Museum Extension Projects, Records of the WPA_ RG 69, 237.4 AAA, National Archives,
Washington. D.C

64 Dombush also undertook consultations with government representatives working in the area of plastics,
notably at the National Bureau of Standards and in the Department of Agriculture. They were, in the National



The planned research on plastics at the laboratory was hampered by lack of
appropriate equipment and difficulties obtaining materials. The Laboratory tried to
obtain technical information and samples of plastics from major chemical manufacturers
like Rohm and Haas, Union Carbide and Du Pont, but the manufacturers were, of
course, interested in selling their products, not giving them away.6> However U.S.
government purchasing regulations prohibited ordering specific brands. The head wrote
to a superior explaining how purchasing regulations were impeding research on

synthetic media:
"At present it is necessary that any item not appearing on Government schedule
be purchased through competitive bidding regardless of its cost. In this way the
specific articles needed for experimental work are often impossible to obtain.
When an item bearing the same general title as a specified item is found on
Government schedule, it is impossible to get the specified item, regardless of
basic differences which may exist between it and the item on schedule. "6

Bureaucratic procedures appear in this case to have stymied progress.

Another function of the Laboratory was to review all technical instruction
bulletins prepared or planned by state programs. The correspondence of Adrian
Dornbush indicates that many technical publications were received by the lab and
reviewed, for example in one month alone a report states that 47 technical bulletins sent
by the Education Division were reviewed, yet not one of these or other technical
bulletins mentioned in the correspondence has been found in the archives of the

Laboratory.67

Bureau of Standards (Mr. Wells. Plaster Section, Mr. Kline, of the Division of Organic Plastics) and the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (Dr. Knight, Bureau of Chemuistry and Soils and Dr. O.E. Reed, Dairy Bureau).
Dombush made arrangements to use a laboratory in the Organic Plastics Section of the National Bureau of
Standards to conduct research on plastics.

65 He wrote for information on "Plexiglass” (made by Rohm and Haas), "Plasucele” and various synthetic
wetting agents like "Gardinol” which was also know as "Duponol” (made by I. Du Pont de Nemours and
Company).

66 "Memorandum” from Adrian J. Dombush to Margaret Stephenson, April 3, 1939, Records of the WPA,
RG 69,2374 AAA.

67 progress Report: Technical Services Laboratory , Records of the WPA, RG 69, 237.4 AAA, National
Archives, Washington , D.C.
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The New York City Technical Units and Experimentation with Synthetic Media

In New York City two main units were concerned with technical issues and both
of them were actively engaged in working with synthetic media. This is not surprising
given the large art community in the city which was quite receptive to the idea of
exploring new painting materials, according to Siqueiros' accounts of his 1936
Experimental Workshop there.

The Design Laboratory was a school set up in 1935 for instruction in design
technique and experimental studies in crafts production.8  The curriculum focussed on
industrial design issues for mass production instead of a hand-craft economy. The
curriculum was unorthodox, combining instruction in elementary physics and mechanics,
and in drafting and rendering with lectures in social science, basic notions of
merchandising and visits to factories in the New York area to study manufacturing
conditions. Students at the Design Laboratory experimented with a wide range of
synthetic materials but no clear connections have been found with fine arts applications.

At the same time a technical unit had been set up to assist in various art projects
such as preparing panels and walls for murals, restoring works of art for sponsors,
managing supplies, framing, and doing chemical analyses. By the end of the decade the
unit was known as the Restoration, Installation and Technical Service Division and
headed by Raphael Doktor.6? The unit actively engaged in the search for new media.

In addition to working on simple tests for artists' colours and canvases the unit also

68 It operated as a free school open for students unable to pay tuition and after the withdrawal of federal
support in 1937 continued as an independent venture under the auspices of the Federation of Architects,
Engineers, Chemists and Technicians for a few years. Gilbert Rohde and Josiah P. Marvel were directors of
the Design Laboratory School in 1936. McDonald jbid. pp. 461-2. Rohde, Gilbert. "The Design Laboratory”,
The American Magazine of Art, Vol. 29, 1936 p. 638-643, 686.

69 Doktor was born in Massachusetts and raised in Indiana. He attended the Art Institute in Chicago and the
Corcoran School of Art in Washington and participated in the New York Art Students League. He studied
under the painter Leon Kroll. See in particular "Northem Indiana Artists to have Exhibit in Club", The South
Bend Tribune, Tuesday Evening, July 14, 1942, p. 6. Doktor Papers. AAA.
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developed new synthetic painting materials notably a casein gesso and a product called
"Glyptal Resin Emulsion.” Both were water-borne synthetic materials which had been
developed in a search for new media for mural painting.’0 Somewhat like the water-
bome acrylics which were to appear 15 years later, the Glyptal painting medium could
be thinned with the addition of water to a glazing consistency, yet when dry it formed a
water-proof coating.

Technical bulletins ¢ :d short papers were written on other materials and
techniques by staff at the New York City W.P.A. Federal Art Project, notably on the
silk screen process, on plastic magnesium cement and on different artists pigments.”!
The unit also apparently put out a téxtbook on various media and materials for use by
artists.”2 The formulas developed by the unit were probably tried in art projects. For
example, it is possible that the Glyptal formula publicized by Doktor's technical unit was
used by James Brooks for the mural Leonardo da Vinci: Flight (1938-1941, now
destroyed).” However a conservator has speculated that the use of this particular
synthetic painting medium (Glyptal) in New Deal art originated through the work of the
Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory.”

Information about research done on materials by the unit was disseminated to

interested artists beyond the confines of the F.A.P.. The head of the technical division

70 Ome of the components of this synthetic emulsion was Glyptal which was based on a synthetic resin of the
glvcerine phythalic acid type commonly known as alkyd resin produced by General Electric Company.
Formula for "Glyptal Resin Emulsion". Doktor Papers. AAA.

71, "Plastic Magnesium Cement" is defined as a chemical compound formed as a results of interaction of
calcined magnesite and magnesium chloride of high concentration. It has also been called artificial stone,
oxvchloride cement, Sorel cement, etc.”. Because of "its strength plasticity (it can be stuck with a hammer
without breaking), its work and "feel", it was seen as a good material for flooring but also for modeling,
casting, tile and mosaic. An unpublished typed copy of Gutoft's manuscript can be found in the Raphael
Doktor Papers. See also Doktor, Raphael. Technical Problems of the Artist: Canvas Adhesives, Federal Art
Project, Works Progress Admuinistration, n.d.(c. 1939)

72 Transcript of tape recorded interview with Michael Lenson by Harlan Phillips, Nutley, New Jersey,
QOctober 30, 1964. AAA.

73 Art conservator Alan Farancz has apparently documented the use of Glyptal in this case as well as in the
case of a work by the artist Cy Fogel although this has been disputed. Lodge 1988, p. 121.

7, Lodge 1988, 121.
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gave public lectures on techniques and materials in New York City.”> He also
participated with an art conservator in a radio broadcast on the technical problems of
the artist.

Another research effort on synthetic painting media for art associated with New
Deal was underway in New York City at the time, notably a project to decorate the
subway using a silicon ester painting medium, which never reached fruition.”6 As well

several art projects participated in the 1939 New York World's Fair.

The Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory

By 1937 a Paint Testing and Research Laboratory was set up in Boston.”’
Frank Sterner was appointed director having been re-assigned after the nationally-
publicized uproar over his termination of an artists' union member on the grounds of
incompetence.”® Rutherford J. Gettens, a trained chemist and conservation scientist
working at Harvard University's Fogg Museum, was appointed part-time technical
consultant. Gettens was a well-known researcher in the field of conservation science
and founding editor of a scholarly journal of international prominence in the field of

conservation and restoration.” Sterner and Gettens led an active research program

until the laboratory was closed on June 30, 1941 due to curtailment in the W.P A,

75 One of his talks was on the "Pigment of the Painter” with color mixing demonstrations at the American
Salon Gallery at 110 East Fiftv-ninth Street in November 1940. Clipping, New York Times. November 11.
1940, n.p. Doktor Papers, AAA.

76 This Subway An project represented a collaboration of the Public Use of Art Committee and the Artists’
Union of New York and is also mentioned in Chapter 5. See for example: Mayer, Ralph. "Techniques of
Subway Art", Art Work. - Magazine for Commercial Artists, Cartoonists and Fine Artists, Volume |, June
1938, pp. 10-13, 20; Ralph Mayer Papers. AAA reel 212.

77 WPA. AAA DC79:1706-1718.

78 WPA. AAA DC61: 551-811

79 The journal was Technical Studies in the Field of the Fine Arts. For lists of Gettens' publications see : "In
Memonam: Rutherford John Gettens" Ars Orientalis X, 1975, pp. 194-205, "Rutherford John Gettens",
International Institute for Conservation News supplement to Studies in Conservation, Vol. 19, No. 3, August
1974, pp. 1-6.
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appropriation.80

The aims of the laboratory were to avoid the purchase of inferior products for
W.P.A. art and to further knowledge about art materials by putting together a corpus of
information.8! Furthermore, the idea was that the laboratory would save costs by
conducting economical tests of samples (mandatory in competitive bidding) which had
been done by commercial laboratories for high fees. In a letter requesting permission to
hire Gettens for $15 a day for ten days each month the economical features of the

project were stressed:
"Right from the start we will save much money in Massachusetts and throughout
the nation. for example, we cannot purchase a tube of paint on competitive bid
without having the contents of each tube analyzed. This analysis costs $10.00
per tube (government price) and if ten companies compete we pay $100.00, plus
the cost of the paint, for our first $.50 order."82

In addition to the director and the technical advisor, the staff of the Paint Testing
and Research Laboratory eventually comprised 19 employees.83 Gettens and Sterner
emphasized the scientific orientation of the lab proudly publicizing details about the
modern equipment of the lab 3¢ This was to be a state-of-the art facility combining
scientific expertise and ingenuity with knowledge of artistic praxis.

The laboratory analyzed artists' materials on the basis of composition, working

qualities and performance. The staff tested paint contributed by manufacturers. This

80 Letter from Frank W. Sterner to Holger Cahill, June 23, 1941. Federal Art Project. Archives of American
Art. reel DC80-302. In this letter Sterner requests that the laboratory equipment and records be transferred to
the Passive Defense Project. In a letter to Mr. Reynolds of the National Bureau of Standards he explains that
he had hoped tn so doing to keep the data accumulated by the laboratory intact.

81 The aims was not as Lodge stated to produce paint. See the proposal for a state testing and research
laboratory attached to a letter from Richard C. Morrison, Assistant to the National Director of the Federal Art
Project and former director of the New England regional projects to Colonel John U. McDonough of the
Federal Art Project in Massachusetts dated April 7, 1937. WPA, AAA, DC 79:1708-1718.

82 Letter from Richard C. Morrison to Colonel John J. McDonough dated April 7, 1937. WPA, AAA
DC79:1717.

83 Stemer, Frank W. and Rutherford J. Gettens, "A Standard for Artists' Materials", The Magazine of Art,
Vol. 32, No. 9, September 1938, pp. 518-520.

84 They mentioned a chemical balance, a microscope, centrifuge, a drying oven, special apparatus for the
physical testing of paints, and a humidity and temperature-controlled room. Sterner and Gettens, 1938.
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practice of soliciting donations was probably made necessary by the government
prohibition of requisitioning specific brands. It later led to complaints that the project
would only purchase paints for artwork from manufacturers who had donated samples
to the Laboratory for testing 85 Although Gettens and Sterner recognized that their
observations were in part subjective, they tried to make them as "scientific” as possible
by basing them on "carefully planned uniform procedure”. They were also industriously
generating revenue by testing other commercial and industrial paints for a fee.86

Sterner and Gettens took their mandate of publicizing the results of their
research seriously. They attended meetings with artists in New England and New York,
which required special permission from Washington since the laboratory was technically
a state-administered project serving the State of Massachusetts. (See Figure 3.) They
organized exhibitions (at the Fogg and at the Whitney in New York City) to present
their findings publicly. With artist George Holt, they founded The Boston Painters'
Workshop, which was "a school for the practical study of methods and materials in
painting". Both day and evening classes were held for a two years but the program was
disrupted by the outbreak of World War I1.87 In 1941 Gettens, Sterner and Holt
travelled to Canada where they presented technical data and recipes for artists at the
1941 Conference of Canadian Artists held at Queen's University in Kingston, Ontario.

Transcripts of their demonstrations were published with formulas for painters.38

85 Memorandum to Jay du Von trom Wilfred de St. Aubin for Holger Cahill. Records of the Federal Art
Project. Record Group 63. AAA. DC79:1367-68.

86 Letter from Richard Morrison to Thomas Parker, Assistant Director of the W.P.A. Federal Art Project tor
Massachusetts dated March 28, 1939. AAA DC80:207.

87 The course of study offered by the Workshop beginning in 1940 was "designed for professional painters
and advanced or graduate art students. . . for the Workshop will in no way attempt to duplicate the work of the
professional art school but rather to complement it." The Painters’ Workshop. A School for the Study of
Methods and Materials of Painting. Prospectus for 1941-42, Ralph Mayer Papers, Archives of American
Art, Smithsonian Institution. reel D212: 896-8. The 1942 prospectus can be found in Gettens’ archives.
Sterner” folder. Gettens Archives, Department of Conservation, Freer Gallery, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C.

88 The technical demonstrations done for the Conference of Canadian Artists were published first with the
conference proceedings in 1941 and in a separate brochure entitied "Technical Proceedings”. On the 50th
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Results from research conducted at the lab were published in varied types of
journals serving different sectors of the artistic field, such the bulletin of the National
Society of Mural Painters, art magazines, 7echnical Studies in the Field of Fine Arts
(aimed at conservators, curators and archaeologists), and even a journal of the paint
industry.89 Gettens was active in conservation and museum organizations as well as in
chemical societies.

Gettens only worked part time for the laboratory and it is difficult to distinguish
between his production for the New Deal art project and in the context of his job at the
Fogg Museumn. It is probable that the large staff at the laboratory participated in some
of the more general research that Gettens was carrying out during this period, notably
for the preparation of an encyclopedia on painting materials.?0 In the 1930s Gettens
was an innovator in using synthetic vinyl resins for fixing and adhesive purposes for art
conservation but no records have been found to document any contact between him and
artists on applications of the new media for painting.!

Of all the various efforts made to disseminate information about paint materials
and develop better ones, none was as well-publicized as the work towards the
establishment of recommended commercial standards for artists' paints which the

Boston laboratory initiated.

anniversary of the conference an annotated reprint was produced. Bell. Michael and Frances K. Smith (ed.).
The Kingston Conference Proceedings, Agnes Etherington Art Gallery, Queens Umiversity. Kingston Ontario.
1991 (194 D).

89 See for example : "Testing Pigments for Use in Fresco Painting”, News Letter [sic|, National Society of
Mural Painters, December 27, 1939. Note, this is erroneously dated 1940 in the -rs Orientalis bibliography
of Gettens' publications. See also National Society of Mural Painters Papers, Archives of American Art D-
250A:72-103 and unmicrofilmed matenals in storage, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.; and
Gettens, Rutherford John and Frank Stemer, "Comparison of Effect of Sunlight and Carbon Arc Light on
Artists' Oil Paints", dmerican Paint Journal, vol. 25, p. 16.

90 1t was co-authored with George Leslie Stout, one of his supervisors at the Fogg and published first as a
series of journal articles in Technical Studies in the Field of the Fine Arts. Gettens, Ruthertord J. and George
L. Stout. "Preface to the Original Edition", Painting Materials. A Short Encyclopedia, New York: Dover
(1966 reprint of 1942 publication), pp. v-vi.

91 For more details on this work see "Early Use of Synthetic Media for Art Conservation” in Chapter 6.
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The First Recommended Commercial Standard for Artists' Paints in the U.S.

The Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory is perhaps best remembered
for its role in promoting the collaboration of artists, paintmakers and other concerned
groups to become involved in setting standards for artists' paints.92 Gettens had
suggested at the 1935 meeting of the American Museum Association the formation of a
"Commission for the Standardization of Artists' Materials" patterned after the
Commission for the Standardization of Biological Stains.?3 In a similar vein, artists'
paint manufacturers like Henry Levison, who was later to become a pioneer in synthetic
paintmaking and paint testing methods, had suggested in 1937 that the government
procedure of buying on specifications include mandatory testing to be fair to all

manufacturers since:
“it is long practice in the general paint industry . . . to bid on exact specifications
and supply materials with no regard to the specifications or quality. . . the best
that can be done, in our opinion, is to require that the colors be among the ones
surely and generally know to be absolutely dependable . . . that trade naming of
colors be disregarded and exact proper naming (true chemical names where
possible) be required”.%4

The Boston laboratory had become increasingly concerned about the standardization of
artists' paints as their test results accumulated. The idea of instituting some form of
“scientific" control, rather than relying on the opinions of artists, appealed to arts

administrators, as is apparent in a letter proposing the idea:
"From the examination of a large number of specimens by such means it has
been found that a few American manufacturers, in spite of strong competition
and modern methods of merchandising, are striving to produce paints of good
quality and fair permanence. There are others however who are marketing a

92_Gettens, Rutherford John and Frank Sterner, "Sponsor’s Notes on the Commercial Standard for Artists’ Oil
Paints", Artists Qil Paints, Commercial Standard CS 98-42, U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington,
D.C., 1942, pp. 11-13.

93 AAA DC79:1706-1718.

94 In an untitled document attached to Letter from Richard C. Morrison (Assistant to the National Director of
the Federal Art Project) to John H. McDonough, Federal Art Project for Massachusetts, April 7, 1937. WPA.
AAA DC79:1710.
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product which had no place on the palette of an artists who is sincerely
interested in craftsmanship and technical perfection. It is difficult, unfortunately,
for the average artist with limited technical training to distinguish between
materials for permanent painting and those of non-durable nature "%

Initially the standard did not exclude formulas using synthetic media. In fact, by
the 1930s conservators were becoming aware that "the common terms "fresco”, "oil".
"watercolor”", "tempera" and "encaustic" had a limited utility."9% New methods of
describing paint were being developed by technicians in the field of art.%7 The
laboratory hoped that the standards would cover a wide range of issues related to the
manufacture and marketing of artists' paints ranging from the relatively simple
requirement of making sure containers were properly filled, through questions of
developing common nomenclature for pigments to the more difficult task of deciding on
standards for permanence (which involved developing tests acceptable to both scientists
and manufacturers). Eventually, however, the scope of the project of writing a first
commercial standard was narrowed to oil paints for the sake of simplifying the complex
negotiations amongst manufacturers, artists, conservators and other concerned parties.

The laboratory approached the National Bureau of Standards for assistance.
The resulting first Recommended Commercial Standard for Artists' Oil Paints (CS98-
42) which was adopted in 1942 by a prestigious list of supporters, was the first

concerted effort to establish clear nomenclature and criteria for chemical composition

and performance of artists' paints in North America.98 [t was developed in consultation

95 jbid.. p. 520.

9 Gettens, Rutherford John. "A Quarter Century of Technical Research in Art at Harvard”, unpublished
tvpescript, "Fogg Museum -- Technical Research” tolder. Gettens Archives, Department of Conservation,
Freer Gallery, Smithsonian [nstitution, Washington, D.C. p. 14.

97 See for example, Rawlins, F. lan G. and Stout, George Leslie. "Brief Methods of Describing Paint",
Technical Studies in the Field of the Fine Arts, Volume XI. Number [, July 1941, Volume X, Number 1, pp.
3746.

98 Copies of this first recommended standard and related correspondence can be found in both Gettens'
Archives at the Conservation Department of the Freer Gallery of Art and in the Mayer Papers located in the
Archives of American Ant, see in particular the microfilm AAA D213. See also Stemer. Frank. "The
Recommended Commercial Standard for Arntists’ Oil Paints”, in (Bell, Michael and Frances K. Smith, ed.) The
Kingston Conference Proceedings. Agnes Etherington Art Gallery, Queens University, Kingston, Ontario,
1991 (reprint of 1941 onginal), p.p. 160-167.
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with manufacturers and representatives of artists' organizations (which were carefully
contacted in light of Sterner's earlier problems with artists' unions). Public meetings
held at the Fogg Museum in Massachusetts (in 1939) and at the Museum of Modern Art
(in 1940) provided a forum for exchanges between artists, research chemists, paint
manufacturers, chemical suppliers, conservators, arts administrators and museum

curators.

New Deal Technical Publications Related to Synthetic Media

The difficulties of establishing regulations for even comparatively simple
materials, like artists’ oil paints, may have hampered development of synthetic paints for
use on the various New Deal projects, but formulas for artists which use them did
circulate. Technical circulars for artists and artisans give evidence of considerable
interest in developing new painting media. For example, according to a 1940 report on

the activities of the Federal Art Project:
"A series of brochures dealing with technical problems of the artist have been
planned and are being prepared with the assistance of the vanous state art
projects. Manuals on Fresco Painting and on Carborundum Print have been
completed. Bibliographies for use in the conducting of art center activities and
on art and craft subjects, hobby activities and film and visual aids are in final
form.

Technical bulletins on sculpture, entitled 7he Use of Dextrin and
Magnacite for Casting, Use of Latex for Mold, Use of the Scuiptor’s Enlarging
Scale and Patining, are in preparation by the New York Art Project.

Manuals on Petrachrome, Terra Cotta, Mosaic, and the Technique of
Casein Tempera on Caustic Plaster and Emulsions as Painting Mediums are
being completed by the Southern California Art project."%?

This list suggests a coordinated effort to cover a range of different topics, particularly
related to the use of new synthetic painting materials. It is however probable that most
of these publications did not appear since an extensive search of government document

holdings and archives have only located five of those mentioned in the above citation,

99 "Report on the Accomplishment of the WPA Art Program, June 18, 1940, pp. 4-7. mimeographed report.
Record Group 69,WPA "General Subject” series, 211.53 "Reports”, 1939. Reel 50.
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none containing information about use of synthetic artists' paints.!00

The lack of reference to synthetic painting media is somewhat curious in the
Handbook on the Use of Fresco . It was prepared by the president of the National
Society of Mural Painters who was also an arts administrator in New Deal projects. 10!
This was a technical handbook for artists (not arts administrators) intended to be a
"practical manual for the use of fresco painters and not merely another discourse on the
beauties of the medium."!92 The author had written to fresco painters across the U.S.
asking for information about techniques, formulas, materials and vendors.103  The
completed bulletin gives a brief description of the process and mentions specific
authorities for technical information identifying them at times only by their last names.
The authorities appear to fall into two categories: authors of artists' handbooks
produced in Germany, England and France (like Max Doerner, Gardiner Hale, R. La
Montaigne St. Hubert) and muralists active in the United States and Mexico such as
Diego Rivera and José Clemente Orozco. As well the name of a certain "Gutiérrez"

appears. Gutiérrez is probably a former participant in Siqueiros' New York workshop

100 [n addition to checking publication records for government documents a this search was conducted first
by examining the microfilmed records of Federal and State projects at the Archives of American Art.
Subsequently the actual remaining records for the Federal documents were examined in the National Archives
in Washington. A visit to the State archives in Southern California and New York City might uncover other
evidence.

10! His name was Geoffrey Norman. Fresco Painting: A circular presenting the technique of Fresco
painting, including preparation of the wall, mixing and application of the mortar, preparation of cartoons,
grinding of pigment and notes on painting, W.P.A. Technica! Sertes, Art Circuiar No. 4, September 10, 1940,
Federal works Agency, Work Projects Administration, Division of Professional and Service Projects. #1509
Archives of American Art, DC 57: 316-341.

102 Letter to James Michael Newell of the National Society of Mural Painters in New York City from
Geoffrey Norman dated January 8, 1940. Federal Art Project, General Subject Series "Making of a Fresco",
Archives of American Art, reel 50: 1427 ff.

103 He seems to have tailored the questions to ask questions about the practices of individual artists but [ have
been unable to locate a compiete list of those surveved. In his letter to James Michael Newell dated January
8. 1940, he asked six questions beginning with an inquiry about Mr. Newell's practice of using two mortar
coats which Mr. Norman felt was a departure from the more common practice of only using one rough coat
and proceeding with questions about techniques for insuring correct tensions between the coats. He asked the
artist to itemize his palette, for the names of preferred vendors, whether it 1s possible to use only domestic
colors and get the same brilliance, and about the proportion of limewater to be used in wetting down the wall
before plastering. Archives of American Art. reel 50.
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known for his innovative research on synthetic materials. (See Chapter 5).

This failure to mention synthetic media is especially surprising given the interest
in modern media at the Washington technical unit which prepared it. A pessible
explanation may be that reviewers made suggestions for changes.!® One of the
reviewers was an assistant to Orozco, who was at that point was still reststing the use of
synthetic media in the arts.!05 Thus, the omission of synthetic formulae could be
related to rivalries amongst the three most prominent Mexican muralists, /os tres

grandes (Orozco, Rivera and Siqueiros) and their followers.

New Deal Art Projects and the War Effort
The bulk of the New Deal art projects came to a halt during World War IL.

During wartime painters and paint chemists participated in a variety of projects related
to the war effort some of which used their artistic and technical skills. Many artists
were employed as war artists or even portrait painters, but the connections between
wartime work and pre-war involvement in art worlds were occasionally surprising. (For
example, conservation scientist Gettens was eventually assigned to the Manhattan
Project to work on studies of plutonium related to the development of nuclear weapons
at Los Alamos.)

Even before the official U.S. involvement in World War II in December, 1941
young Americans eager to join in the fight had been leaving to enlist in Spain and
Canada. At home citizens submitted projects to aid in the war effort to the U.S. War

Department and various advisory boards like the American Defense Research Council.

t04 Letter to Alfred Crimi from Geoffrey Norman for Holger Cahill July 9, 1940.Federal Art Project, General
Subject Series "Making of a Fresco”, Archives of American Art. reel 50: 1427 ff. In an published interview
Crimi also conspicuously omits mention of Siqueiros while citing the impontance of Rivera and Orozco for
mural painting. Anonymous. "Alfred D. Crimi Paints a Fresco", American Artist, Volume 5, October 1941,
pp. 5-8.

105 His name was Lewis Rubenstein and he assisted Orozco on frescos for the Museum of Modern Art in
1940.
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One proposal generated by a team of New Deal art project employees concerned an
interdisciplinary research project dubbed "The Passive Defense Project".

The Passive Defense Project was developed in consultation with members of the
Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory. It was approved by the Secretary of
War and fully sponsored by the Army Engineers War Department but run by the
W.P.A.. The first phase of the project was called "Design for Camouflage
Experimentation”. However, the project took on considerable importance for a brief
period just prior to the U.S. engagement in the war because the War Department made

this project
"the sole medium for making plans for the design, construction, protection, and
concealment of military and industrial installations"106.

The project was located at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (M.I.T.) and
consisted of six basic administrative units at its inception in December 1940: a physical
measurements laboratory, a photography laboratory, a model-making shop, a
department of camouflage design, a chemistry laboratory, and a department of industrial
installation. 107

The advisory committee included a multidisciplinary team of scientists,
technicians, artists and designers. Scientists, scholars and military engineers from the
U.S. Army, from W.P.A. projects and from M.L.T., and Harvard University were
recruited.!08  Artists and technicians in physics, chemistry, engineering, photography,
model making, and architecture were solicited. The contributions of artists and

designers was deemed crucial to the project:
"The Art Project personnel is the first natural store to feed this program, and
speed in transferring necessary workers is essential, so that these people may be

106 [ etter from Fred Rauch, Acting Commissioner to Denis W. Delaney, Works Projects Administrator, n.d.
AAA DC80:251.

107 Memorandum from Loren S. Green to Holger Cahill on the subject of the "Massachusetts Camouflage
Project” dated December 9, 1940. AAA DC:253-264.

108 The personnel included professors of architecture, chemistry, psychology, physics, engineering, of aerial
photography and maps, as well as museum curators and conservators, including Edward W. Forbes and
George Leslie Stout of the Fogg Art Museum.
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“cleared" by the Army Intelligence or the FBI."109

In the summer of 1941, the Passive Defense Project took over the Boston Paint
Testing and Research Laboratory equipment and some of its staff.!!© The Paint Testing
and Research Laboratory appears also to have contributed "paints, new experimental
materials, resins, dyes, testing mediums, . . . etc."!!

The exact nature of the painting media investigated remains unclear due to
missing documentation. Initially arrangements were made to transfer all the technical
documentation from the Boston Paint Testing and Research Laboratory to the Passive
Defense Project, in order to keep the technical information intact and usable for related
research, rather than sending it to government archives.!!2 However the outbreak of
World War II led to confusion about the storage of specimens and files which
apparently had not been permanently transferred to M.I.T..!13 A second set of
negotiations was undertaken which again led to official approval for the transfer of the

materials to M.L.T..!'* No record of the documents has been found at M.LT.!!5 In

109 Untitled document describing Project W.P. 22242 "Design for Camouflage Experimentation”. probably
attached to letter from Fred Rauch, Acting Commuissioner to Denis W. Delaney, Works Projects
Administrator, n.d. AAA DC80:252-261.

10 WPA. AAA DC79:1308-1368 and DC80: 302-308.

T ibid. DC80: 261.

12 The records were to accompany equipment and specimens with some of the personnel which were
transferred to the Passive Defense Project at M.LLT. . See in particular the letter from Frank Sterner to the
National Bureau of Standards (with copies sent to Holger Cahill and R.C. Morrison) of June 23, 1941, and
Letter from Lawrence J. Bresnahan, Deputy Administrator of the W.P.A. for Massachusetts to Howard O.
Hunter, Action Commissioner of the W.P.A. in Washington. Records of the W.P.A. Record Group 69, AAA
reel DC80: 303, 305.

U113 These papers and specimens apparently remained for some time in the possession of Frank Sterner,
former head of the Paint Testing and Research Laboratory. Sterner wrote to Holger Cahill on April 4, 1942
using letterhead from the Patnters’ Workshop, 2 privately-run school, that "Due to the constant tossing around
that the former Paint Testing and Research Laboratory has taken in the last year, specimens, files, and records
have taken a rather sad beaten [sic|. It would be my plan that the material be reorganized and established so
that it could be turned over to an appropriate agency sometime before July"(AAA DC79:1308). Records of
the W.P.A. Record Group 69, Central Correspondence Files for Massachusetts (651.31) AAA reel DC79,
1308-1368.

114 See in particular the May 1942 correspondence between Whitney Atchley and Dennis W. Delancy.
Records of the W.P.A. Record Group 69, AAA reel DC79: 1368.

115 Neither the M.L.T. Archives nor the Center for Materials Research in Archeology and Ethiology were
able to locate any trace of the wnitten records.
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1951 specimens and documents from the laboratory were purportedly left at the Fogg
Art Museum at Harvard University in the custody of a conservator, but most of the
written documentation appears to have subsequently been misplaced (or perhaps

discarded).116

Concluding Remarks: The New Deal and Social Structures for the Pursuit of Art

Technical Concerns

Near the end of the W.P.A_ Federal Art Project, the largest New Deal art
project, one administrator wrote that the primary purpose of the project had been to
allow artists to maintain and perfect technical skills and knowledge. In his account the

goal of the project had been
"the conservation of the skills and talents of American artists. . . In this
objective the art program has striven to make the skills and talents of these
artists of the greatest value to the community. This has meant a continued
insistence on high professional standards of performance and an orientation
toward community needs.

The employment of creative artists by the public has secured outstanding
examples of contemporary American art. The project has heiped to create a
broader national art consciousness through an extensive program of public
participation activities, particularly through the community art centers. Through
research projects . . . it has helped to clarify the native American background in
the arts. . . "117.

116 After taking a new position at the Freer Gallery in Washington Gettens wrote: "[ finally decided to leave
all of the Federal Project maternial at the Fogg. 1 really will have no place to store it especially since I will have
no opportunity to do research in that field. It is now temporarily in the custody of Dick Buck who will perhaps
remain at the Fogg for the winter. [ put all the record note books with the correspondence in the wooden tile
which still stands next to my former desk. The specimens are of course scattered in various drawers and files.
The unting strength standards, the set I took to N.Y. are hanging on a wall. The most valuable specimens I
think. are the protective coating series which hang in frames in both the chemical lab. and in the paint lab.
These grow more valuable each vear and [ am especially interested that they be preserved. [f yvou get near
Cambnidge this winter vou might take a look at all that material. The Mellon Institute might be interested in
some of'it. [ will speak to Feller about it the next time [ see him." Letter from Rutherford J. Gettens to Ralph
Mavyer, October 2, 1951. "Maver Correspondence to '61" folder, Gettens Archives, Department of
Conservation, Freer Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.. Dick Buck, who is now deceased,
became head of the Intermuseum Conservation Laboratory at Oberiin College. The Oberlin Archives
Department, and the Intermuseum Conservation Laboratory have been unable to locate any of these papers.
Similarly there is no record of the papers at the Fogg Museum or at Harvard although some of the specimens
and panels remained in the custody of the Analytical Department of the Fogg Museum Conservation
Department in 1995.

! 17"Re:port on the Accomplishment of the WPA Art Program, June 18, 1940, p.24. mimeographed report.
Record Group 69, WPA "General Subject” series, 211.53 "Reports”, 1939. Reel 50.
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Thus by the end of the projects, some administrators considered that the works of art
produced by New Deal projects were secondary byproducts of the primary social and
political goal of maintaining a trained body of technically skilled artists by giving them a
chance to work. Yet defining artistic competence and technical skills as applied to fine
arts was fraught with difficulty, prompting administrators to channel their regulatory
urges into work on developing permanent art materials and modern techniques for
enduring art with the aid of scientific research methods.

Although research on standards for artists' paints appears to have been promoted
by arts administrators and bureaucrats as a means of establishing authority and control
over artistic production in public art projects, interest in improving art materials suited
the goals of other participants in art worlds. Work on standards was wholeheartedly
endorsed by artists' unions customarily opposed to any institutional constraints on
artistic freedom. Prominent manufacturers of art supplies in the United States
participated in the process of defining standards, even though this collaboration might
appear to compromise their fierce competition in the art materials trade. By all accounts
the development of the First Recommended Commercial Standard for Artists Oil Paints
was a public relations triumph. It remains one of the lasting accomplishments in
discourse about the New Deal art projects, illustrating the importance of state patronage
as a catalyst in collaborative efforts in the fields of science, art, technology and business.

The impact of the standard on the actual manufacture of art materials is however
debatable and it served no purpose as an administrative device for controlling artistic
production as later discussion on the enforcement of the standard will show. Rather it
had a serendipitous effect of actually promoting interdisciplinary research on issues
relevant to artistic practice. The standing committee continued work on revising the
standard until the 1960s. Work on commercial standards for artists' paints and related
products continues to this day, although the institutional configuration has altered. (See

Chapter 6.)
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Discourse about artists' paints and techniques in the context of the New Deal art
projects reveals ways in which bureaucratic constraints, economic preoccupations,
theories of art, other ideologies and more general social processes are embedded in the
historical interface between artistic practice and arts administration in the U.S.. The shift
of focus from aesthetic and ideological debates about style and subject to a focus on
technique and materials was way of resolving conflicts. The confidence in scientific
testing and new technologies shared by both government officials and artists'
organizations allowed them to reach a consensus on a limited range of art-technical
matters and established a basis of support for the appropriation of synthetic painting
media in the arts where the new media were heralded by many as a manifestation of the

cultural benefits of science.



CHAPTER 4 — Paintmaking and the New York Art Scene: _the Case of Len

Bocour and Sam Golden

Synthetic paints were closely associated with various high-culture New York-
based stylistic movements which gained international prominence in the period
immediately following World War II. Rising stars in the international art market were
early users of the new media. Two pioneers in the development of synthetic painting
media for artists -- Len Bocour and Sam Golden-- had a small artisanal paintmaking
business in the heart of New York City with close ties to the emerging avant-garde at
mid-century. Bocour and Golden developed what appears to be the first commercially-
available line of acrylic resin paints for professional artists. Like another pioneer
paintmaker, Mexican José Gutiérrez, they had been active in the New York art scene in
the 1930s, but in slightly different circles than the Mexicans.

The story of their work raises questions about the place of artists' paintmakers in
the making of modern art. [t provides insights into artistic practices of members of an
elite in American painting in the twentieth century. In addition, Bocour and Golden
were the only survivors of the first generation of pioneers in the manufacture of
synthetic paints for artists who were still alive at the time this research project began.!
Their first-hand testimony underlines the complex interplay of personal and professional

identities in relations between the artists, paintmakers and chemists.

Paintmaking and Artistic Aspirations: Bocour Artist Colors

The history of Bocour and Golden's involvement in making artists' colors begins

with stories about Bocour's early commitment to art and contact with artists dating from

| The author spoke with Leonard Bocour on using acrylic paint in the 1980s and had telephone
conversations with him about this particular research project in 1991 and 1992. Unfortunately Bocour
was ill at the time. He passed away before the author could arrange a visit to New York to conduct an
intensive interview. The research on his papers was conducted while the author helped to prepare them
for donation to the Archives of American Art and the National Gallery (which took the portion of the
papers containing technical information on paintmaking).
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his youth in the 1920s.

Bocour's Background and Love of Art
Born and raised in New York City, Leonard Bocour (born Bogdanoff, 1910-

1993)2 was the youngest child of an immigrant blacksmith who made wrought iron

architectural accoutrements.3 Bocour described his trajectory this way:
"I was always interested in art . . . my friend [Irwin Lefcourt] and I . . . used to
go to the Metropolitan Museum when [ was like, fifteen or sixteen; and in our
block it was a little unheard of . . So one day he came and told me about an art
school that was for free -- the National Academy . . and . . we were accepted.
That was in 1926. . . My mother was outraged when she discovered what I'd
done. I said 'Don't worry Mama . . . I'm going to be a commercial artist and
they make a lot of money' "4

Soon Bocour transferred to the Art Student's League. Organized by members
of the National Academy of Design's Art School in 1875 when the school had closed
temporarily, the League was a centre of progressive art education.’ It had no set
curriculum, students were included in decision-making and it was a hospitable place for
women, both as students and as teachers. Many of the foremost painters in twentieth-
century America were involved with the League at some point, as students or teachers.®

By the late 1920s, when Bocour began to attend classes there, battles were raging

2. He was always known as Len or Lennie except to his wife. Interview with Steve Steinberg. New
York Central Art Supplies. May 1995.

3. He was born at 217 East 98th Street and he died at his Upper West Side home at 89th and Riverside
Drive. Although only a few blocks away. this represents significant upward mobility in terms of socio-
economic status.

4. Interview with Leonard Bocour by Paul Cummings. June 8. 1978. AAA. Tape | Side A. pp. 2-3 of
transcript.

>, Paschal. Robert. "A Little Art History: Art Student's League". ARTtalk. Volume 2. No. 7. p. 1.
and Pisano, Ronald G. (with Beverly Rood). "A Brief History of the Art Students League”, The Art
Students League. Selections from the Permanent Collection. New York: Gallery Association of New
York State. 1987, pp. 7-14.

6. For example. well-known teachers included William Merritt Chase, Thomas Eakins. Robert Henri,
Everett Shinn, George Bellows, John Sloan. Max Weber, Hans Hofmann, and Stuart Davis. Among the
students who became famous artists were Jackson Pollock. Georgia O'Keefe, Louise Nevel.on, David
Smith and Audrey Flack.
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amongst abstract artists, social realists, and proponents of American scene painting.
Teachers at the League led their students in radically different directions. Later in the
1930s and 1940s, the League became a stronghold of various realist or representational
artists, Thomas Hart Benton being one of the most prominent. Yet some students from
this period became leaders in abstraction, notably Jackson Pollock, one of Benton's star
pupils who eventually abandoned representational painting in favour of an all-over style
of gestural abstraction dubbed “abstract expressionism" and "action painting”. While
studying at the Art Students' League Bocour began to meet artists and art students.
When Bocour was about eighteen he recounts his first meeting with a practicing

artist outside of the classroom, Emil Ganso:
"I want to tell you that it was very exciting. He had a studio, you know, a
walkup on Sixth Avenue. . . and we were real bobbysoxers -- everything was
wonderful at that time. It was the greatest -- I tell you. . . He was the first artist
I'd met outside of school -- you know, teachers you don't consider "artists". He
had a scrapbook, he'd had exhibitions. . .I sort of hung around."”

Bocour swept the floor and made himself useful to the older artist in the studio. Ganso,
who had studied in Europe, taught him how to grind artists' colors by hand. According
to Bocour, Ganso was a "great German technician" using "recipes, he never called them
formulas" learned in Europe in art classes and adapted from an original German-
language copy of Max Doerner's book on art materials (which appeared in English
translation in 1934).% Ganso may have studied under Doerner in Munich prior to

immigrating to America.? For several years Bocour continued to take night classes in

7. ibid. pp. 4-6.

8 Bocour and Cummings Interview, 1978. See also Doerner. Max. The Materials of the Artist and
their Use in Painting with Notes of the Techniques of the Old Masters. (Neuhaus. E. trans.). New
York: Harcourt, Brace, and World. 1962 (reprinting of 1934 translation). The first German edition
appeared in 1921.

9. Bocour asserted that Ganso had studied at the "Doerner Institute”, a name which was later given to a
different institute in 1938. however information about Ganso's education in Europe is not included in
standard bibliographic sources. If Ganso did study with Doemer it could not have been for very long
since Ganso (1895-1941) immigrated to the U.S. from Germany in 1912, when he was around 18.
Cummings. Paul. 4 Dictionary of Contemporary American Artists, New York: St. Martin's Press.



art and frequent a growing number of acquaintances who were struggling to become

self-sufficient artists. Then in his words:

". .. To come to the great moment . . .this is 1932. 1 was working at an
advertising agency not doing anything that had to do with art . . . very
monotonous stupid work. . . And I got fired . . . it was . . . the Depression . . .
The future looked very bleak. There was no unemployment insurance, none of
the social services. I went to see my spiritual leader Emil Ganso .. And it was
he who suggested that I make paint for artists. And nobody [could go] into a
surer thing . . . [because] "If you don't sell it we can always use it."!0

Bocour often retold this story, situating his decision to make artists' paints firmly in the
context of his early love of art and artists. In his accounts his paintmaking career was

born of economic necessity but it was also a creative way of staying involved with art.

Small Entrepreneurial Paintmakers and the New York Art Scene in the 1930s

Bocour set up shop in partnership with Irwin Lefcourt.!! They made hand-
ground oil paints which they first called "Lefcourt”, because the name sounded French
and Paris was still the leading international art center as far as most of the potential
clients were concerned. Soon they created a business name -- Bocour-- by combining
elements of each of their last names (Bogdanoff and Lefcourt). Bogdanoff later
changed his name to the name of his company and will be referred to by his adopted

name here for the sake of simplicity.!2

19, Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978. Tape 1. Side A. Transcript p. 6.

I, irwin was an old friend from public school. They started business in November. 1932 but they
didn't make their first sale until February of the following year. According to Bocour "we really went
into action on February 14th. 1933-- Saint Valentine's Day and [ guess it's our saint --Love —and we've
always loved the art." Handwritten transcript. undated. Bocour Papers, courtesy Mrs. Ruth Bocour,
New York City.

12 There was a considerable time-lag between starting the business and completing the legal
paperwork for the business and name changes. "Bocour” was not registered as a trade mark until
December 14, 1942 (Registration Centificate No. 401771). Bogdanoff obtained a certificate for
conducting the business "Bocour Hand Ground Artist Colors” under an assumed name in 1949. He did
not change his name legally until 1951 at which time he changed the names of his wife at the time,
actress Carole Mary Wheeler. and son Peter (witnessed in City Court of City of New York. New York
County. M5302). Bocour Artists Colors was incorporated in the State of New York in 1954. Bocour
Papers. AAA.
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Initially Bocour did not intend to abandon his aspirations of becoming a seif-
supporting artist but saw paintmaking as a way to stay in touch with art while making a

living. In Bocour’s words:
"Calling it a business was a joke. The 1dea was very simple. I planned to make
paint for three days and paint for three days. On the seventh day [ would

rest."13

The partners rented a tiny studio at 2 West 15th Street, in the heart of an area
teeming with artists' studios on the outskirts of Greenwich Village. The studio had a
desk which they used for grinding colours but was so small that if he stretched out both
hands Bocour could touch the opposite walls of the office. Eventually they were able
to afford a larger space in the same building which they described as a "factory-loft" and
they stayed there until after the war. The studio was in an old mansion that had been
converted to light manufacturing except for the top floor of the building had which had
skylit artists' studios. One of the artists in the building was William Zorach. Zorach,
who taught at the Art Student's League, was a Greenwich village resident and member
of a circle of bohemian taste-setters. In nearby Greenwich Village key figures like
Marcel Duchamp and the Baroness Elsa von Freytage-Loringhoven "fused modern art
and modern life" re-inventing themselves through psychoanalysis, feminism, fashion,
revolutionary politics and unorthodox sexual relationships.!4 Around the corner on
14th Street were other studios with rising stars in the New York art scene like Yasuo
Kuniyoshi, just back from France.!> Nearby too was a hub of artistic activity centered
on Union Square, a forum for radicalism and site of open-air rallies, where soapbox
orators exercised the right to free speech as shoppers hunted for bargains in what was

sometimes called "the poor man's Fifth Avenue" (a reference to New York's most

I3 Busa. Christopher. "Leonard Bocour ‘Mister Aqua-tec™. Provincetown Arts. 1990, p. 41.

14 watson. Steven. Strange Bedfellows. The First American Avant-Garde. New York: Abbeville
Press Publishers. p. 7.

15 Goodrich. Llovd. "Yasuo Kuniyoshi". in Bauer. John (editor) New Art in America. Fifty Painters
of the 20th Century, New York: Praeger, 1957, pp. 157-159.
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expensive shopping district).!6 In this location Bocour made important contacts with
artists who talked with him about their work and what characteristics they wanted in
their paints. He later referred to this studio as "the spiritual home of Bocour Colors”

maintaining that
"everybody who was anybody came, passed through those doors, de Kooning
and Rothko and Morris Louis and lots more."17

Bocour peddled paint from studio to studio, making his first sale to painter Leon
Kroll, an older established painter who had studied in Paris. He developed a small
clientele of fairly established artists as early steady customers!® and soon many painters
began to come by to his convenient location as the reputation of his hand-ground paints
grew. Bocour also appealed to cash-strapped younger artists because he was willing to

give credit or barter and he also gave samples of paint away:

"I had what I now refer to as the Bocour Bread Line. You see, we used to grind
paint. . . by hand. . . And you could not make just the right amount of color to fit
the tube. There would always be a little bit of paint left over, and if it was
enough to fill half a tube, I would put it in a tube. But if it was not enough then
[ would put it in a piece of wax paper and throw it in this basket.

And Morris [Louis] was a constant visitor to . . . pick up paint. . . it was
there and it was for free and anybody could help themselves, because to throw
away paint was like throwing away food. You know people were starving and I
just couldn't see myself doing it."1?

Bocour's imaginative arrangements for solving the dilemma of surviving the Depression

with little cash are legendary, for example:
“There is a story that Leonard needed some printing done for his business, and
the printer was willing to swap the job for some art, but all he would accept was
a Raphael Soyer. So Lennie went to ask Soyer to swap a painting for some

16 Among Bocour's customers were members of the so-called "Fourteenth Street School" of painting
(Reginald Marsh. Morris Kantor and Raphael and Moses Soyer) who were sometimes seen as a revival
of the Ash Can School, painted scenes from Union Square. Brown. Milton. American Painting from the
Armory Show to the Depression, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1955, pp. 182-
186.

17 “Interview with Leonard Bocour", 1985, Morris Louis Estate Papers, AAA. Transcription of Tapes
30.31.32.33, p. 3.

I8  Some of his early regular customers included: Joseph De Martini, Seymour Fogel. Irving Marantz.

19 "Interview with Leonard Bocour", Morris Louis Estate Papers, AAA. Transcription of Tapes 30.
31. 32,33, p. 3.



LS

paint. Soyer said he didn't need any paint at that time, but his pal Cikovsky did.
Soyer needed a jacket, so Cikovsky gave a jacket to Soyer, Soyer gave the art
work to Bocour and Lennie gave a stack of hand-made paints to Cikovsky, and

thus got his printing.20

These were important years for forging contacts in the expanding communities
of artists. Political battles raged and Bocour attended meetings of the artists' groups,
and went to social events and gallery openings. Yet it was an insecure existence
economically. Lefcourt decided to leave when he was offered a position as print curator
at the Smithsonian Institution.2! In the late 1930s Bocour invited his nephew Sam
Golden (who was only four years younger) to join him grinding paints.2>2 Golden had
no background in art or chemistry but quickly learned the basics of making hand ground
colours from Bocour.23 The Great Depression was in full swing at this time. In

Golden's words:
"things were not good [but] you had the WPA. Artists at least now were able to

survive. The WPA brought the art world to New York. Because now the
artists were able to . . . to paint and eat. It took the art world to the U.S.
Because now the artists could produce.?*

Shortly after the paintmaking company was set up, the New Deal art projects
had begun and this infusion of cash into artmaking activities had made it possible for
Bocour to stay in business. The small regular income from the projects meant that
artists had a bit more money to buy paints for their own projects. Bocour also made
paints for the Treasury Relief Art Project and later mentioned participating in a project

as a colour consultant25_ but he does not appear to have been directly hired on any of

20 "Leonard Bocour Named to NAMTA Hall of Fame". Arr Afaterial Trade News. reprint from June
1974, n.p. Bocour Papers. AAA.

21 Lefcourt later owned an art gallery on 7th Avenue in New York City. Ruth Bocour Interview 1993.
Interview with Sam Golden by Jan Marontate. July 1. 1991.

22 Sam Golden was born in New York City on May 20, 1914. Sam Golden Interview Tape #5.

23 Golden's father ran a small dairy store in Brooklyn where he had attended high school and a year
of college.

24 Golden refers here to the best-known group of New Deal art projects, those organized under the
auspices of the Work Project Administration. later renamed Works Progress Administration (W.P.A.).
Sam Golden Interview, 1991.

25 A draft of his curriculum vitae in his papers indicated that he was a "color consultant to the
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the New Deal art projects as an artist.

As in the case of the Mexican muralists and their entourage, many New York-
based artists became involved in the search for new techniques and the rediscovery of
old ones. Theories about the formal qualities of art objects and methods of working
originating in cubism, surrealism and dada acted to extend the range of materials used in
fine art.  Yet, at the same time, cost and craftsmanship were issues. Before World War
II Bocour and Golden concentrated on high-quality hand-ground colours because there
was a demand for supplies made using European artisanal techniques and this set
Bocour Artist Colors apart from larger American paintmakers, like Grumbacher or F.W.
Weber who used mechanized production techniques. Bocour and Golden were not

unique though. Golden recalled:
"in those days hand-ground colors were in vogue. . . every time you turned
around there was a guy setting up a business."26

With the appearance of the English version of Doerner's book in 1934 and later, the
1940 publication of an artists' handbook by Ralph Mayer, other small entrepreneurs had
access to formulas for painters and several apparently set up businesses to make paint by
hand too. No evidence has been found that any other of these small New York-based
entrepreneurs from the 1930s stayed in business very long, although as we shall see
another small artists' paintmaking company set up at about the same time by Henry
Levison in Cincinnati flourished.2? [José Gutiérrez' interest in research on paintmaking
dates from activities he undertook in New York City during this period although he did
not begin commercial production of artists' painting media until he was established in
Mexico City in the 1950s.]

In the 1930s this artisanal paintmaking in New York City might almost be

Treasury Relief Art Project” in 1937. Bocour Papers. courtesy Mrs. Ruth Bocour, New York City.
26 sam Golden Interview. July 1991, Tape 3.

27 These were often aspiring artists who made paint for a few months and then moved on to other
occupations. Golden Interview 1991.
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described as seasonal employment. Important shows at galleries and museums were
held during the principal cultural season from September through May and that is when
most painters were at work in the city. Before the advent of air conditioning most
wealthy New Yorkers fled the steamy city streets during the summer. Artists also
moved to summer communities, notably in Provincetown on Cape Cod and in East
Hampton. For several years before the second World War Bocour would take the
summers off to travel from one artists' colony to another roaming from California to
New Mexico to Woodstock to Provincetown. When war came he was declared
physically unfit for service (4F) purportedly due to an injury sustained when he was
struck by lightning while modeling for artists in Gallup, New Mexico.

During the war, Bocour kept the paintmaking studio but drastically reduced
production of paints due to shortages of materials.28 Golden worked at other jobs.
Bocour's studio became a stop-over for servicemen-artists on leave, many of whom had
heard about him through mutual acquaintances. New artists starting out in the city also
gathered at the studio for parties and life drawing sessions, sometimes with undraped

models (see Figure 2). Jack Levine, an artist who he met during this period recalled:

"Back around 1945 I used to sleep off hangovers on an old leather couch in
Lenny's 15th Street shop where he made hand-ground colors for artists.
Towering over a ground-glass topped table he would create huge appetizing
mountains of cobalt blue and rose madder. Already the Bocour hand-ground
colors were well-known and popular with a growing circle of artists.

On the Sabbath, the tables were cleared for action and the regular
Saturday afternoon crap game would take place.

But more than all this, the brilliant mounds of color, the crap games, the
hot pastrami sandwiches from the Sth Avenue Delicatessen-- more than all this
there were always pretty girls, drawn to Lenny as by a magnet."2?

Golden recalls with amusement:
"We called it the sex maniacs' club."

28 Sam Golden Interview. 1991.

29 A quote from Jack Levine on the occasion of a presentation at a National Art Materials Trade
Association (NAMTA) annual convention, May 1974 cited in "Leonard Bocour Named to NAMTA
Hall of Fame", Art Material Trade News, reprint from June 1974, n.p. Bocour Papers, AAA.
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The subsequent development of Bocour Artist Colors was marked by these sociable
contacts with artists during the early years of the paintmaking studio on 15th Street.
Throughout his life Bocour never ceased making friends with artists, attending openings

and corresponding with them about their work.30

Becoming a Viable Business: the Impact of Craft Products

During the war the U.S. economy started to recover from the Depression and
middle-class collectors began to buy art. Demands for art and craft matenals increased
as well. After the war Bocour decided he should become a more serious businessman in
order to try to make more money. | This decision to concentrate on business and to
abandon his aspirations of becoming an artist represents a significant transition in
Bocour's discourse about his identity. After a dozen years as a paintmaker specializing
in hand-ground artists' colours, Bocour faced the fact that, though he loved art and

artists, his future was as an entrepreneur, not a painter:
"It was kind of a romantic idea, this artist thing -- the paint for artists. . . I don't
know what it was. And certainly there was no money in it. [ enjoyed the life. [t
wasn't until after the War that [ decided . . . You know, it's very difficult to
make up your mind about something. . . Now either you're in business or you're
kidding yourself."

The decision to try to transform the small paintmaking operation into a profitable

business was not an easy one in his recollection:
"I wrestled with myself for many years. The idea of becoming a businessman
was most repelling. 1 was handicapped by the adolescent idea that anyone who
works merely for money is wasting his life. The big dream of all artists is to live,
sooner or later, from the sale of their paintings. This was a bit utopian. I was
poor, all my friends were poor. [ knew that to stay alive I had to sell more

30, His correspondence with artists reveals warm relationships with both unknown and prominent
figures in painting. Sometimes the correspondence was related to gifts of paint. for example to Oskar
Kokoschka. But often it concerned the artists’ work. He had an affectionate, though very decorous
correspondence with Helen Frankenthaler whose work he particularly admired. She wrote to him in
1988 "Dear Lenny. You really "get" me and my work! And vour fan notes give me a wonderful feeling:
I'm grateful 10 you for writing and for telling me what my work "means" and means to vou!. Hugs.
The Bronze Screens took a lot out of me —- 5 1/2 years and I'm proud of them." Letter to L. Bocour
from H. Frankenthaler, 9 April 1988. Bocour Papers. AAA.
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paint."3!
He continued to paint in his leisure time but after the war he gave up trying to make a
living from his painting:

“I decided it was hard to be both an artist and a businessman, so I paint now
only for pleasure, and so do not consider myself a professional or exhibiting

artist."32
Throughout his life however, he always depicted himself as having tried to become an
artist.33

Golden rejoined him in 1946 in an expanding business which continued to grow
for the next two and a half decades. (Golden officially became a partner in the 1950s.)
During this period Golden was "the inside man" handling the paint manufacture and
managing production. Bocour was "the outside man", meeting with artists, visiting art
supply dealers and lecturing to art students about paint.34

Bocour's new commitment to business was of course timely. Post-war
prosperity and a heightened interest in art increased the demand for artists' paints in all
price ranges. Bocour and Golden started to significantly expand the range of paints they
made, manufacturing different grades of artists' oil paints, watercolours, casein and.
eventually acrylic resin paints for artists by the late forties.3> The move to more

contemporary materials may have been partly motivated by shortages in fine-quality

31, Bocour cited in Dusa 1990, p.41.

32 Anonymous. "Leonard Bocour— Artist and Colorman". National Art Material Trade News.
November 1958. pp. 20-22.

33 The stories of his Depression years were told many times in his lectures and interviews. See for
example: "Depression-era artist paints himself a bright future”. Sunday Journal-News, Rockland
County. N.Y.. March 27, 1977. p. 1C. 9C: and Crosby. Denise. "Pioneer in acrylic paint industry is
artist at heant", The Sunday Journal, Kankakee, Ill. , October 6, 1985, p. 34: Gollin, Jane. "New Media
Inspire Artists". Art_Voices Volume 4. Number 3, Summer 1965, pp. 48-50."The Story of Bocour Artist
Colors Incorporated”. reprinted from the /5th Anniversary Banquet Program. New York: Art Material
Club Inc.. November 3. 1962, pp. 20-21, Bocour Papers, AAA: "Bocour Artists Colors is 50 This
Month". reprint from Art Material Trade News, February 1982, Bocour Papers, AAA.

34 Interview with Tom Golden by Jan Marontate June 1991.

35. The exact date for the introduction of the acrylic resin paint Magna is uncertain. Bocour claimed
different dates at different times, settling on 1947 or 1948 in later accounts. The first advertisements
found for the brand in national art magazine were in American Artist, March 1953, p. 1; and Arts
Digest, March 1953, p. 68. Dating problems will be discussed in more detail later.
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supplies from European sources who were still recovering from the war, but appears
primarily to have been a response to specific requests from artists according to their
accounts. Bocour and Golden recalled that they could not keep up with the demand for
white and for gesso to prepare canvas. They began to mechanize the paintmaking
operation, first with the acquisition of a coconut crusher to grind colors. Later Golden
worked with a tool and die maker in a barn outside the city to design custom machines
suited to the needs of artists' paintmaking.3¢ They gave the machine-made oils a
different name (Bellini) to ai'ow connoisseurs of their products to distinguish them from
the top quality hand-ground line of oils intended for professionals as opposed to
students and amateurs. Some of the innovations they made were simply marketing and
packaging ideas which responded to changing artistic practices. Bocour was
particularly proud of his leadership in producing pound-size tubes to accommodate the
increased consumption of abstract expressionist artists painting large-scale works in

heavy impasto. He recalled that:
"after the war, scale took off in painting. Like, if you went to art school you did
a 12x16, or 16x20, or 18x24 -- a big canvas. So, a painting 3 feet by 5 feet was
a small canvas. Not only was there larger scale but thick painting. I used to get
complaints: one guy said, "Oh Lennie, I can't afford your paint any more." And
I'll never forget, this fellow made a wonderful gesture, like he's squeezing a tube
of paint: "you go like this and it's a dollar!" 37

In addition to their regular lines of paint, the paintmakers made special custom orders
for artists. They also made paint for other labels, like the large Department stores,

Macy's and Gimbel's. Occasionally they picked up work supplying paints for hobby kits.

36 The dates for mechanization of the production are uncertain. According to Bocour the paints were
all hand-ground until 1952, however he also claims that he purchased his first mill before his marriage
to Carole Wheeler who he wed in 1947. Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978, p. 25. New York
Times, March 18, 1947, 33:3. According to Golden they first used the mill to make gesso, therefore
Bocour's two statements may not be contradictory since the paint may still have been hand-ground after
the acquisition of the mill. By the early 1950s they appear to have been making at least three different
qualities of oil paints for artists. The Bellini brand name was coined for the machine-ground paints.
Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978, p. 32.

37 Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978. p. 32-33.



The most remarkable event economically for the future of the business came
unexpectedly from one of the hobby kits. In 1954, the paintmakers had supplied small
pots of paint for "paint-by-numbers" sets. These sets were painting kits consisting of a
drawing on a piece of canvasboard, pots of oil paint and a paintbrush. The stenciled
drawing divided the surface of the canvas into small patches which were labelled with
numbers. Corresponding to each number was a pot of paint. The tdea was to colour in
the patches to produce a painting, often an image of a landscape or still life. Technical
problems in keeping the paints moist until they were used had plagued some of the early
manufacturers of the kits. Golden developed a way of keeping the paints from drying
out. The "paint-by-number" kits became very popular quite suddenly. In one account
of the phenomenal success of the paints made for these kits, Golden's son Tom recalled
that Golden and Bocour had closed the paintmaking studio for the 1954 Christmas
holidays. When they returned in January sacks of mail from the post office awaited
them, full of orders from large toy manufacturers eager to keep up with the demand.3®
The paintmakers made a great deal of money very quickly supplying paint for the kits.

In Sam Golden's words:
"it was like an oil well. [ was making paint for about ten different outfits."3?

Golden explained that they had no significant competition from other artists'
paintmakers in this area because the larger paintmaking companies expected this would
be a short-lived fad and did not want to bother with it. Yet, the vogue for these craft
kits lasted long enough to give the partners financial security and funding to pursue
development of their fine art paints.

The company did not advertise its connections to the craft trade, although it

used profits from this activity to subsidize work on innovative products for artists

38 Tom Golden Interview. June 1991. Tape 1.
39, Sam Golden Interview 1991 Tape 1.
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working in high-culture idioms 40 Later, paint-by-number paintings became collectors’
items for amateurs of pop-kitsch, however during the 1950s and early 1960s they were
a fad for low-brow hobbyists.#! Bocour preferred to stress the fine-art connections of
his company, maintaining that the success of the business was due to his ability to
anticipate artists' needs because he himself had started out as a "starving artist". Indeed,
regardless of the important share that crafts products had in making Bocour Artist
Colors a successful business economically, the company is best known for its
contributions to high culture forms of painting at mid-century due to its pioneering

work in the development of synthetic media using artists' quality pigments.

The Development and Early Reception of the First Acrylic Resin Artists' Colours

Bocour and Golden worked to produce paints that responded to the
preoccupations of their customers and it was an artist that first brought synthetic media
to their attention. Artists made many special requests for custom paints from the
beginning, often involving fairly simple adjustments: for example, they might ask for a
very thick paint or a thin one or a special hue.#2 On one occasion an artist brought

them "a jar of liquid that looked very much like honey, thick and viscous."+? Asked to

40 The company produced other craft products. such as colors for fabric painting and Bocour even
later established a line called "Bocour Decorative Arts” which was "marketed in the craft field" by Plaid
Enterprises. Inc. "Sales Agency and Marketing Agreement”. December 14. 1977. Bocour Decorative
Ars folder. Bocour Papers. AAA.

41 The idea for the first paint-by-number kit has been attributed to Richard Hess. At the age of 18 he
apparently created the kit for the Palmer Paint Company of Troy Michigan in 1952. Michael
O'Donoghue. a prominent television screenwriter. celebrated the 40th Anniversary of "Paint-by-
Number Sets with an exhibition drawn from his large collection held at the Bridgewater/Lustberg
Gallery in New York City in 1992, "Revival for Old-Style Pop Art". New York Times "Style Section”,
Sunday. April 26, 1992, p. 47 and telephone conversation with Paul Bridgewater. May 13, 1994 and
with the Palmer Paint Company. April 1994.

42, Morris Louis' relationship with the paintmakers is well-documented and will be discussed below.
Not all of their attempts to please their clients succeeded however. Philip Guston hated the thick paint
they made especially for him. The point here is however that the paintmakers did try to produce
materials suited to the preoccupations of artists.

43, Letter from Leonard Bocour to Diane Upright 21 September 1972, quoted in Upright, Diane. "The
Technique of Morris Louis". Morris Louis: The Complete Paintings, New York: Abrams, 1985, p. 49.



make it into a pigmented paint the paintmakers first tried to work with the resin using

the techniques they had learned for oil paints and mixed up a batch of whited+:
"And we put the white out on the table and we began to mull it around and it
was like rubber cement. It was like putty. It didn't brush. But when you put it
alongside the oil white, and the oil white looked quite yellow."4>

Although very sticky and difficult to handle, this "goo" (as Golden later characterized it)
dried very clear, perfectly preserving the hue of the pigment.4¢ The "goo" was
identified by their artist-friend as an "acrylic".47 The paintmakers were fascinated by the
possibility of using the new synthetic medium to make artists' colours because of the

clarity of the medium:
"The thing that got me was the white, the white was so startlingly white. In fact,

we used to make jokes about it, called it "jet white", you know, like jet black."48
However Bocour and Golden did not begin developing the new paint
immediately.#9 It was not until after the war that they started to investigate the

possibilities of using synthetic media to make artists' paints. They rapidly found the

44 The storv of the artist bringing a pot of acrylic resin to the paintmakers was told and retold many
times and there are some variations which occurred in the telling. In particular the name of the artist
varies. Bocour mentioned the name "Tony" in one interview but generally did not identify the artist in
his retelling of the events. Golden maintained the sample was brought to them by Michael Lenson, a
painter who had worked on many New Deal mural projects and who might have had contact with
research being carried out on new media by the Federal art project. In the only oral history interview
on this period found of Michael Lensen. the painter does not mention this event. Bocour and
Cummings Interview 1978. p. 34: Interview with Michael Lenson by Harlan Phillips, October 30,
1964; AAA: and Interview with Sam Golden by Jan Marontate, May 1991.

45 Bocour. Leonard. "Paint, Painting and Painters". unpublished transcript of lecture given at the
University of San Francisco. February 7. 1985. Bocour Papers courtesy Mrs. Ruth Bocour. New York
City..p. 7.

46 Sam Golden 1991, Tape .

47 1t was probably a methacrylate ester polvmer (an acrylic resin).

48 Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978, p. 38.

49 Both paintmakers initially recollected that this first experience of trying to incorporate pigment
into acrylic took place before World War 11, and recalled that their delay in pursuing investigations of
svnthetic media had been due to the war, although Bocour later said it could have been after the war.
As we discuss in the section on art conservation Rutherford Gettens had begun to experiment with
polymers for coating frescos in the early 1930s. The first U.S.-produced acrylic product trademark,
Plexigum. was registered by Rohm and Haas in 1929. Rohm and Haas began producing Acryloids for
inks and coatings in 1934. Hochheiser, Sheldon. "Appendix B: Rohm and Haas Company
Trademarks". RoAm and Haas. History of a Chemical Company. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press. 1986. pp. 215-220.



124

properties of the new media unsuited to the traditional formulas they were accustomed
to using. They searched for a supplier to help them contacting advertisers in paint

journals, and according to Golden
"it took me two years to find a company like Rohm and Haas. . . everybody has
a cure-all . . . but it's not for artists' use.">0

Bocour visited the Rohm and Haas Company in Philadelphia for help in developing a

formula for artists' paints:
"After the War | went down to Rohm and Haas --- they make the acrylics,
they're the biggest supplier. I told them what I wanted to do, I wanted
something compatible with linseed oil because I knew artists were using it. And .
. . they were very helpful to me. They came out with this paint.">!

The chemical company worked with them to adapt formulas suited to the special needs

of artists.>2 Bocour recalled :

“I ... met the director of their research and development. He was very
sympathetic. . . A young chemist was assigned to help me. Since we were all
oil-trained, I wanted a resin that would be miscible with oil. I did not want a
resin that would require special training in its use. It took quite a while to
formulate 36 colors. By 1947 we were ready to go."33

The new paint produced with this resin was called Magna.>* It was compatible
with oil and could be thinned by adding more acrylic medium and turpentine or other
solvents. At first it was a thin, soupy mixture.

The close contacts between the paintmakers and artists made them aware of

qualities of paint sought by artists. Bocour gave samples of the new paint to artists

50 Sam Golden 1991. tape #5.

31 Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978. Tape 2. Side 1. Transcript p. 35

32 Accounts by Bocour and Golden of Rohm and Haas's involvement in developing the formulas for
acrylics may in fact be referring to the water-borne acrylic emulsion paints they developed later. Other
testimony by Golden indicates that the earliest supplier of acrylics was a firm named Morningstar
Paisley which was later purchased by Warner's. Sam Golden 1991, tape#l and tape #5.

53 Busa 1990. p. 43. Although Bocour claims the paint was first produced in 1947,

54 Magna colors consisted basically of a pigment. an acrylic resin vehicle and thinner. According to
Rudenstine :"The acrylic resin used is a methacrylate ester polymer, Rohm and Haas Acryloid F-10
(40% resin solids in mineral thinner and Amsco F at a ratio of 9 to [). The thinner used is turpentine.
Magna colors are oil-compatible paints.” Amsco F is an aromatic solvent which was made by
American Mineral Spirits Company. Rudenstine, Angelica. "Morris Louis' Medium". in Morris Louis.
Boston: Museum of Fine Arnts, 1967, p. 79.
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asking for their comments. According to him Barnett Newman, Ad Reinhardt, Jackson
Pollock, and Morris Louis were early users who responded favorably to the handling
characteristics of the early version of the formula for Magna.5> But some artists found
the thin, flat quality of the paint unsuitable for their way of working. At mid-century
many painters favoured heavy impasto for strongly gestural expressionistic modes. The
paintmakers sought to adapt their new paint to this way of working, making it thicker
by adding beeswax and other products. Another feature of Magna was that it was
"reversible”, that is it could be redissolved in solvent after drying. This was an
advantage for conservators, who sought a removable pigmented paint for inpainting in
restoration work. Magna became very popular with paintings conservators.’® But
some artists found this reversibility annoying. To counteract this effect Golden
developed a coating to isolate the different layers for painters who wanted to rework the
surface with successive coats.57 Another quality of the medium was that the paint "took
to illustration board and paper without leaving the messy rings that oil does"; this was of
interest for painters who were working on raw canvas.>® In addition, the acrylic paint
could be applied directly to raw canvas without affecting the longevity of the fibers,
whereas oil paints applied to unprimed canvas tended to hasten rotting.

Bocour explained the importance of understanding artistic practices to the

35, Upright 1985, p. 50.

36, By the 1990s, Magna was not longer being manufactured and conservators began to contact Bocour
and art dealers to find old stock. Conservator Margaret Watherston wrote to Bocour suggesting he
arrange to have it manufactured again: "We love Magna for retouching and . . . [ was getting very
nervous about our supply of colors. . .I wonder if you could interest a company that makes materials for
conservation in preparing small quantities of Magna color. Of course. used in restoration. it lasts
forever so I suppose it wouldn't be worth their while. We will all just have to learn to grind our own.”
Letter from M. Watherston to L. Bocour, May 7. 1993. Bocour Papers. AAA.

57 F-10 and B-67 were the chemicals in the varnish Soluvar used to fix many of the early works done
in Magna before subsequent research by conservator Robert Feller pointed to problems with the
physical chemistry (cross-linking) as these materials aged. See the second section in Chapter 5 on the
Center for Research on Materials of the Artist and Conservation at the Mellon Institute in Philadelphia.
Mark Golden Interview 1991, Tape #4.

58 Letter from Leonard Bocour to José Gutiérrez and Nicholas Roukes cited in Gutiérrez and Roukes.
1966, p. 26.



development of the new paint:
"You see I'm not a chemist by early training, but rather much more interested in
art. [The chemists at Rohm and Haas] were very helpful. But they had no idea
what I wanted. [ wanted something with viscosity, something that could
simulate oil. And they thought in terms of house paint, something that was very
loose and liquidy and very, very flat. However, with a few trips they did help me
and I did have a paint that was very, very good, you know that was really what I
wanted."59

Bocour and Golden modified the basic formula developed by Rohm and Haas to give
Magna more body in order to approximate the handling characteristics of traditional
artists' oils. According to Golden, it was a struggle to adapt the formulas developed for

commercial use to correspond to artists' requirements at the time:
"You have to understand that nothing, nothing to this day is made for artists'
use in chemical houses. Chemical houses make a house paint. They want the
darn brush to go into the can and . . . [not] show a brush mark. . . [They want
the paint to] smooth out and cover good. Nothing is made for artists' materials.
You've got to fight to bring in body to the paint, to give a little feel so the brush
marks will show." 60

Some of the early users, preferred the earlier thin version which the paintmakers
continued to produce by special order for artists, notably for Morris Louis into the
1960s.

Although Bocour and Golden maintained that Magna was first produced around
1947, it does not appear to have been distributed on a wide scale until about 1953 .6!
Golden explained that they did not try to patent their formulas because they wanted to

keep their innovations a secret from other paintmakers:
"You see once you patent something you've got to tell them what it is. So [your
competitors] change it around a little bit and they have the same thing. . . "62

They began to advertise Magna as "the first new artist's paint in 500 years",

comparing their innovation to the "re-discovery by the Van Eyck brothers of oil

39 Bocour Interview 1985, p. 6.

60 Binders such as beeswax were added to keep the pigment in suspension. Golden 1991.
61 Bocour Interview 1985, p. 9.

62 Sam Golden Interview 1991, tape#s.



painting" during the Northern Renaissance.53 (See Figure 4.) Furthermore they
became convinced that synthetic resins were superior to natural resins because "when
they age they don't discolor-- according to scientific tests."¢* Touted as permanent,
fast-drying, versatile, brilliant and intense they first called it a"plastic paint”. The
paintmakers later said that using the terms "synthetic” and "plastic" was "like the kiss of
death”. Although some artists were keen to try anything new, other more conservative

customers associated the terms with artificiality, phoney imitations and cheap substitutes

65
"the resistance was enormous. . . the word acrylic now is in the language.
There's nothing strange about it, it's not foreign . . . [but at first] artists would
say "Acrylic -- what's that?" I'd say, "It's a synthetic resin.” "Oh, I don't want
that shit, I want the real stuff." And [ handed out, literally hundreds of sets. . . .
66

In Golden's recollections, Magna was never a huge success economically for the
company.57 The oil and turpentine compatible paints were too difficult to handle for
most amateur painters who constituted a large portion of art materials consumers.

Conservators and some highly-regarded artists did however become devoted users.58

63 This theme was repeated in trade literature and advertisements distributed by Bocour Artists'
Colors beginning about 1957, for example the brochure Discover Aagna. Bocour Papers. AAA. The
earliest advertisement we have located in a mass art magazine is also headed "Discover Magna. Plastic
Antist Paint". American Artist. March 1953, p. 1. and Arts Digest. March 1953, p. 68.

64 Chaet. Bernard. “Studio Talk. The Permanent Palette: Interview with Leonard Bocour". Arts.
February 1958, p. 62.

65_Sam Golden Interview 1991, tape#1.

66 Sets consisted of twelve small tubes.

67 Sales figures have only been located for 1971-72 and indeed at this point sales of Magna only
amounted to US$ 5.694 as compared to the best-selling Bocour product. the acrylic emulsion paint
Aqua-Tec with sales of US$441.614.00 of total sales of around one million dollars a year according to
a report prepared by Swidler and Company, Certified Public Accountants. Letter from Z. Swidler of
New York City to Joseph Dixon Crucible Co. of Jersey City. November 17, 1972. Miscellaneous
Correspondence Folder. Bocour Papers, AAA.

68 When production of Magna stopped in the 1980s artists and conservators began buying up
remaining stock and contacting Bocour. Conservator Margaret Watherston wrote to Bocour of her
difficulties obtaining it "To my great surprise, New York Central said that they had a few tubes of
Magna colors left. Last Saturday. | swooped down on them and acquired a great treasure (6 one pound
tubes of Magna White). Being a noble soul. [ left onc tube for someone else”. Letter from M.
Watherston to L. Bocour. May 7. 1993. Letter from conservator Louis Pommerantz to L. Bocour. May
13. 1985. Bocour Papers. AAA.



The development of Magna, the first artists' acrylic resin paint, established the
reputation of Bocour Artist Colors. The company became known as a innovator in the
high culture art world of critics and connoisseurs who saw in the work of several
prominent users of the paint a symbiosis of material and form. In the 1950s artists
associated with "post-painterly abstraction" and "color field painting" found Magna
suited to the types of problems they were exploring in their work, in particular, Morris
Louis, Ken Noland, Helen Frankenthaler, Barnett Newman and Frank Stella as did other
artists such as pop artists Roy Lichtenstein.%° Testimony on the use of new synthetic
media by artists will be explored in more depth in Chapter 8 but the well-known
collaboration of the paintmakers with artist Morris Louis will be discussed here briefly
because Louis' mature work has been very closely associated with his use of the acrylic
resin produced by Bocour and Golden (Magna). The discourse on Louis' painting done
with Magna introduces an important dimension to the study of the impact of synthetic
paints by bringing into focus links between the new media and formalist concerns in

American painting at mid-century.

Morris Louis' Colour Field Painting and Bocour's Synthetic Paint

Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland and Helen Frankenthaler are important figures in
the avant-garde reaction to abstract expressionism and action painting in the 1950s and
1960s. They developed a new approach to non-objective painting using bright hues and

stained canvases which came to be known as Color Field Painting.”0 The technique of

69 Some. like Lichtenstein and Stella even continued to use Magna after Bocour stopped producing
it. In late 1983, upon notification by art supply dealer Lou Rosenthal that Magna wouid be
discontinued. artist Frank Stella purchased most of the pint-sized Magna paints in stock at New York
Central Art Supply, one of the major art supply stores in Manhattan. After a 40% discount the bill was
$7000. "Miscellaneous Supplies. 1984". Frank Stella Papers. AAA. Interview with Roy Lichtenstein
by Jan Marontate, February 1994.

70, The technique of staining refers to the application of paint on raw. unprimed canvas. sometimes
lightly primed canvas was also used. Usually the canvas was placed in a horizontal position and often
it was unstretched during application of the paint. The fabric absorbs the paint, producing a stained
effect. The texture of the fabric remains visible in the coloured areas allowing for the incorporation of
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Louis and his close colleague Kenneth Noland (b. 1924) exploited the characteristics of
the new acrylic resin paints developed by Bocour and Golden, notably the intense
colours and suitability for staining techniques.”!

The itinerary of Morris Louis (born Morris Louis Bernstein, 1912-1962) brought
him into contact with early experiments in the use of synthetic paints in art. He studied
art in Baltimore before moving to New York City in 1936 where worked in New Deal
art projects. He participated in Siqueiros' experimental workshop in 1936 using Duco
(pyroxylin enamels) and found the workshop important enough to mention it in his
Curriculum vitae even 20 years later.”2 In 1940 Louis leff New York City to live in
Baltimore and Washington but remained in touch with some of his contacts in New
York, among them paintmakers Bocour and Golden. He purportedly began using the
acrylic resin paint Magna around 1947 or 1948 after being given a sample by Bocour.”3
Magna was the only medium he used from 1954 and the only acrylic paint that he ever

used. ™ Speaking of Louis' use of Magna, Bocour later recalled :
"A lot of fellows said "I tried it and it's no good." Morris [Louis] on the other

unstained and stained areas in the painting. Artists’ oil paints often left an oily halo around the
pigmented areas. took a long time to dry and caused the untreated canvas to deteriorate. Acrylic resin
paints did not.

7l Discussions of the links between acrylic artists' paints and treatment of colour accasionally fail to
realize the significant differences between the oil-compatible acrylic resins and the later water-borne
svstems developed using acrylic emulsions. Gage confounds the two types of artists' acrylic paints in
his discussion of Louis and Noland's use of Bocour colours. Gage. John. "Art Materials and
Abstraction.” in "Chapter 14: Colour Without Theory: The Role of Abstraction". Colour and
Culture. Practice and Meaning from Antiquity to Abstraction. London: Thames and Hudson. [993. p.
267.

72 "Biography" folder. Morris Louis Papers. Box 1. AAA. [Note the Morris Louis Papers and the
Morris Louis Estate Papers are two distinct sets of documents in the Archives of American Art. The
later may only be consulted with special written permission from his widow which was obtained by the
author in 1993. Letter from Mrs. Brenner's lawyer Ann M. Garfinkle to Jan Marontate, November 24,
1993.]

73 Art historian, curator and dealer, Diane Upright gave particular attention to Morris Louis’ paints.
It was Bocour who arranged her introduction to Louis' widow. Upright, Diane Headley. "The
Technique of Morris Louis". in Upright Morris Louis. The Complete Paintings. New York: Abrams,
1985, p. 50. See also the letter of introduction Upright wrote to Brenner on February 14, 1974. Morris
Louis Estate Papers. AAA.

74 Upright, 1985, pp. 49-58.
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hand tried it and he found himself. And he said, 'Part of my thesis is that
materials influence form'."7>

In fact, Louis' discovery of the potential of acrylic resin for his painting involved a
complex process of negotiation and interpretation. Fellow-painters, critics. curators
and collectors participated in the insertion of Louis' work into battles over the future of
painting that were raging during the 1950s. Critic Clement Greenberg became a
powerful partisan of the new way of painting which emerged with Louis’ early work in
synthetic media. The assessment of Louis' contribution to art was hastened by his death
only a few years after he had begun to develop his mature style.

In Washington Louis became an art instructor at the Washington Workshop
Center at around the time he met painter Kenneth Noland. In 1953 the two teaching
colleagues visited New York City for the weekend. Noland introduced him to critic
Clement Greenberg who took them to visit the studio of Helen Frankenthaler where
they saw her painting Mountains and Sea, a large stained canvas. Mountains and Sea
had a profound effect on the subsequent course of Louis' work, prompting him to
destroy most of his recent paintings and embark on a new direction. His new way of
working eliminated painterly surfaces and the gestural quality associated with the work
of abstract expressionists like Pollock.7® Instead Louis and Noland began to work in
thin layers of richly nuanced intense hues which were close in value and tone. (See

Figures 11 and 12.) According to art historian Kenworth Moffett
"Frankenthaler was using Grumbacher student grade colors, oil paint thinned
with turpentine, and occasionally, commercial enamel paint, such as Pollock had
also used. In 1953, Louis and Noland began working with all of these matenals.
Louis, who knew Bocour, was the first to use Magna, and Noland soon
followed suit."77

In 1954 Louis produced a series called Veils all done with Magna. Greenberg's

75 Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978, p. 35.

76 Elderfield. John. Morris Louis. Exhibition Catalogue, October 6, 1986-January 4, 1987. New
York: Museum of Modern Art, 1986. Especially pp. 27-31.

77, Moffett, Kenworth. Kenneth Noland. New York: Abrams, 1977, p.101.
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interpretation of the paintings stressed the centrality of Louis' innovative "facture”. his

way of making the painting which stressed the optical qualities of the materials:
"The crucial revelation he got from Pollock and Frankenthaler had to do with
facture as much as anything else. The more closely colour could be identified
with its ground, the freer would it be from the interference of tactile
associations; the way to achieve this closer identification was by adapting water-
colour technique to oil and using the thin paint on an absorbent surface. Louis
spills his paint on unsized and unprimed cotton duck canvas, leaving the pigment
almost everywhere thin enough. . . for the eye to sense the threadedness and
woveness of the fabric undemneath. But "underneath” is the wrong word. The
fabric, being soaked in paint rather than merely covered by it, becomes paint in
itself, colour in itself. . . The effect conveys a sense not only of colour as
somehow disembodied, and therefore more purely optical, but also of colour as
a thing that opens and expands the picture plane."”8

In the beginning Louis used Magna as it was produced by Bocour Artist
Colours, diluting it with a synthetic medium made by the Rohm and Haas Chemical
Company and turpentine.’ However, new formulas developed for Magna in tubes had
a paste-like consistency because of the addition of beeswax. Louis kept extensive
records of his art supply purchases from the 1950s until his death. He wrote frequently
to Bocour requesting materials and commenting on the quality of the paints. For
example, in 1960, Louis asked Bocour to have Golden produce a thinner, more finely-
ground preparation in larger quantities. Bocour's shop produced gallon cans of paint in
special orders for Louis and Noland.80 After 1960, Louis stopped mixing his colors,

using the specially ordered hues straight from the can. The striking intensity of later

78 Greenberg, Clement. "Louis and Noland". At International. Vol. IV/5. May 25. 1960, p. 28. (pp.
26-29 for bibliography).

79 The medium was Acryloid F-10. The receipts and portions of his correspondence with suppliers
are in the Morris Louis Papers. AAA.

80 He was particularly perturbed by the quality of the grinding (since coarsely ground paint produced
unwanted effects), the freshness of the preparation (given that the pigment tended to settle out of the
medium) and contamination with other pigments (since later in his career he used the paints directly
from the containers without mixing them). Conservators have found that the granular surface of some
of his canvases is due to a combination of factors : grains of pigment floated to the surface when large
amounts turpentines were used without enough medium, an effect exaggerated by coarsely-ground
colors (which he complained vehemently about in notes to Bocour). These effects were on occasion
exaggerated by the use of prepared canvas which resisted absorption. Morris Louis Papers and Golden
1991. See also Upright 1985, p. 56, Rudenstine 1967, p. 79.



works like the series known as Unfurleds highlights the transparency of the acrylic
medium, which is as transparent as all but the highest grades of optical glass.8!

Yet their techniques are not merely straightforward applications of the
properties of the new materials. In particular, Louis' techniques of pouring the paint
onto huge canvases (at least by the standards of the period) betray a remarkable mastery
of the medium, which transcend routine expectations of its handling.82 It is extremely
difficult to maintain control over areas of saturation in such large canvases. Bocour and
Golden tried to imitate Louis' deceptively simple-looking technique and despite
considerable effort, the paintmakers were unable to duplicate the effects Louis
achieved 83

In the work of Morris Louis, critical reception stressed the symbiosis between
the properties of the medium and the characteristics of his manner of working. Louis'
medium (and the related techniques of application he developed) has been deemed
crucial for creating the conditions which allowed him to emerge as a leading innovator.
His work was seen as both a refutation of abstract expressionism and a bridge between
it and later forms of abstraction. However, discourse about Louis' practices do not
claim that acrylic paint determined his stylistic evolution, but rather that the synthetic
media provided him with new possibilities to explore in his art. Furthermore, Louis's
involvement in the process of determining the characteristics of his materials -- through
his special specifications to manufacturers and suppliers -- illustrates the involvement of
artists in the conception of new materials. Bocour and Golden discussed their paints

with other artists too, among them Louis' close colleague Noland whose views on the

81 In addition the paint bleeds into the cloth and does not leave a yellow oil stain. On the optical
qualities of the resin see: Gettens. Rutherford J. and George L. Stout. "Preface to the Original Edition",
Painting Materials. A Short Encyclopedia, New York: Dover (1966 reprint of 1942 publication). p. 3.
82 The size of his paintings was cited in correspondence with critic Clement Greenberg as a hindrance
for some collectors. often ranging to around 250 x 400 cm. Letter to Morris Louis from Clement
Greenberg. May 3. 1961. "Box I: Correspondence-1961", Morris Louis Paper, AAA.

83 Upright 1985, p. 57 and Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978.



place of the new paints in his art are presented in Chapter 8.

The Paintmakers' Experiments and Other New Media

The critical success of work by Louis, Noland and other early users of the
acrylic resin paints made by Bocour Artist Colors may well have contributed to the
increased interest in new media by other paintmakers. Bocour and Golden themselves
continued to experiment with new chemical products, in part because of the increased
demand for synthetic paints, particularly water-borne systems being developed by their
competitors in the 1950s and 1960s.

In the early days of making synthetic paints for artists much of the discovery
process was trial and error.  Neither Bocour nor Golden had scientific training. Their
procedures for studying the new materials were, like those of Gutiérrez, intuitive rather
than scientific at first. Asked about how he developed the new paints and innovative
new products for use with acrylics (like mediums and modeling paste) Golden

characterized his methods as follows:
"It has been a fight all the way down the line. You keep trying. [ was nevera
chemist. Never claimed to be a chemist. So [ stayed up nights, [wondering]
"How to do it. How do you do it?". . . You just stay up nights. Hit and miss. .
. 1 tried different [things]. I made paint with honey. I made paint with dioxin. I
made paint with asbestos. I made paint with -- you name it and I'm still alive
[knocks wooden table twice with fist]. Lucky. And you try. I mean ... when
there's no information, you can't go to the library and pick up a book on acrylics.
.. Edison didn't find out how to make a light bulb -- you had to experiment, you
had to play with it, and come up with something that you felt was good. Now
the acrylics-- to this day, it's called Magna the one we made-- had its drawbacks.
But a lotta guys used it and loved it."34

Some of Goiden's early experiments went dramatically wrong. For example he tried to
use aluminum tubes due to post-war shortages and they exploded (because of gas
produced in chemical reactions with the paint). He almost burned down the factory

experimenting with polyester resin. Although the company did send paint samples out

84 Sam Golden 1991. tape #1.



134

for testing,85 Golden also conducted his own weathering tests, painting his home and
even his car bumper bright colours to test new pigments and the acrylic medium.36

During the 1950s the paintmakers continued to modify the formulas for many of
their paints taking into account new pigments. They tried a variety of other new
synthetic media.87 Eventually, in the early 1960s, they produced a line of water-borne
acrylics which they called Aqua-Tec. Here too the exact date is difficult to establish.3?
They had considerable difficuity developing these paints, in part because of poor quality
control by suppliers of their raw materials, but with the assistance of a technical
representative from Rohm and Haas they solved their formulation problems.?9

Although Bocour and Gol&en were not first to produce water-borne synthetic
paints for artists, they did make some innovations with this type of paint for artists,
notably in response to a request from painter Helen Frankenthaler (b.1928).%0
Frankenthaler had begun to move away from thin staining (which left a fuzzy edge

where the paint stopped bleeding into the canvas) to a harder edge and began to use

water-borne acrylic paints at the end of 1962 but "did not like it and went back to oil,

85, They sent products to Gimbels Bureau of Standards in Philadelphia in the early 1950s and later
they also used the U.S. Testing Laboratories. See for example, Survey B-1267 by Gimbels Bureau of
Standards. December 21, 1951 in "Tests and Standards” folder. Bocour Papers. AAA.

86 Golden's son Tom recalled the unconventional experience of being a teenager living in a brightly
painted cobalt blue house located in a conservative Hillsdale suburb during the 1950s. Tom Golden
Interview 1991.

87 These included a polyester resin made by Du Pont. Sam Golden Interview 1991. tape #6.

88, Using advertisements to date the introduction of the new materials. they would appear to have been
scheduled for distribution around 1963-4. None of the key informants was able to supply an exact date
for actual production.

89 They were used products made by 2 company cailed "Morningstar Paisley" but changes in the
production due to transfer of operations to a different plant resulted in failure of the formulas they were
using. An agent by the name of Ed Lamy (phonetic spelling) proved helpful to them and also worked
with other paintmakers at this time. Efforts to locate Lamy through the Rohm and Haas Company have
proven unsuccessful to date. The formulas used AC-33. a product developed by Rohm and Haas. Sam
Golden Interview 1991. Hayes Interview 1994. Ruth Bocour Interview 1995,

90. Henry Levison. head of Permanent Pigments had produced the first full line of acrylic emulsion
paints around 1954. His work is discussed in Chapter 6. By the 1960s. several other companies were
also bringing out similar lines of new water-borne paints, mostly based on polymer emulsions as well
and they are covered in Chapter 7.
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then tried it again and continued using it".?! She later recalled:
"1 changed to acrylics for a number of reasons. One, I was told that they dry
faster, which they do, and that they retain their original color, which they do. 1
would say durability and light and the fact that one can use water instead of
turpentine: all that makes it easier given the abstract image. In the way that
sound echoes sense, the materials come along that are called for within the
nature of the aesthetic. As painting needed less and less drying time, depth, and
so forth, the materials came along that made that more obvious."%2

She said the quality of the new synthetic paint:
"can be scratchy, tough, modern, once-removed -- not as involved in métier,
wrist, or medium as is often the case with oil. At its best, it fights the

painterliness for me. . "93
She had difficulty getting the acrylic to absorb into the canvas at first. Bocour told the

story of a new product developed in response to requests from Frankenthaler:
"Helen Frankenthaler is an old old friend and customer . . [when we began to
make] Aqua-Tec I told her about them and she said, "oh send me a quart each of
all the paints". . . So, I sent her up a quart of each paint and about two or three
days later [she] called me up very angry, very testy, "what kind of junk did you
make here, I can't use the paint”. I said, "what happened?” [She replied] "It
rolls into balls”. I said "wet the back of the canvas, use a little more water". No
matter what I said . . . every hour on the hour she'd call me to tell me how
terrible it was. So finally . . . I went up to her studio. . ."%

The paintmakers developed a product to help her do washes or stains which they called
WTB (Water Tension Breaker).95 By 1963 Frankenthaler was using the tendency of
acrylics "to flood laterally across the surface, absorbing less quickly than turpentine-
thinned oil" in large open areas of softly modulated paint.?® During the 1960s the

company also produced other products to use with the paints (synthetic mediums,

91 Given the date Bocour's acrvlics may not have been her first. Elderficld. John. Helen
Frankenthaler. New York: Abrams. 1989. p. 166.

92 Transcript of 1972 filmed interview of Frankenthaler in De Antonio. Emile and Mitch Tuchman.
Painters Painting. New York: Abbeville Press, 1984, p.82.

93 Frankenthaler quoted in Elderfield 1989, p. 166.

94 Bocour 1985. pp. 32-34.

95 It was modeled on the oxgall solution used for wash techniques by English watercolourists.
Recently. at a Triangle Workshop for artists attended by Golden's representatives, Frankenthaler
purportedly jovially chided Golden for failing to share the profits from WTB with her. since it was.
after all her idea that generated the product. Mark Golden Interview 1991 (untaped)

9 Elderfield 1989, pp. 166-7.
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varnishes, retarders, molding pastes and gels).

Bocour's discussions display an ambivalence about the water-borne acrylic
emulsion paints, which handled very differently from the artists' oil paints of his art
school days. Although he was proud of the company's pioneering work in the
development of artists' acrylics, in his later years he began to express his mistrust of

synthetic media:
"when we made Aqua-Tec, the polymer emulsion, I painted out post card size
slides and sent them out to the U.S. Testing Laboratory . . . so I feel very, very
good but in all honesty, these acrylic colors, the resin or emulsion, have not had
the test of time. . ."97

Golden on the other hand, after an initial struggle with the new technologies imposed by
the modern materials, became an ardent proponent of water-borne acrylic media for
artists. Above all he valued their versatility and the speed with which they dried. which

he felt gave the artist more creative freedom. In his words:
"You could make acrylics behave as a watercolor. You could make them
behave as an oil paint, you could make them be shiny you could make them be
matte, you could make them be thin washes. It gives you a whole wide, wide
area to work in. Not only that, but it extends your painting life by at least ten
years because you can finish a painting. You don't have to wait forit to dry. . .
so that the life of the artist, his painting life is extended. . ."%8

Bocour Artist Colors Reaches Maturity: Growth of the Company and Involvement in
the Art Maternials Trade

The paintmakers did not just function in the world of the New York art elite, but
endeavored to spread word about their products and to develop markets across the
county as their business expanded. The company grew slowly at first, from a two-man
operation to a small firm employing only a few workers and a secretary in the 1940s.
Bocour and Golden eventually hired more staff, mostly blue-collar labourers who

learned the craft of paintmaking on the job. The staff eventually unionized.?® The

97 Bocour 1985. p. 16.
98 Sam Golden 1991 tape#5.
99 They joined Local 810 of the Steel Metais. Alloys. Hardware Fabricators and Warehouse Men.



company moved several times (from 15th Street to 16th Street to a factory-loft on 42nd
Street and then a larger space on 52nd Street). By the 1970s Bocour had a staff of
about 35-40 people and he had also apparently hired at least one chemist.!% Family
members intermittently helped with the business as well, and many pursued careers
related to the arts.!9! Bocour's wife Ruth who had training in both art and science
participated in the development of a new line of acrylic emulsion paints.192 [n the early
1970s they were forced to move again because of re-zoning and the company left
Manhattan for a larger building in Garnerville, New York.!03 The suburban location
meant that fewer artists came to visit but many artists were leaving the city as well.
During this period new avant-garde stylistic movements from outside New York City

emerged (like pattern-painting) and some observers have noted a trend towards

affiliated with the [nternational Brotherhood of Teamsters according to a report prepared by Swidler
and Company, Certified Public Accountants. Letter from Z. Swidler of New York City to Joseph Dixon
Crucible Co. of Jersey City. November 17. 1972. Bocour Papers. AAA.

100 " Bocour's co-author on an article about the manufacture of acrvlic paints for artists. Kenneth
Nelson is identified as "chief chemist”. Bocour. Leonard and Nelson. Kenneth. "How Acrylics Are
Made". American Artist. Volume 38. Issue 385, August 1974, pp. 46-49. 67. The number of emplovees
varied slightly. but by the early 1970s the size of the full-time staff had stabilized at about 36 plant
workers. 4 office workers and about 2 senior staff members in addition to Bocour and Golden. Bocour
and Cummings Interview 1978, p. 37.

101 Golden's sons Tom. Steve and Mark. Bocour's son Peter and step-sons Paul and Chuck Hirsch all
pursued careers related to the arts. although only one became a full-time paintmaker. Tom Golden. the
eldest of Sam Golden's four children. was an actor for a few vears before resuming his studies to
became a psychologist. Steven Golden worked for Bocour Artist Colors in the 1960s and later became
founded his own business as a colour consultant. Mark Golden founded Golden Artists Colors with his
wife Barbara and father Sam. Tom occasionally works for the newer company as well. [nterview with
Tom Golden June 1991. Peter Bocour is an free-lance artist and designer who has worked for
international design companies like Laura Ashley. Paul Hirsch works in the film industry and won an
Oscar for his technical contributions to the film "Star Wars". Chuck Hirsch taught film studies at
universities in New York and California before becoming a therapist. Interviews with Peter Bocour.
December 1993 and Ruth Bocour, 1994-1995.

102 Ruth Schindler Hirsch Bocour. Bocour’s third wife. now retired. was a modern dancer who had
studied in New York (under Martha Graham) and in Paris before marrying Leonard Bocour. She also
had some University-level training in chemistry. Prior to becoming a dancer she had studied in a pre-
medical programme at the University of Pennsylvania. worked as a laboratory assistant at Temple
Medical School in Philadelphia and graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in 1934. She had
considerable knowledge of art and had made many contacts with artists in New York and Pans during
her first marriage to painter Joseph Hirsch. Interviews with Ruth Bocour. December 1993-May 1995.
103 Anonymous. "Bocour Goes Bucolic. Artists color factory doubles space in move to Hudson River
town", Art Material Trade News. September. 1971. p. 20, 42.



geographical decentralization of artists in America. !9 Bocour handled most of the
outside contacts, touring the country to give lectures and demonstrations on the paints,
and meeting with artists to keep up with the latest trends in contemporary painting.
Bocour also authored a number of beginner's instruction manuals for the company
during this period. 105

The paintmakers were also involved in organizations concerned with quality
control, and business aspects of the art materials trade. Bocour represented the
company at meetings on the development of recommended standards for artists oil
paints before the war and the company was an acceptor listed in the publication of the
first voluntary commercial standard for artists' paints.!% In 1960 he was made a
member of the Standing Committee for the preparation of the revised Commercial
Standard of Artists' Qil Paints produced in 1962 and with other art materials
manufacturers contributed funds for publication of the standard.!07 As soon as the war

ended, the manufacture, distribution and sale of art materials expanded rapidly. New

104 On the subject of the increasing geographical dispersion of practicing artists and the decreasing
importance of New York City see Crane. Diana. The Transformation of the Avant-Garde. The New
York Art World 1940-1985. Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1987. In a study of census data
Judith Blau emphasizes the relatively even distribution of institutions for the finc arts across the
country. indicating that the consumption of high-culture art forms is widespread although "art
suppliers" tend to be concentrated in larger art communities. Blau. Judith. The Shape of Culture. A
Study of Contemporary Cultural Patterns in the United States. New York: Cambridge University
Press. 1992.

105 Bocour. Leonard. Let's Paint. Learn to Paint with Leonard Bocour. Garnerville. N.Y.: Bocour
Artist Colors. Inc. n.d. and Bocour. Leonard. Let’s Draw. Learn to Draw with Leonard Bocour.
Garnerville. N.Y.: Bocour Artist Colors. Inc. n.d.

106 His name (Leonard Bogdanoff at the time) appears on the list of those present distributed to
members of the first standing committee in the "Condensed Record of General Conference on Artists'
Qil Paints". Museum of Modern Art. New York City. February 9. 1940 from the office of F. W.
Reynolds. National Bureau of Standards. document #TS-2836 in Ralph and Bena Frank Mayer Papers.
AAA._ reel D213:33-37. See also U.S. Department of Commerce. National Bureau of Standards.
Artists’ Qil Paints. Commercial Standard CS98-42. Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office.
May 10, 1942,

107 Note that the inclusion of synthetic media in the standard was hotly debated at the time. Interview
with Joy Turner Luke, May 1996. See also U.S. Department of Commerce. Office of Technical
Services. Commodity Standards Division. Commercial Standard CS98-62. A recorded voluntary
standard of the trade published by the U.S. Department of Commerce. Washington: U.S. Government
Printing Office. November 15, 1962.
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professional groups were formed by people involved with the manufacture, distribution
and sale of art materials. Bocour and Golden joined organizations founded to promote
business like the "Chowder Club," a group of manufacturers and wholesalers (which
became the Art Materials Club of New York in 1947 and was later renamed the Artists
Materials Manufacturers Association).!98 They also became members of the National
Art Materials Trade Association (NAMTA) which included dealers as well.19 Bocour
was naturally more outgoing than Golden. He held several elected offices in NAMTA
over the years and was named to the NAMTA Hall of Fame in 1974.'10 He initiated a
series of instructional booklets published by NAMTA for distribution by dealers as part
of an educational outreach programme to stimulate amateur interest in painting.'!!
Even though the company became active in voluntary associations related to the
art materials trade, Bocour maintained close ties with artists, and art students through
his lecturing and art collecting activities. Teaching and lecturing about art became a

central feature of his promotional activity for the new media.

Teaching and Lecture Tours

Just after the war Bocour began to teach, first with a course on Technics {sic]
and Media at the Brooklyn Museum Art School in 1945, which by 1947 had been
renamed "The Bocour Workshop" (presumably to promote his paintmaking company

since at this time Bocour was still listed by his birth name Bogdanoff in the school

108 ' The 1947 date was given in a facsimile reprint of part of the 15 year Banquet Celebration held in
1962. 1949 is given as the founding date for the Artist Materials Manufacturers Association in "How It
Began". A History of NAMTA. The First 25 years. Hasbrouck Heights. N.J.: National Art Materials
Trade Association. 1975, p. 6.

109 1707-National Art Materials Trade Association®. Encvclopedia of Associations, Part | (Sections
1-6) Entries 1-10323, Detroit: Gale Research Inc.. 1992, p.1711

10 “Leonard Bocour Named to NAMTA Hall of Fame". reprint from Art Material Trade News, June
1974. Bocour Papers. AAA.

Il Only one booklet from the series has been located. namely: Folb. Jay. Starr, Hasbrouck Heights.
New Jersey: National Art Materials Trade Association, 1969.
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prospectus). In 1946 he joined the faculty of the Skowhegan School of Painting and
Sculpture where he taught a summer course on materials and techniques until about

1956. His two-week workshop was called a "paint laboratory":
"in which all the essentials of the artists’ craft will be taken up. The students will
participate in his demonstrations of the basic principles and methods of color
grinding, the preparation of grounds, varnishes, mediums etc., also the
preparation of canvas for oils, panels for tempera, types of oils, function of
gouache and tempera, and the preservation of pictures."!12

The idea of his courses was not merely mastery the craftsmanship of painting but also
economy. The course descriptions promised that "the tubes of paint made by the
student will result in a saving many times the amount of the laboratory fee".113 At
Skowhegan he kept in touch with éar[y contacts from the New York art scene and
strengthened his ties with many younger artists who were beginning to make a name
after the war, like Alex Katz, and Robert Indiana.!!4 During the 1960s Bocour also
taught short summer courses on artists' materials (usually about three weeks) at the
Yale summer school in Norfolk. He was appointed for a six-year term to the Board of
Visitors in the School of Visual Arts at Boston University in 1977, (a consultative
position similar to that of visiting faculty member but without teaching
responsibilities). ! 1

Bocour was also a frequent guest speaker in art schools. He travelled
extensively lecturing in universittes and colleges throughout the U.S. and Canada. He
demonstrated painting techniques to studio art classes and gave talks to amateurs of art

in clubs and societies, typically speaking at between 100 and 150 different places each

V2 ibid. p. 8.

113 Course Description of "17A: The Bocour Workshop. Instructor: Leonard Bogdanoff", Spring
Term 1947. Brooklyn Museum Art School. n.p.

114 An undated prospectus for the school lists the following faculty and visiting artists for July and
August: Henry Varum Poor, Willard W. Cummings. Sidney Simon. Anne Poor, Milton Hebald,
Leonard Bocour. (Faculty) and (artists) Yasuo Kuniyoshi. Russell Cowles, William Zorach. Marguerite
Zorach, Karl Knaths. Bartlett H. Hayes, George L.K. Morris. This was certainly before 1953, the year
of Kuniyoshi's death. Bocour Papers, courtesy Mrs. Ruth Bocour.

Y15 Boston University Boards of Visitors. Boston: Boston University, 1977. p. 190.
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year.!16

Bocour's representation of himself and his motives for lecturing varied. At times
he emphasized his deep involvement with art and artists, revelling in descriptions that
portrayed his multiple roles as "raconteur, artist, collector, teacher and paintmaker."!!7
Yet he also expressed a firm commitment to business and would sometimes stress

economic imperatives:
"I don't go to hear myself talk. I hope to sell paint. . . "113

Bocour was not the only representative of a paint company to lecture in art
schools. Russell Woody, employed for many years by Permanent Pigments company
(which had developed the first water-borne acrylic artists' paint) and Ron Hayes, (who
developed a brand called New Masters paints) began travelling across the country
speaking at art schools in the 1960s. Hayes laughingly evoked the spirit of jovial
entrepreneurship he felt during the early days of travelling the art school lecture circuit
at the same time as Bocour: "we were like two snake-oil salesmen."!!9 Hayes and
Bocour did definitely combine education about art materials with an interest in sales.
Bocour distributed sample sets of paints, in particular acrylics, and took orders at art
supply shops near his speaking venues during his travels. Woody, however, maintains

he not sell paint during his lectures but rather saw his lectures as fulfilling a more

116 This estimate is based on records which summarize his visits to schools during the period between
September 1982 and February 1987. It may underestimate the number of talks overall because he may
have given more than one lecture in each institution and he is likely to have been more active when he
was younger. Bocour did not keep detailed records of all of his arrangements but there is a large body
of material in his papers pertaining to his travels to art schools, notably in the form of news clippings
from local publications. agendas. road maps tracing routes, written correspondence with his hosts and
contacts. and printed ephemera about his visits (programmes. posters and announcements). Bocour
Papers. AAA.

117, Often articles based on interviews with Bocour would appear in local papers or in small art
magazines and bulletins. "Leonard Bocour to speak on "The Age of Acrylics"". North Shore Art
League, Winnetka, [llinois, Volume 23, Number 4. January, 1976, p. 6. "Press Clippings". Bocour
Papers. AAA.

118 Bocour and Cummings Interview. 1978.

119 Haves did not continue to work as a paintmaker but became an art professor at Massachusetts
College of Art where he was still teaching at the time of this writing. His research on artists' acrylic is
discussed in Chapter 7. Hayes Interview with Jan Marontate 1994.
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general educational function, in particular by teaching students and faculty about new
synthetic materials. !20

Bocour's talks were not simply sales pitches. He spoke on three basic themes :
new developments in artists' materials (which he called one "The Age of Acrylics");
traditional materials, pigments and grounds (called "The Permanent Palette") and finally
his involvement with artists during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s emphasizing "the
turning away from form and content to. . . space and color and the non-figurative
idiom" which he called "Paint, Painting and Painters".12! He also spoke about the
Bocour art collection when it toured. Liberally seeded with stories about his
experiences with artists and art, Bocour's lecture provided a highly personal gossipy

account of his intense involvement in and affection for the New York art scene.

The Bocour Art Collection and Donations of Art
When Bocour was listed in Who's Who in American Art, it was as a collector of
contemporary paintings and lecturer, not as a paintmaker. 122

Bocour became an avid art collector, frequently trading paints for paintings:
"Some of the paintings in my collection were gifts, some were purchased, but
most were swaps"123

The collection grew so rapidly that when Bocour and Golden moved to a large
building in Garnersville, they planned to establish a gallery. Visitors to the plant

commented that there were paintings everywhere, even in the manufacturing areas.

120 woody Interview with Jan Marontate 1994. Tape #1.

121 Although the talks and demonstrations appear to have covered roughly the same material
according to press coverage, he does not appear to have read them from prepared copy. There is a
transcript of one of the lectures which had been videotaped. Lecture. Paint, Painting and Painters,
University of San Francisco. February 7. 1985. Bocour Papers. AAA.

122 Gilbert. Dorothy B. (editor). HWho's Who in American Art, New York: R.R.Bowker Company.
1966, p. 44.

123 Busa. Christopher. "Leonard Bocour 'Mister Aqua-tec', Provincetown Arts, 1990, p. 40.



Both of the partners' homes were literally covered with original art.!24 By the 1960s
word of the collection had spread and they began to share their artwork by lending it for
shows. The collection was a remarkable reflection of Bocour's contacts with artists
over the years and also a testimony to the craftsmanship of the paintmakers. Almost all
of the artwork in the collection was done with paints made by Bocour Artist Colors.!25
The first travelling exhibition of selections from the Bocour Artist Colors Collection
toured the U.S. under the auspices of the American Federation of the Arts in 1966-
1973.126 The show featured works by 61 prominent artists including painting by Helen
Frankenthaler, Philip Guston, Alex Katz, Jacob Lawrence, Morris Louis, Kenneth
Noland, Jules Olitski, Philip Pearistein, Mark Rothko and Raphael Soyer.!27 It travelled
to 47 art galleries and museums in the United States and Canada.

When Bocour and Golden ended their partnership, they divided up the
collection. Golden's portion of the collection was largely dispersed by the end of the
1970s although he subsequently began to rebuild a collection.!28 Bocour's portion of
the company collection and his private collection were still quite large (estimated at over
700 large paintings and uncounted numbers of small ones) and continued to grow. He
and his wife Ruth loaned work from their private collection for exhibitions at university

art galleries across the country.!2?

124, "Celcbrating the "wedding" of Bocour and Zipatone at Lenny’s [sic] Riverside apartment. It was
breathtaking! Paintings on every square inch of wall . . . 50 vears of American art! In addition. down
a hallway, vou passed a Rowault in the kitchen was a Chagall. You met Picasso in the bathroom. . . "
Art Material Trade News. August 1982, p. 60.

125 Bocour insisted all of the paintings in the collection had been done with colors he made but it is
likely that some of the works were in fact done with other brands. The paintings were however
generally done by artists who had used Bocout's paints.

126 Anonymous. "Bocour Collection paintings on an extended national tour”, .4rt Aaterials Trade
News. January 1967, p. 36

127 A complete list of the works in the exhibition and the locations is in the Bocour Papers, AAA.
128 He sold some of the more important pieces. including work by Morris Louis, to finance the new
paintmaking company he founded with his son Mark in 1980. Interview with Sam Golden, 1991.

129 Steiner, Raymond. "Profile: Leonard Bocour”, Art Times. June 1987, p. 17.
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Bocour was available to lecture on his collection and became a vociferous

advocate of purchasing art from contemporary artists:
"If you love art you have an obligation to support the living artist. buying
paintings is as essential to the perpetuation of art as buying books and records is
to literature and music."130

The Bocours began to donate work to universities and colleges, stating that they had
come to realize that many art students did not have enough exposure to original work
by contemporary painters. They favoured institutions which were not near large
museums or art galleries. Bocour also began a practice (which has been continued by
his widow Ruth) of trying to place art in collections which are advantageous for the
careers of artists in his collection.!3! The emphasis in the collection was on supporting

work by living artists. In Bocour's words:
"I'm a big believer in the contemporary artist, the living guy. "132

Of course there were also financial advantages for both the artists and the paintmakers
by exchanging art for paint. As it turned out, some of the artists in Bocour's collection

became very successful in the art market.

The Partnership Ends

In 1972 the partnership between Bocour and Golden was dissolved. Bocour
continued to run Bocour Artist Colors until 1982 when he sold the company name and
formulas to a manufacturer of commercial house paints called Zipatone which

subsequently re-sold the formulas for the paints.!33 He stayed on for five years as

130, Quoted in a publicity brochure for The Leonard Bocours Collection. Tampa Art Institute, n.d.
Courtesy Mrs. Ruth Bocour. New York City.

131 This is an elaborate process in the case of larger institutions with strict accession policies
involving consultation with the artists if they are living.

132 Bocour and Cummings Interview 1978. Archives for American Art. Smithsonian Institution.
Washington. D.C.. Tape 2. Side 2. Transcript p. 56.

133, They were apparently sold to Duro Art Industries of Chicago in late 1993 or early 1994.
Conversation with Jay Krueger, Conservator of Modern Paintings, National Gallery of Art.
Washington. D.C. and conversations with Duro Art Industries Inc., May 1994.
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nominal director of the company. Before his death Bocour had returned to the area in
Manhattan where he had established his first paintmaking studio, taking an office on
18th Street. There he had an office in the brushmaking factory of an old friend and
fellow aspiring artist.!34 He worked as a color consultant, organized exhibitions of his
art collection and lectured on art until shortly before his death in 1993.135  Golden
retired briefly and then in 1980, with his wife Adele, son Mark and daughter-in-law

Barbara, founded Golden Artists Colors.!36

Golden Artists Colors: the Science of Making Synthetic Artists' Colours
Although it was founded after the period under study, Golden Artists Colors will

be considered here because it is, to some extent, the spiritual heir to the small artisanal
company established in 1932 by Bocour. Golden's new company built on the many of
the practices and skills that he and Bocour had developed together during their lengthy
partnership. Like Bocour Artists Colors, Golden Artists Colors began as a small
paintmaking company specializing in high-quality artists' paints and custom-made
painting media for artists. However, Golden's company was founded to specialize in
high quality acrylics for artists, rather than hand-ground oils.

The new company was situated in upstate New York outside of a small village
called New Berlin, not in downtown Manhattan. [t was started by Sam and his family in
the barn of his retirement home in the summer of 1980. (See Figure 8.) At the age of
67. Golden invested all of his life savings, sold virtually all of the important works in his

art collection and borrowed from everyone he knew to go back into business at the

134 This was the Robert Simmons Brush Company which had made a line of synthetic hair brushes to
use with acrylic paints in the 1960s.

135 He had an office in the factory-loft of the Simmons Brush Company. a family-run business which
begun by artist Bob Simmons. a friend of Bocour. Simmons had developed a line of synthetic hair
paintbrushes which were compatible with Bocour's acrylic paints.

136 The first employee in the company. Chuck Kelly became a fifth partner.
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urging of his wife in order to rediscover his identity as a paintmaker.!37 Mark Golden,
the youngest of Golden's children, was born in 1954 the year the paint-by-number fad
brought prosperity to his family. He and Barbara were both university graduates, unlike
the Depression-poor generation that went before them.!3% Prior to becoming a
paintmaker, Mark had a strong background in science, having begun doctoral-level
studies in physiology and he also had experience in commercial applications of art

through work in graphic design with an advertising firm.

Artisanal Methods Meet the Laboratory

The Goldens set up the new company to make acrylic paints for artists according
to Sam's specifications. Sam began to teach his son how to make paint using an

artisanal approach. Mark worked at his side like an apprentice and recalled :
"There were months and months of just looking at the paint coming off the roller

mills. He would say "Do you see? Do you see? And [ would say . . . "l don't
see anything Pop. | know something of what you're talking about. [ know the
quality you're talking about but I don't see it yet.". . . [He knew] the matenials

like the back of his hand. He could just tell."!39
Mark's training in science prevailed and he soon decided it was imperative to demystify
the process of paintmaking by setting up a small research laboratory to seek answers

when things went wrong:
"because we were dealing with clients that were pretty important . . . instead of
the art of making paint we were into the science of making paint. [The idea was
] that it didn't have to be shrouded in mystery. . . it was too frightening,
especially the first three years. It was very, very scary."!40

137, Sam Golden will be referred to by his first name in the section to avoid confusion with the rest of
the family. He was spending six months in Florida and six months in upstate New York. In Florida he
says that his main activity was going to the dog races but he finally realized that nobody he met at the
races knew he was a paintmaker. Golden Interview. June 1991, Tape #I.

138 Priorto beginning the new company Mark had worked in advertising and Barbara was a
schoolteacher. She continued to teach while working for the company part-time for several years to
help fund the family during the early years of the new company. [nterview with Barbara Golden, June
1991.

139 Mark Golden Interview June 1991. Tape#6.

140 jpid,
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Mark described the company's research process as a two-way exchange of ideas
and inspiration between artists and their paintmakers, but some of the ideas for products
and processes come from research done by the company using scientific sources. Many
of the employees are well-educated. Several staff members have strong backgrounds in
the sciences, among them Jim Hayes who has a Master's degree in chemistry and Ben
Gavett, with a background in agriculture and a strong interest in toxicity and labelling.
As a consequence, the company has tried to-develop safe hygienic working conditions
and environmentally-sound practices, notably a state-of-the art system for waste
treatment.

In addition to membership in art materials trade organizations, Mark Golden has
promoted increased contacts with researchers in conservation science and polymer
chemistry. Members of the company attend short courses in polymer chemistry and
meetings on advances in materials science. Ben Gavett was head of the Sub-
Committee on Artists' Paints and Related Materials of the American Society for Testing
Materials in 1994 and 1995, a prestigious position which illustrates the confidence
artists' groups have in the new company since in the past committee members have
preferred to elect consumers (like representatives of artists' groups) since they mistrust
producers. The company's laboratory even sometimes communicates its research
findings through scholarly channels. For example staff at Golden Artists Colors
discovered the phenomenon of "support induced discoloration" while they were
assisting researchers in the Art Conservation Department at Buffalo State College on
treatment problems related to a 1970 acrylic painting by Robert Goodnough. This

resulted in a paper co-authored with the college professors.!4! The company sends

141 Hamm. James, Ben Gavett, Mark Golden, Jim Hayes, Charles Kelly, John Messinger. Margaret
Contompasis and Bruce Suffield. "The Discoloration of Acrylic Dispersion Media". in Gratton, David
(editor). Saving the Twentieth Century: The Conservation of Modern Materials. Proceedings of
Svmposium'91, 4 conference held in Ottawa, Canada, 15-20 September 199]. Ottawa: Canadian
Conservation Institute, 1993, pp.381-392,
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representatives to art conservation meetings and participates in research on issues
related to synthetic media.!42

The Goldens subscribe to many scholarly journals in the areas of coatings
technology, engineering and materials science. Sometimes ideas for new products come
from this literature. For example they read about a company that had developed a

technology for producing coatings from flaked metals :
"They do aerospace coatings and most of the coatings probably go to bombs and
missiles . . .but we said "do you think we could incorporate that into acrylic
paint?" We knew you couldn't use aluminum in acrylic paint because it gasses. . .
but we thought we'd like to have a metallic paint using stainless steel.

As a matter of fact we went further. It was a silly thing but it's funny.

We said "we have the technology to do a flaked stainless steel, could we do a
flaked gold?". . . we needed it so fine that you could make like a gold leaf. That
way you could paint on gold leaf and actually burnish it which would be a neat
way to gild. So we had to buy five ounces of gold and we made the first flake
and we looked at it and we said "it looks like cheap glitter” . . . We sent it back
to the plant [to] make it finer" . . . It gilded the media and the inside of the
container. So we had to have them melt down all the media [used in the
grinding process] so that we could get the gold back. Now we have these gold
nuggets. Sometimes things just don't work. . ."143

Even with all the modern technology available, developing new media for artists still
resembles the same trial and error processes followed by Sam Golden in the early days
of synthetic media for artists.

In addition to concerns about the tactile and visual qualities of working with the
materials, there is increasing interest in using scientific testing to ensure longevity of
materials adapting products made for other uses to the special needs of artists. Mark

pointed out that
"we really do take the advances from the technology from that is out there
because I'm sure Sam told you that nothing is made for artists' paints. . . [For
example] in our new work we're doing in the lab in learning more about

142 " See for example Golden's discussion of causes of cracking in pigmented acrylic systems. Golden,
Mark. "Acrylic Paint Cracking". McKay Lodge Conservation Report. ¢.1991-2. p.4 and 14. Clipping
from Thea Burns. Professor of Paper Conservation. Department of Art Conservation. Queen's
University.

143 ibid.
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surfactants, you won't find anything in the [art] literature, in the Doerner book
about how to deal with it. And you won't find it in the literature from the
manufacturers that make these materials.

What you have to do is do the best research you can, trying to find out
what would be appropriate for your system, dealing with all the variables. You
know it has to be stable and lightfast. Not lightfast for ten years, it's got to be
light fast for five hundred years. . . in gallery conditions. So you want to make
sure that all the properties will be ensured whether its with the defoamers, or the
preservatives, or the coalescing agents or the freeze-thaw stabilizers or the
surfactants or any of the other materials will pass those. . . conditions. . ."

Within a few years the laboratory began to develop increasing sophisticated materials,
such as a timed gel that allows an artist to work for several minutes with very thin paint
before it begins to thicken, which is especially designed for working on a slant. The
company established quality controls and record-keeping procedures to ensure that
there is a complete trail throughout the entire production process allowing them to

locate errors and to recreate serendipitous effects. According to Mark:
"Those products that don't turn out well, we record what happened. . . if the
paint cracked maybe someday someone will call up and ask for a paint that
cracks a certain way. | mean we have paints that crack like the Mojave

Desert" 144

Learning from unexpected results is an important component of the research

done at Golden Artists Colors. Mark points out that
"when Sam describes [his earlv work on acrylics] he downplays what he did
because he says '] didn't know'. But a lot of things that happened were because
he didn't know"

citing the example of making alizarin water-borne acrylics, which should not have been
possible because the pigment in question is water soluble.!43 The spirit of discovery
through inspiration and trial and error still reigns as the paintmakers store ideas in
anticipation of artists' requests. Also, in spite of the new emphasis on getting quicker,
more accurate results using scientific methods, the paintmakers still look to artists for

guidance.

144 Mark Golden Interview 1991 tape #5.
145" Mark Golden Interview. 1991 tape #5.
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New Artistic Paradigms and the Artist/Paintmaker Relationship in Contemporary
Artmaking

The company tries to maintain contacts with artists in a variety of ways. It still

sends samples of new products to well-known artists who have known Sam since his
New York days asking for comments.!46 It publishes a journal for artists called Just
Paimt which is designed to present information about new products and recent research
on issues like toxicity and permanence of art materials (particularly acrylics) in accurate
but fairly simple language.!4”

Like Bocour's recollections of his first customer Leon Kroll, the Goldens'
accounts of the history of the new company stress the importance to their business of
the support of a well-known artist. For the Goldens this was Jules Olitski, who became
one of their first major clients.

The first few years the company had difficulty selling its products. Dealers and
distributors, even old contacts who had known Sam Golden for years, were reluctant to
list their paint because the name "Golden" was unknown to customers.!48 In the model
of Sam Golden's earlier years with Bocour, the paintmakers sought to keep the company
afloat financially by producing paint for other brands, for example a fabric paint for
screen printing t-shirts.!4? Also, like his great-uncle Leonard Bocour, who had travelled
with a small cardboard briefcase to studios in the East Village so many years ago, Mark

decided that to gain recognition:

196 " 1n particular to Jules Olitski and Larry Poons. See Chapter 8.

7 The publication appears irregularly. It is a curious hybrid presenting well-researched articles of
scholarly interest in a format which resembles conventional trade literature (occasionally failing to
provide crucial information for scholars like date of publication of each issue).

[48  This situation has changed although the company is still small by industry standards. See for
example "Profiles. Golden Artist Colors, Inc.", Pen, Pencil and Paint. National Artists Equity
Association. Volume |, Number 4, Summer 1994, pp. 5-6.

149 Barbara Golden pointed out that these paints were very successful in part because the company
had used very high quality pigments since they had used their stock of artists' grade pigments rather
than the cheaper ones that other manufacturers purchase for this paint product. Barbara Golden
Interview 1991. More recently the company made materials for animation backgrounds for the Disney
corporation.
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"1 had to go through artists. [ went artist to artist with a satchel of paint visiting
clients . . ."130

Selling the paints directly to artists in their studios brought Mark into close

contact with new problems contemporary artists were encountering with materials:
"New York is such a meeting ground. I'll never go in without meeting
somebody new. You know somebody who is visiting another artist who'll say
"oh, can you do this. I'm painting on whatever. I'm painting on slate. I'm
painting on marble. I'm painting on shower curtains. . .on foamcore. I'm
working on Saran wrap. . . It's always some new kind of challenge. Somebody
wants to do something. . . . you say "you tell me what you want and I'll make it
for you". Many times the things seem silly. . . Larry Poons phoned up and . . .
he said "can you make a paint called "oink" paint" ... Hockney wanted to be
able to print in crayons so the printer said "can you do something with these
crayons so that we can print with them?". . so [we did]. . . and Hockney could
do a series of drawings that have the child-like quality of being done in crayon.
The idea is that we want to be part of that creativity and we are. We get so
many ideas from artists just wanting to do some of the silliest things that turn
out to be some of the most wonderful things. . ."!5!

The custom work done by Golden Artists' Colors increasingly reflects the eclectic
nature of modern art and many of the paints they make are coatings for work which
transcends the traditional categories of painting. Special requests for custom products
came from both artists and curators, for example, coatings to keep the smell of rotting
fish down during a month-long installation at a gallery.!32 Other projects have
including matching the colour of chocolate syrup for a giant Claes Oldenburg sculpture
and developing a product using temperature-sensitive crystals that change colour for
Frank Stella. Mark Golden pointed out that not all artists are interested in specific

characteristics of materials but instead seek particular effects, for example in his view:
"Stella's not interested in acrylics at all. He's interested in how far you can push
materials. Sometimes {looking for] those answers kind of put you out all over

the place."!33
150 jpid.
151 ipid.

152 Golden, Mark. Tom and Sam. Untitled and unpublished written summary of the history of Sam
Golden's paintmaking prepared for Jan Marontate, July 1991, p. 4.

{53 Mark Golden 1991.



Each time an artist makes a request the company keeps information on the
research and formulas. This has resuited in a proliferation of products developed by the
new company. By the early 1990s the company was producing new products so quickly
that they had not had time to list them in their product descriptions, or even find names

for them:
"we develop more products faster than we can think up names and so we
decided to stay as generic as possible . . .[for example] there's Jenkins Green.
We made this paint for Paul Jenkins and it was always called Jenkins Green. We
never sold it to anybody else for four years. . .we do get some flack for that, like
you know "you should have called it something different”, but you know at that
point it was Paul's. . ."154

By their accounts the impetus for this experimentation in the realm of
paintmaking has to do with fundamental ideas about the nature of artistic creativity that
the Goldens share. In their discourse the paintmakers express deep feelings of respect
for artists and art. The paintmakers portray artists not merely as clients but as
visionaries. Mark evoked this sentiment in his description of his early days as a

paintmaker:
"part of my job was to go visit studios and when I'd go sometimes they would
just be people [ would be in awe of . . . I remember visiting Frankenthaler or
Stella. . "155

Ultimately the Goldens maintain that it is artists who decide what qualities they
want in their materials. The paintmakers have developed a clear sense of the limits of

their role in artmaking. Sam explained:
"We did not teach the artist how to paint. We just gave them the tools to paint
with. ... We make different tools to get different effects. We make 19
different gels. Why? Everybody else has one. An artist suggests I want
something that is very heavy, very thin-- We make a gel, a soft clear gel that if
you put it on the canvas you would swear it was an oil painting, high gloss,

lacquered. . .the material [is] wide open. We have opened up the material. .
"156

154 ibid.
155 Mark Golden Interview 1991. Tape #4.
156 Sam Golden Interview 1991, Tape#6.
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The Golden's discourse represents a shift away from Bocour's idea of knowing what the
artist wants because he had tried to be one. Mark Golden clearly saw his job as that of
a facilitator in the service of the artist. He placed his idea about his work in an historical

perspective:
"it was a concept that although it did take a lot of time it really worked because
artists really do need that help. . . .they really do want that expertise. It'sa
throwback to the Renaissance, to the early days of making oil paints. To have a
paintmaker at your side with the ability to do things as just as simple as matching
colour. We do that all the time. Or changing texture. . .Any property of the
material. . . can be changed.”

Yet there is still a sense of creativity which was conveyed by Sam in his discussion of his

products:
"Like I said we don't make paint, we make tools that the artist works with.
What they come up with God knows. It's a whole experience. .. .It's a whole
new concept of painting. . . the acrylics they can do anything . . . whatever
[artists] want we'll make. Something that will adhere to metal and fish. .
.whatever "157

By the end of the first decade in business the company was employing almost 40 people
and in 1996 Mark Golden was named small businessman of the year for the State of

New York.

Concluding Remarks: The Technical Knowledge and Social Identity in

Paintmakers' Stories

The early history of the Bocour company highlights the importance of New
York City as an artistic center at mid-century and illustrates points about the special
qualities of the city which helped to establish its cultural leadership. As the urbanist
Daniel Latouche has noted, New York City's architecture and urban configuration
provided a special mix of the necessary conditions to satisfy the needs of artists which

not every urban center could offer.!5% There were factory-lofts with commodious and

157 Sam Golden Interview 1991, Tape#6.

I58 " See for example: Latouche, Daniel. Dansereau. Francine. Germain, Annick. Formes et Lieux
d'Expression Culturelles: Problématiques et Concepts. No. 872-6395. Montreal: Institut National de
Recherche Culturelle-Urbanization, 1988; and Latouche. Daniel et al. Les Equipements Culturelles a
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affordable spaces which were ideal locations for making large-scale works of art. The
lofts were also well-suited for paintmaking, and they were in mixed use
neighbourhoods.!3® Nearby there were hardware stores and art supply shops, and, not
far away, galleries. Artists were drawn to New York from other places, to visit galleries
and museums, to meet with other artists, and to buy supplies. For the paintmakers,
daily contacts with artists in the same building as their factory made them aware of
changing aesthetic preoccupations. As well, sources of chemical supplies and advice
about them were not far away.

Bocour's accounts stress his strong identification with New York City and the
artists who lived there. For him paintmaking was a way to remain involved with art
even though he was unable to make a living as an artist. Bocour's desire for recognition
in the arts is particularly evident in his portrayal of the new paint developed in his
company as the first new medium since the rediscovery of oil painting 500 years ago by
the artist brothers Van Eyck. This put him in the company of famous painters who had
introduced new materials.

In Sam Golden's discourse, technical skill and ingenuity were also central but
with a different emphasis. He placed his innovations with synthetic media in the context
of great American inventors like Thomas Edison. He too went to artists' openings and
collected works of art even though he had never actively pursued a career as a painter.
Asked why he had decided tc resume his work as a paintmaker after retiring to Florida,

Golden explained that there "nobody knew I was a paintmaker."!90 His development of

Montréal: Déploiement Géographique et Insertion Spatiale, No. 872-6396, Montreal: Institut
National de Recherche Culturelle-Urbanization. 1990.

159, The centrality of the New York City location in the minds of art materials manufacturers is
observable in a pattern noticed in studying trade literature from about 1930-1970. During this period
New York manufacturers listing their address usually only give the street number and name. They
frequently do not identify the city. American paintmakers from elsewhere always mention the name of
the city in the addresses they give in their trade literature.

160 Sam Golden Interview 1991.
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artisanal skills was specifically linked to artists' paints and he handed his skills down to
his son.

The company founded by the Goldens built on the combination of artistic
sensibilities and technical skills developed over decades in New York City. But the
dispersion of artists, and changes in transportation and communication networks made it
possible for the company to maintain contacts while located in a rural community. New
artistic paradigms intensified the search for novel painting materials. Using scientific
research methods, the paintmakers continued to develop and change their products in
response to artists' requests.

The accounts of Bocour and Golden's work as paintmakers describes processes
of diffusion of technical knowledge in the arts, documenting exchanges amongst artists,
paintmakers and chemists. They show ways in which technical innovation (theirs and
that of the artists who used their paints) combined with artistic concerns and socio-
economic considerations. As well, in the discourse of these paintmakers a sense of
"disciplinarity" begins to emerge, a notion of the field of artists' paintmaking which
clearly delimits their claims on the art produced but places them as important
participants in the artmaking process. Above all Bocour and Golden’s stories show that
the appropriation of technical knowledge (about paintmaking) was a key feature in the
construction of their personal and social identities allowing them to participate in

creative cultural activity.
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CHAPTER 5 — Research Centers on Synthetic Media: Artistic and Scientific
Paradigms

Discourse by artists and paintmakers reveals a deep-seated (but not universal)
acceptance of the authority of science in "technical" matters, which coexisted with a
fascination in the cultural power of art. At times, in matters regarding studio practices
artists assumed the mantle of resistance to technological domination by insisting on their
right to spontaneity. At other times they embraced an aimost mystical faith in scientific
method. In the decade following World War II broad debates raged about the
hegemony of modern technologica! values in culture which were interpreted
symbolically in art, but confidence in scientific methods for improving art materials went
virtually unquestioned.

This postwar enthusiasm for applications of science to art was evident in the
support for the study of innovative new art materials.! Two centers founded in the
decade following the war, one in Pittsburgh and another in Mexico City, are remarkable
manifestations of the interest in the new painting media. They illustrate two very
different directions which technical research applied to the arts took after World War II.
Both centers concentrated heavily on research about synthetic painting media. Both
centers were associated with scholarly institutions which were nominally devoted to the
development of technical knowledge about moder industrial products and techniques.
However, here the resemblances cease.

The two research centers evolved in radically different directions. In one, a
workshop for the study of new painting materials at the National Polytechnic Institute in
Mexico City, artists' painting projects took precedence. Led by José Gutiérrez, the
workshop's activities were geared to promoting experimentation with new materials and

sharing information directly with artists and art students. The other, a U.S-based

I, Note that research was also carried out at laboratories serving museums and at institutions training
conservators but none of these appear to have had the development of new materials from modern
synthetic products as there primary goal.
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project for research on materials begun by National Gallery of Art at the Mellon
Institute was headed by a chemist named Robert Feller. There priority was eventually
given to fundamental research presented in scholarly publications written for a
specialized elite of scientifically-oriented technicians and conservators.

Considered together, these two research centers are almost polar opposites in
their approach to technical issues in the arts, yet they provide a richly textured picture of
activities relevant to painting which are often hidden from view in conventional accounts
of the history of art and artists. Their activities were remarkably influential in the
diffusion of technical knowledge about synthetic painting media to artists and art

conservators respectively.

El taller de ensaye de materiales de pintura y plasticos at the National Polytechnic
Institute in Mexico City and José Gutiérrez

The "workshop (or studio) for the study of modern painting materials. especially
plastics" (E/ taller de ensaye de materiales de pintura y plasticos ) at the National
Polytechnic Institute in Mexico City sought immediate artistic applications for new
materials. It was initiated at the request of a group of Mexican artists including José
Clemente Orozco and Dr. Atl (Gerardo Murillo), who approached then Minister of
Education Jaime Torres Bodet on the matter in 1945. The workshop was conducted by
José L. Gutiérrez, an artist by training, and Manuel Jiménez Rueda, who is described as
a chemist.2 Information about the exact date it began is hazy; it may have functioned

from about 1945-46 and was certainly in full operation by 1948.3 In 1955, Francisco

2. Rueda's name appears in Alma Reed's biography of Gutiérrez and in one article in Gutiérrez' press
clippings where he is referred to as "Chemist Manuel Jiménez Rueda". Philip Stein. a workshop
participant. indicates that the workshop was begun by Gutiérrez with an assistant who was a chemist.
Reed 1960. p. 11: Stein, 1994, pp. 154-55; and Heydon. Doris. "A Revolution in Mexico . . . in
Painting". PCMEX travel Club Bulletin (Mexico City) . Volume X, Number 208-A. May 1. 1950. pp.
2-6.

3. The 1946 date given in a recent publication by Stein is a possibility. The exact date of the founding
of the workshop has not been confirmed. Gutiérrez mentions in his textbook of formulas that it was
founded after his return to Mexico in 1945 but his use of dates is not particularly reliable since he gives
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Pego Moscosso, also an artist, became an instructor at the workshop and was
appointed head after Gutiérrez' death in 1968. The workshop was discontinued in
August 1992 when Pego Moscosso retired.

Although the workshop was nominally founded to provide "scientific and
industrial” support for painters, Gutiérrez ran his "research center” like a studio art class
not like a scientific laboratory.> Former students in the workshop depict a lively,
almost chaotic atmosphere characterized by free-wheeling artistic "experimentation”
rather than rigorous scientific testing procedures.® The 7aller holds a peculiar place in
the history of synthetic media. The work of the Taller was influenced by Gutiérrez'
open approach to sharing informatién and his eclectic manner of collecting it. Formulas

developed by Gutiérrez and his colleagues was diffused internationally by the large body

1928 as the date Siqueiros began to use Duco. fully four vears before any confirmed use. Alma Reed
retains 1945 as a date in a biographical text but Francisco Pego Moscosso believes that the date may
have been later, perhaps in the early 1950s. since he thought it had only been functioning for about 4
vears before he arrived in 1955-56. A 1951 newspaper article about a series of lectures given by
Gutiérrez at the University of Mexico identifies him as a summer school teacher at the University of
Nuevo Leon and does not mention any connection to the Polytechnic Institute but this may have been a
simple omission by the reporter. Amold Belkin maintained he attended the workshop in 1948 and
painted a mural with the group which is now destroyed. Interview with Francisco Pego Moscosso by
Jan Marontate. Mexico City. June 18. 1994. Tape One. Stein. Philip. Siqueiros: His Life and Works.
New York: [nternational Publishers, 1994, pp. 154-155: Gutiérrez, José L. From Fresco to Plastics:
New Materials for Easel and Mural Paintings, National Gallery of Canada. Ottawa. 1956. p. 7. and
Reed. Alma. The Mexican Muralists, Crown Publishers, New York, 1960. pp. 110-113. Anonymous.
"Entusiasmo por las conferencias que sustento el Maestro José L. Gutiérrez en la E. de Verano". l'ida
Universitaria. Wednesday, August 10, 1951, p. 6. Arnold Belkin. 33 afios de produccion artistica.
Mexico: CENDIAP/INBA. 1989. p. 137.

4. No records about the founding and history of the workshop were found at the Polytechnical Institute.
According to Pego Moscosso. this is not surprising since the workshop was frequently forced to refocate
and each move disrupted record keeping. According to Pego Moscosso. the technical research
conducted by the workshop is covered in the posthumous publication of Gutiérrez' recipes and
instructions. Gutiérrez. José. Del fresco a los materiales plasticos. Mexico City, Instituto Politécnico
Nacional. 1986. The catalogue of the Siqueiros Archives at the Sala del arte publico Siqueiros lists an
article from a Polytechnic Institute journal on the workshop dated 1948 but the article could not be
located in the Archives, nor could the journal be found in Polytechnic Institute Library or other major
libraries in Mexico City. The listing is as follows: "Taller de ensaye de materiales de pintura y
plasticos" [sic]. Revista IPN. Mexico 1948, 8p.

5. Interviews by Jan Marontate with Francisco Pego Moscosso, Russell Woody and Nicholas Roukes.
1994,

6. Woody Interview 1994 and Roukes Interview 1994.
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of participants who visited the workshop or read publications based on work done
there. Yet Gutiérrez was both very modest in its claims insisting that it was merely
adapting products not inventing them. This was net surprising given Gutiérrez'

background and interests in painting.

Gutiérrez’ Background

José Lopez Gutiérrez (1900-1968) was born to a family of modest means in
1900 in Miacatlan, a town in Mexico not far from Cuermnavaca-- an important centre of
militancy during the revolution. As a very young child he recalled that "folk painters" of
the village allowed him to dabble with paint.” Overall though there appear to have been
few pleasures during his childhood; accounts of his stories of his youth depict early
years marked by war and severe economic hardship.8 His father died when he was a
young child and he was raised by relatives who participated in the agrarian uprising led
by Emiliano Zapata. His uncles were executed for their political convictions.® He
moved to Mexico City, then travelled alone to California where he made a living as a
migrant farm laborer. There he survived the notorious influenza epidemic of 1918,
which killed thousands, fighting for his life alone in a strange county.

The second decade of the 20th century was a period of rising social

7 Hevdon 1950, p. 3.

8 Telephone interviews by Jan Marontate with Gutiérrez' daughters, Josephina Mintzer of Sunnyvale
California, May 14. 1995 and Eleanor Zwerdling of Doylestown, Pennsylvania. May 13 1995. Some
of the records concerning Gutiérrez' work. which had been stored at his house in Cuernavaca. were
probably lost or destroved in confusion surrounding the settlement of the estate after the death of his
widow in 1992 although his daughter Josephina and son-in-law Herbert Mintzer managed to salvage
some records and paintings. Josephina and Herbert Mintzer provided copies of newsclippings and
relevant biographical records from Gutiérrez Papers and Scrapbook.

9 The accounts vary as to the precise conditions for the killings and exactly who was murdered. In
another version: "His family. for reasons which later escaped the grown Gutiérrez, supported
Victoriano Huerta, the traitorous friend and betrayer of President Francisco Madero. consequently.
when an anti-Huertista faction ravaged Miahuatlan [sic] — the home of Gutiérrez -- it butchered the
whole family except young José and a sister." Note that Lynch misidentifies Gutiérrez' birthplace.
Lynch. James B. "Unsung Artist of the Mexican Renaissance", Américas, volume 22, Number 6, June
1970. pp. 35-39.
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consciousness amongst U.S. intellectuals, as writers and photographers began to
document the hardships of poverty-stricken workers. In California Gutiérrez met one
such journalist, who worked for the New York Times and wanted to write about hobos
by living with them. Travelling with the journalist across the country, he made his way
to New York City where he worked in a restaurant and learned to speak some Greek.
He returned to Mexico City in the 1920s, perhaps several times, where he learned to

type, was married and made a living as a chauffeur. 10

Gutiérrez' Early Art Career in New York City and Return to Mexico

Gutiérrez' career in art began slowly, as a part-time activity. On one of his
sojourns in Mexico City he purportedly studied art under Alfredo Ramos Martinez, a
hero of the revolutionary reform of the system of art education in Mexico.!! He
returned to the New York City area in the early 1920s and spent most of the next two
decades there, where an active community of artists and art associations provided
further opportunities for part-time study. He took classes at the Pratt Institute, the
Greenwich Settlement House, the Art Students' League (which provided free art
instruction) and possibly at an art institute in Harlem.!2 He eventually taught art in
Brooklyn. During his sojourn in the New York area he painted murals in schools, union
halls, and in Bellevue Hospital, an institution for "the insane". 13

During these years he worked in restaurants and in manufacturing companies but

no record remains of exactly which ones. Sources indicate that he may have worked in

10 There are some discrepancies between the biographical information given in the posthumous
publication of his last book and that given by his daughters.

1 Anonymous. "Nota biogrifica”. in Gutiérrez 1986, p. 5.

12| He claimed to have graduated from the Pratt Institute with a B.A. in 1929 and to have done
"advanced study at the Brooklyn Art School and Harlem Art Insitute" according to his credentials listed
in a Mexico City College roster of professors. but this is not commonly mentioned in interviews, nor
could it be confirmed by his family. Mexico City College Announcement of Courses, 1952-53, p. 13.

13 Anonymous in Gutiérrez 1986, p. 5.
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the chemical laboratory of a large commercial paint manufacturer in New Jersey!4, or at
a Westinghouse plant!5 or at an aeronautics company!®, any of which could have given
him contact with synthetics and recently developed modern plastics.

By the end of the 1930s he had managed to rent a studio, but it wasn't until he
was hired to paint in the New Deal art projects that he was able to work full-time as an
artist. In the 1930s he also appears to have been increasingly involved with art
organizations and prominent socialists like artist Ben Shahn. One of his contacts was
Alma Reed, who he recalled meeting for the first time in 1932 at a conference on the
work of Orozco held in a Welfare Office in Greenwich Village. Reed was a tireless
promoter of Mexican art both ancient and new and had impeccably left-wing political
associations (as the former lover of the assassinated Yucatan revolutionary Felipe
Carrillo Puerto).!” She provided access to the New York art scene for many Mexican
artists, notably Orozco, helping them find commissions and writing about their work.
In the 1920s she had worked as a free-lance journalist, often contributing to the
influential New York Times, and it was in this capacity that she first visited Mexico,
covering an archaeological expedition to the Yucatan in 1923. After several years of
travels she opened the Delphic Studios, an art gallery in New York. Later in 1935,
Gutiérrez attended the First American Artists' Congress seated next to her and wrote a
eulogy of he 30 years later.!® Although Gutiérrez expressed solidarity with socialist

principles through his approach to sharing technical information, he does not appear to

I4 Anonvmous in Gutiérrez 1986, p. 5. This may have been in 1939-1940. Lynch 1970, p. 36.
I3, Interview by Jan Marontate with Luis Miré. Gutiérrez' former partner in the artists' paint
company, Politec. June 1994.

16, This may have been Kaiser Aeronautics, where his daughter recalls they manufactured explosives.
Interview with Josephina Mintzer, May 1995. Recall the chemical similarity of guncotton used for
explosives and pyroxvlin or nitrocellulose used to make Duco-type lacquers. He also apparently
worked for a Brewster Aeronautics Corporation on Long Island as a tool designer during the war.
Lynch 1970, p. 37.

17 See Gutiérrez' homage to Reed. Gutiérrez, José. "La inolvidable Peregrina”. Selecciones del
Reader's Digest. November 1968, pp.41-48.

18 Gutiérrez 1968, p. 45.



162

have joined any political group. The traumatic events of his childhood were thought to
explain his subsequent rejection of specific political affiliation.!° He did however
participate in many political demonstrations throughout his life, joining students in a
protest march against repression one month before his death.20

Records about the two and a half decades Gutiérrez spent in New York are
sparse. He seems to have been modestly active in New York art circles by the mid-
1930s. He was apparently a member of the New York-based American Society of
Mural Painters.2! Members of the society were sent a questionnaire about materials and
techniques for a manual on fresco in the context of the New Deal art project.22 He is
almost certainly the "Gutiérrez" cited as an authority in this manual although. as is the
case with may "how to" books for artists, the manual fails to provide complete
documentation about sources.23> He later claimed that his formulas were used in
W.P.A. art projects, but no record of this has been found in government archives.

Gutiérrez was a key figure in the diffusion of information about synthetic
painting materials because of his intense contacts with artists throughout his life, notably
with Siqueiros who he appears to have met in New York City. Gutiérrez participated in
Siqueiros’ Experimental Workshop there in 1936, when Siqueiros' wild enthusiasm for

synthetic lacquers developed.2* Interestingly Gutiérrez claims to have been working

19, Lvnch 1970. p. 36.

20 Belkin. Amold. "Presentacion”, in Gutiérrez. José. Del fresco a los materiales plasticos. Nuevos
materiales para pintura de caballete v mural, Mexico City: Editorial Domés, 1986, p.8.

21 Some later records from the society are in the Archives of American Art. Smithsonian Institution.
Washington. D.C. but these do not contain information about the 1930s. The society does not currently
possess them. National Society of Mural Painters Papers, AAA recl D-250A: and Conversation with
Everett Molinari, President of the National Society of Mural Painters, 1994.

22 WPA. AAA DC80 and DC57:316-341.

23 Fresco Painting. A circular presenting the technique of fresco painting. . .. W P.A Technical
Series. Art Circular No. 4. September 10, 1940, Federal Works Agency, Work Projects
Administration, Division of Professional and Service Projects. Washington. D.C. A1509. p. 12. AAA
reel DCS7:316-341.

24 Hurlburt 1989. p. 207 and Hurlburt 1976, pp. 237-346.
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with synthetic media before this time, which is not inconceivable since Siqueiros himself
later wrote a respectful introduction to a handbook by Gutiérrez in which Siqueiros
credits him as a source of information in early experiments with new media.
"Experiments" at the New York workshop appear to have been creatively anarchistic,
and did not follow a rigorous methodology possibly providing a model for Gutiérrez'
management of his 7aller. Gutiérrez remained in touch with Siqueiros throughout his

life. According to a former student, when Siquetros was imprisoned in the 1960s:
"José would go to visit him in prison and bring him paints and the story was that
[Siqueiros] also used the acrylic paints [made by Gutiérrez ] to paint the inside
of his jail cell."2>

Gutiérrez travelled to Havana in 1944 to paint a mural for a military hospital,
perhaps on the recommendation of Siqueiros who had been in Cuba just before.2 In
1945 Gutiérrez returned to Mexico City where he helped found the workshop at the

National Polytechnic Institute which he led until his death in September 1968.

Gutiérrez the Artist

Throughout his life Gutiérrez continued to paint and to exhibit his art although
his work on the development and diffusion of synthetic paints overshadows his efforts
to be recognized as an artist. In addition to murals in the U.S. and Cuba, and to his
work as an assistant or technical advisor, he did some murals at the National
Polytechnic Institute (now destroyed).2? In Mexico in the 1940s he concentrated on
easel paintings for his own work, usually somewhat representational in style. Near the

end of his life he sometimes did what were described as "pure abstractions (conveying)

25 Roukes Interview 1994, side one.

26 Lynch 1970, p. 37.

27 This was called simply Deportes (Sports). It was done in ethyl silicate on the Stadium of the
National Polytechnic Institute in Mexico City in 1945 and destroyed when the stadium was demolished.
Suarez. Orlando S. Inventario del Muralismo Meéxicano, Mexico: Universidad Nacional Autonoma de
México. 1972, pp. 362.
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moods of psychedelic fantasy".2® He used curved panels for shaped canvases and
various textural effects in his later works.

In the early 1950s he had participated in many group exhibitions in the U.S. and
his work was represented in several major museums.2® After his return to Mexico he
had a one-man show, he regularly organized shows of work done by students and other
artists involved with the Taller and had a few shows of his own in New York
Galleries.30 In the 1960s his work was shown in a number of group exhibitions in the
U.S. in solo exhibitions at the Pratt Institute, in a private gallery in San Francisco and in
a group show in New York.3! He also did graphic design.32

Some of these shows were 6bviously intended as didactic presentations of the
results of research done at the National Polytechnic Institute. For example, in 1965 he
gave a closing address at one of his solo exhibitions in Mexico on "The Revolution of
Plastics in Mural and Easel Painting."33 However it he took his art very seriously and
tried to promote it.

It is clear that Gutiérrez considered himself an artist, and wished to be

28 Lynch 1970. p. 39.

29 In interviews he mentioned participating in group shows at the Metropolitan Museum . MOMA,
Brooklyn Museum and Riverside Museum, and mentioned that his work was part of permanent
collections in the Museum of Modern Art. the Brooklyn Museum and the Cleveland Museum.

30 His first recorded solo show in Mexico was at the Inés Amor Gallery in Mexico City. He also had a
show at the Newton Gallery in New York sponsored by the Mexican Government Department of
Tourism. April 26th- May 15th. 1954: and was part of group exhibitions at the Carnegie Endowment
International Center (April 12-24, 1954) and at the Lynn Kottler Gallery in New York (June 6-June 16,
1953). He also had an exhibit in Ecuador in 1967-68 according to his daughter. Josephina Mintzer.
Correspondence with the author, October 1995.

31 "What's New In Ant". The New York Times, Sunday. March 19, 1967. n.p. Courtesy J. and H.
Mintzer. The joint show was of "Paintings in Acrylic with Op effects" with sculptor Ray Hitchcock in
April 1967 at XXth-Century West in NYC. The ARTgallery Magazine. California Issue. April 1967, p.
27. The San Francisco show was in April 1966 at the San Francisco Art Center. Lydon, Kay. "José
Gutiérrez Replies to OP", Westart. San Francisco. April 15, 1966. n.p. Courtesy J. and H. Mintzer.

32 After his death his graphic work was reproduced in a greeting card by the Unitarian Universalist
Service Committee. "Holiday Cards Bear Gutiérrez Design”, The News. Mexico City, Saturday.
November 15, 1969.

33 »La Revolucion de los Plasticos en la Pintura Mural y de Caballete”. This was a show sponsored by
"El [nstituto Mexicano Norteamericano de Relaciones Culturales" in Mexico City
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considered as such. In press coverage he is usually identified, presumably at his own
behest, as an artist conducting research rather than as a researcher or technician.
Interviews in magazines and news stories about him appear primarily to have been done
because of his role as technician, teacher and technical researcher on art materials. His
work never attracted the attention of influential critics or connoisseurs. Barring some
unforeseen reappraisal of his work it is doubtful that he will remembered for his painting
alone. However, perhaps his work as an artist did give him some visibility with scholars
since he is the only one of the pioneers in synthetic paintmaking to be included in the
McGraw-Hill Dictionary of Art where he is identified as a painter and teacher known
as "a pioneer in the application to painting of industrial compounds such as vinylite,

silicones of nitrocellulose [sic], and acrylics".34

Chronology of Gutiérrez' Early Research on Modern Media: Communications with
Chemical Companies and Artists

It is in the area of technical experimentation that Gutiérrez' contributions to the
arts were most recognized during his lifetime and after. His innovative work on
techniques illustrates a remarkable capacity to obtain information from chemists,
chemical manufacturers and other artists about technical matters. His accounts provide
insights into the unexpectedly creative potential for collaboration between chemists and
artists.

Gutiérrez appears to have experimented with synthetic materials prior to his

contacts with Siqueiros in New York.3 He recalled that:

34 Gutiérrez may have known the editor of this dictionary. A favorable review by editor of the
volume, Bernard S. Myers (an art professor and critic) was quoted in Gutiérrez' publicity for one of his
shows. Myers, Bernard S. McGraw-Hill Dictionary of Art . Volume 3. Toronto: McGraw-Hill Co.,
1969. p.33.

35, In the first edition of his handbook of formulas and techniques for painters which he was written in
1949, he claims to have begun work with synthetic materials 15 vears beforehand. Lodge retains this
1934 date but provides no documentation. Lodge. Rabert G. "A History of Synthetic painting Media
with Special Reference to Commercial Materials", American Institute for Conservation Preprints, June
1988, p.118. Gutiérrez 1956, p.4. 6.
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"When he decided to begin his technique investigations, the New York Public
Library was his first school."36

Significantly Gutiérrez did not consider himself an innovator, but rather, more
modestly, an artist sharing knowledge with colleagues, which may explain his generosity

with technical information:
"All I've done is apply industrial materials for use in the plastic arts. . My
investigations consist in getting to know thoroughly industrial materials . . and
them turning them over to my fellow-artists in a slightly new form, or in the
same form but with new uses."37

As far as his itinerary as regards research on synthetic media, his earliest
encounter with the new painting media was probably through the new Duco-type
automotive lacquers. He remembered using these pyroxylin (nitrocellulose) lacquers in
1932 and then trying vinylites (vinyi acetate resins) for easel painting in 193438
Though not impossible, this is a very early date for use of vinylite by an artist since the
earliest mention of it located to date in American art magazines does not occur until
1939 in an exhibition of paintings at the gallery run by a friend of Gutiérrez : Alma
Reeds' Delphic Studios in New York City.39

Gutiérrez also became a proponent of the use of a controversial synthetic
medium for mural painting (ethyl silicate), a modification of a technique which the artist

Siqueiros had learned from a German chemist in 1933, during his search for a modern

36 Heydon 1950, p. 3.

37 Heydon 1950 p. 2.

38 Gutiérrez 1934. p. 73.

39 A show of paintings by Lue Osborne at tlie Delphic Studios claimed to be the "first one man show
of canvases executed in a new medium : synthetic resins". Osborne and her husband Cordray
Simmons used polyvinyl acetate resin in solution as a medium. Lodge states that they had been in
contact with Du Pont about possible inclusion of paintings using synthetic media in the New York
World's Fair and also had contacted Walcraft Laboratories about selling a beginners' kit for painting
with synthetic resins. They also purportedly contacted Raobert Feller at the Mellon Institute about their
experiments with synthetic media. The source of this material commonly mentioned by Gutiérrez at
the time was not the Du Pont company but the Union Carbide Corporation which marketed the resin
under the trade name "vinylite". Anonymous. "A Successful Practitioner in a New Medium: Lue
