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INTRODUCTION

This is my second attempt to put Diego Rivera into a book. My first life of the painter was completed in 1939 when he was at the height of his powers. My second is being published a quarter of a century later and six years after his death.

I met Diego in 1922. He had just returned from a decade and a half in Europe to a Mexico plowed up by twelve turbulent years of formless uprisings. In 1922, as in 1910, it could be said only that “the Revolution was promises.”

Diego returned with a predisposition to believe in the Revolution and its promises. He brought back an undigested mixture of Spanish anarchism, Russian terrorism, Soviet Marxism, Mexican agrarianism, and Paris studio revolutions. He also brought back with him a highly sophisticated technique and sensibility, memories of a thousand great works he had seen in the cathedrals, palaces, and galleries of Europe, love for his native land, a determination to build his art on a fusion of his Paris sophistication with the plastic heritage of his people, and to paint for them on public walls. When I got to know him, he was beginning the first of those walls.

In this book I have tried to keep a distance from the man with whom I had so long an intimacy, in order to get a fresh perspective on the legendary figure and on the artist who has made so large an impact upon the painting of his time. I have tried to keep in their proper proportions absurdity and seriousness, weakness and strength, farsante and genius. At the outset, however, I should put the reader on notice that I owe Diego a great debt, for it was through his eyes that I first learned to see the visible world somewhat as artists see it, and to perceive Mexico’s landscapes, people, and history as a succession of “Riveras.” Through his eyes and from his lips I got my first view of the painting of others, the art of distant times and places, the isms of the Paris he had just left, the wonders he had seen in wanderings through Italy, Spain, and the Low Countries, the painters he had known, the esthetic theories which had formed the subject of so many controversies. It was in his company that I first met his fellow artists. It was a spark from his sensibility that gave me fresh delight in the folk arts of Mexico, which I already knew and loved, and in the stirring but hitherto inscrutable pre-Conquest sculpture. Though in time I learned to see independently and often to differ with his esthetic judgments, not to mention his judgments in other fields, it was a priceless gift to have had my vision and sensibility enriched by the contagion of his enthusiasms.

Our association lasted over three decades, during which I made more than one attempt to set down on paper aspects of his work and views. In 1923 I wrote what was probably the first article on the Mexican artistic awakening to be published north of the Rio Grande. Rivera occupied the central place. In 1934 I did a book with him on his paintings in the United States, entitled Portrait of America. Today I do not think too well of the Portrait, for which I gave him much of the iconographic material and “intellectual” briefing. In any case, he knew his own country better and more deeply than ours, and did much better work on the walls of public buildings in Mexico than any he did in the United States.

In 1936 I did a second book with Diego, dealing with his own country: Portrait of Mexico. His vision was truer, and for my part, I had learned, I think, something more of the arts of writing and historiography. Moreover, for better or worse, I had become more independent of Diego’s overpowering mind and his way of seeing his country and the world. Both of us were more pleased with our second book than with the first.

In 1939 I wrote a biography entitled Diego Rivera: His Life and Times. It was an “authorized” biography, in the sense that Diego opened his files and papers to me, answered all questions (often leaving me more bewildered on hearing the answer), and gave me the addresses of his sister, relatives, and friends, and innumerable photographs of his work. He did not see a word of it, however, until it was in print. Then it both infuriated and pleased him. Thereafter he referred to me in interviews as “my biographer,” continuing to make available to me, directly or through his wife Frida, accounts of new adventures, photographs of new paintings, clippings, and other materials. I saved what I received, but as a writer I thought I was through with Rivera. Three books with and about him were enough; this giant of a man would surely outlive me and go on painting and adventuring into old age; moreover, I had become increasingly engrossed in Russian historiography, a subject too large for any man.

In 1947 I wrote a monograph on Diego Rivera at the request of the Pan-American Union. In 1954, when he rejoined the Communist Party after years of guerrilla war, I did his political profile in an article entitled “The Strange Case of Diego Rivera.” Through mutual friends he continued to send me messages, clippings, and photographs. When he was dictating material for his intended autobiography to Gladys March (published posthumously without his final revison), he still referred to me as “my biographer,” drew freely on passages from my book of 1939, pointing out only one secondary disagreement with what I had written.

A number of things have combined to impel me to write this second life of Diego Rivera. First is the fact that several publishers had suggested I consider reprinting the 1939 life, long unavailable. I took a fresh look at the book I had written more than two decades earlier and was not pleased with the style of the man who had written it, nor with his judgments on art, politics, Mexico, and Rivera’s painting.

In 1939, moreover, when I completed his life, the painter had before him eighteen more years of amazing productivity and no less amazing adventures, political, artistic, and personal. In 1957 he died, so that the tale of his life was told.

Even in 1939, when I was looking at my biography’s newly printed pages, I had the uneasy feeling that in some ways Diego had escaped me. His words were there, his theories on art and politics, his deeds, a goodly number of reproductions of his work, the factual scaffold, and some of the color of his life. But one dimension in particular I felt I had communicated only inadequately: the dimension which finds expression in the title of this second life, in the word fabulous.

Diego’s person and bulk were fabulous. His life was fabulous, his accounts of his life more fabulous still. His fecundity as an artist was fabulous, too. His talk, theories, anecdotes, adventures, and his successive retellings of them, were an endless labyrinth of fables. His paintings on the walls of public buildings in Mexico are one long, beguiling fable concerning his world, his time, his country, its past, present, and future.

The tall tales for which Diego was famous, improvised effortlessly as a spider spins his web, their pattern changing with each retelling, were fables wrapped in fables, woven so skillfully out of truth and fantasy that one thread could not be distinguished from the other, told with such artistry that they compelled the momentary suspension of disbelief. If Diego Rivera had never touched brush on wall or canvas, merely talked and had his talk set down, Baron Münchausen would have to look to his reputation.

To be sure, this was hard on his would-be biographers, hard, too, on the young woman who tried to take it all down as “autobiography,” especially since he made a number of novel alterations in his accounts calculated to offend and shock her young womanhood. But this is no different from his usual procedure: he seemed always to be probing the cherished beliefs and point of tolerance of his listener. If it was a congress of archaeologists, he was ready to give an incredible account of the pre-Conquest sculptures and ceramics he had collected, calculated to offend their sense of the seriousness of their science. When Leon Trotsky was his honored guest, he drove the old man into such a towering rage by outrageous inventions of “facts” and doctrines in the field of politics that the argument ended with Trotsky and his wife packing their bags and leaving their goods on the sidewalk until they could find a new refuge. Those who sought to discuss matters with him seriously, or question him in order to write about him, were likely to end up speechless with wrath, stalking off offended in their inmost being because he seemed to take neither them nor truth seriously.

If I managed to enjoy a friendship with him for over three decades, it was not because I did not take truth seriously, but because I took Rivera seriously as a creative artist, regarding his wild fantasy and fertile invention as an essential, if sometimes upsetting, aspect of his overflowing creativity and character as artist and man. His life as he recounted it was by no means the least interesting of his works of art, though it had greater formlessness than his more carefully composed images on canvas and wall.

If Diego rarely told the simple truth, he did not tell simple lies either. His tall tales could be outrageous, but they were never told merely to deceive or gain advantage. They were art for art’s sake, not for profit or self-serving.

No matter how impassive I would keep my face, Diego must have seen unbelief in my eyes. Indeed, it was hard to say whether or how long he himself believed what he was saying. But he was always bent on telling his tale with such skill, with such a show of frankness and taken-for-granted assent, with a knowing wraith of a smile and snorts of certitude, with such elaborate underpinning of supporting detail, that one found it hard not to become an accomplice, hard not to act as though both speaker and listener believed.

Diego counted on his listener’s politeness as much as his credulity. Who could be so discourteous, who so foolish and dully matter-of-fact, as to disbelieve such attractive, exciting, baroquely designed, richly detailed, marvelously verisimilar yet preposterous stories, told while the painter smiled and snorted, his bulging eyes fastened directly upon one’s own? Was it not clear that the teller had no practical purpose nor mean calculation? What he got out of it was what he got out of painting: the shock and wonder of the beholder, the joy of making things live, the sense of mastery which comes from creating a world of his own where such things could be.

The pleasure of creation, he seemed to feel, should evoke the pleasure of appreciation . . . or at least momentary suspension of doubt. Like Frida Kahlo, the being who was closest to him, I learned to marvel at and enjoy this side of his artistry, to listen with inward laughter, sharing the smothered amusement in Frida’s eyes if we happened to be listening together. Though I tried hard to put this on paper in the life I did in 1939, I knew I had not altogether succeeded. In trying again, I have begun with the very title.

There was much in my earlier life of Diego which was satisfactory, and I have done my best to plagiarize what I could from the biographer of that remoter day. But alas, I had used too many adjectives for my present taste. Too many of the things I thought I knew, weren’t so. In the end I found it necessary to modify every sentence, except those containing quotations from others, then to rewrite one section after another, alter judgments, revise appraisals, re-examine old controversies, make good injustices, do what I hope is a better and a fairer book. And, of course, I had now to examine the works and deeds of Diego’s life from 1939 to 1957. Seventeen years had elapsed from the day I met Diego to the day I published the first life. Eighteen more elapsed between the day I ended the first biography and the day death wrote finis to Diego’s fabulous career.

As a typical example of a re-examined controversy, there is the “Battle of Rockefeller Center.” When I wrote that chapter, I was too close to the battle, in which I had been a combatant on Rivera’s side, and in which my own portrait was one of the casualties when the painting was ground off Radio City’s walls. Now the dust of the destroyed mural has subsided. I have reviewed the record afresh, pondered a discussion between Diego’s assistant, Lucienne Bloch, and the former Mrs. Nelson Rockefeller, re-examined the letters exchanged between Diego Rivera, Frances Flynn Paine, Raymond Hood, and Nelson Rockefeller, looked again at the various preliminary sketches and verbal description submitted by the painter to the patron and his architect. Neither painter nor patron comes out now completely unscathed, but the new account, I am sure, is closer to the truth.

Or to take a more personal episode: when Diego married Frida, I asked him about his divorce from Lupe. “I was never married to Lupe,” he answered. When I interviewed Lupe, she told me: “We were wed in church.” Perhaps because he thought a religious wedding unworthy of a Communist painter, Diego’s comment was: “I did not go to church with Lupe. She took somebody as a proxy.” Since it did not occur to me to doubt this, it was thus that I set it down, whereupon Guadalupe Marín was deeply aggrieved. On this and other matters she brought suit for libel. She did not fare well in the suit, yet in its course I began to think that I had been taken in by Diego’s proxy story. Research for the present volume showed me that Diego Rivera, in June 1922, personally entered the Church of San Miguel in Lupe’s native city of Guadalajara and signed the marriage register in his own unmistakable hand. I regret that Lupe’s feelings were hurt and here correct the error. Whereupon I ask myself: Are there other such errors in this book? Surely there must be. Hence, here, in the introduction, I post the notice: Caveat lector! For those who skip introductions, I have posted the same notice on an early page of the opening chapter.

It is impossible to record here by name all those to whom I owe a debt of gratitude for photographs, anecdotes, information, insights, criticisms of my earlier work. Rivera usually sent me photographs of his new paintings without any notation of the photographer’s name. All the museums which contain work of the painter, all the art libraries, from that of the Museum of Modern Art in New York to those of the University of California in Berkeley and Davis, and the Department of Plastic Arts of the Institute of Fine Arts of Mexico, have been most generous with reproductions and other help, as have many individual collectors who have taken the trouble to have photographs made of works hanging on their walls.

I have a special debt to acknowledge to José Gómez Sicre, who is Director of the Division of Visual Arts of the Pan-American Union, to Concha Romero James of the Hispanic Foundation of the Library of Congress, to Dr. William Valentiner and Dr. Edgar P. Richardson of the Detroit Institute of Arts, to Carl Zigrosser, to the Weyhe Gallery, and to Alberto Mizrachi, of the Central Art Galleries of Mexico City.

I am grateful to Jean Charlot for a reassuring letter, unsolicited, to the effect that I have dealt fairly and justly with him and with the other painters who were Diego’s associates and sometime rivals and competitors. I am indebted for information to Juan O’Gorman, the painter-architect; to Lucienne Bloch and Stephen Dimitroff, his former assistants, who are today fresco painters in their own right; to the late Walter Pach, who gave unfailing help and advice.

Rivera’s four wives, Angelina Beloff, Guadalupe Marín, Frida Kahlo, and Emma Hurtado, were generous with information, answers to questions, photographs of works in their possession. To the late Frida Kahlo my debt is immeasurable, for she understood Diego and his art as no one else did, and for many years she was unstinting in her efforts to communicate to me that understanding.

I derived some insights into the subject matter of modern painting from Meyer Schapiro, whose course of lectures I attended while working on the earlier version of this book. I owe an especially deep debt to the French critic Elie Faure, author of Spirit of the Forms. Already bedridden by a bad heart when I visited him in Paris in the thirties, Dr. Faure spent long hours propped up on his pillow day after day, discussing matters of esthetics, art movements prior to 1914, and Rivera’s Paris days and paintings. Others who contributed material on Diego’s life in Europe include André Lhote, André Salmon, René Huyghe, Charles Peguin, Mme. Elie Faure, Mme. René Paresce, the art dealer Léonce Rosenberg, the late Miguel Covarrubias, and Germán Cueto. Florence Arquin, who is herself doing a book on Rivera, was kind enough to send me photographs of some of his paintings from her personal collection. To all these and many more I owe a debt. But of course none of them can be held responsible for anything said in The Fabulous Life of Diego Rivera. Even Diego, except for the direct quotations, must be exonerated from any responsibility for such defects as this book may contain.

Bertram D. Wolfe
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1. SILVER AND DREAMS

Guanajuato is flooded with light. The sun beats down with brilliant intensity upon its flat-roofed houses, fills with purple darkness their windows and doorways, gives bulk to solid forms, draws clean the line that separates surrounding hills from light-drenched sky. The valley in which the city dozes is seven thousand feet above the sea. Narrow cobblestone streets circle through the old center, then begin to climb into the hills. At the outskirts trees become discouraged; ridges rise bare and brown into a sky deep, remote, free from haze, standing out sharp against the light-filled emptiness of space.

He whose eyes have been nourished on these clear forms, solid volumes, and light-filled space will never be altogether at home in the pale yellow sunlight and soft outlines of Paris treetops and towers, where the light is diffused by haze that forever hints of rain. A boy born here may get lost for a while in the Paris fashions of his day and experiment inadequately with fugitive flecks of light and blurring washes of haze in which outlines waver, planes merge, and objects lose their volume; but he can never really find himself as a painter until he has rediscovered the strongly defined forms, pure colors, clear atmosphere, and omnipresent flood of light that gives solidity to all the objects it illumines without seeming itself to appear upon the scene at all.

The mother veins of silver that made Mexico the treasure house of the world run almost uniformly from northeast to southwest. Nowhere do they run thicker or deeper than here, where tunnels sink often to depths of over a thousand feet. Today the city which once supported the magnificence of the house of Count Rul has grown sad and sleepy. No new house of consequence has been built here for over fifty years. Yet there is enough silver in the adobe of the abandoned dwellings baked from the waste mud of a richer day to suggest the remining of the dwelling walls. There is silver in the granite bowels of the hills, silver in the soil, silver in the walls, silver in the dreams of the inhabitants.

Saturday night, October 7, 1882. Saturday nights are a little gayer than other nights, with singing of ballads in dim-lighted pulquerías to the sweeping of fingers over mournful strings. Señor Diego Rivera, handsome, huge-bodied, black-bearded bachelor school teacher, thirty-four, was to be married that night to María del Pilar Barrientos, little more than half his size and twelve years his junior, daughter of Juan B. Barrientos, telegrapher and mine-operator of Spanish extraction, deceased, and of Nemesia Rodríguez de Barrientos, his widow, native of Salamanca, Guanajuato, of mixed Spanish and Indian blood.* (See PLATE 1).

The pair was regarded as well matched, both of respected but now fatherless families whose fortunes had declined. The groom had known poverty since his father, Anastasio Rivera, had died, overwhelmed with debts from a struggle with a caved-in mine. Born in Spain, the latter was successively a merchant in Cuba, mine owner, soldier, and revolutionist in Guanajuato. A man of amazing vigor, at fifty he had married seventeen-year-old Ynez Acosta, Mexican of Portuguese-Jewish descent, and at sixty-two had joined Benito Juárez in his Guerra de la Reforma, against the combined forces of the landowner-clerical reaction and the French army under Archduke Maximilian of Austria, Emperor of Mexico. Don Anastasio never returned from the field of war to finish his battle with the caved-in mine. To his young widow he left his debts and the bringing up of their children. She had managed to give Diego senior sufficient education to qualify him as profesor de primeras letras, corresponding to primary-school teacher in the United States. Now, after twenty years of widowhood, she rejoiced to see her son marrying the daughter of her friend, the widow Nemesia Rodríguez de Barrientos, pious woman of like age with herself, owner of a little dulces shop opened after the death of her husband, to support herself and two daughters in honorable poverty.

The discrepancy in the age of groom and bride did not bother the bride’s mother, nor the poverty of her son-in-law, who was a man of talent and ambition. If she worried on this joyous occasion, it was because of a strain of liberalism in her son-in-law’s blood. His father had been a Masonic official whose death had been a wicked one, fighting with Juárez against the Holy Mother Church. The young school teacher was a Mason too. He consorted with freethinkers and atheists, having the “Jacobin” druggist Leal and the “positivist” engineer Lozano as witnesses at the wedding! She suppressed her fears as she thought on her widow’s estate and her other daughter, Cesaría, withering into elderly virginity.

Wednesday night, December 8, 1886. The city of Guanajuato was celebrating the festival of the Conception. The Church of San Diego on the Plaza was crowded with black-veiled kneeling women. The lesser church, where Nuestra Señora de Guanajuato is housed, was aglow with tapers lighted by the faithful, where the sterile mingled the prescribed prayers with beseechings that they might conceive. Don Diego’s elderly, virginal sister-in-law, Doña Cesaría, was not praying for the unsealing of her womb, but invoking the Virgin’s blessing on her sister María, pregnant for the fourth time in as many years, that she might have better luck than on the preceding occasions.

All day Doña Cesaría fluttered around the vicinity of the Plaza. From her sister’s home at 80 Pocitos Street to the apothecary’s for gauze, cotton batting, disinfectants; to the doctor’s to say María’s pains had begun; to the churches she passed on her errands—it took just a moment to light an extra taper, invoke another saint, run through another prayer. Then back to the little house on Pocitos Street where her sister lay, and the bearded school teacher Don Diego, a municipal councilor now, paced restlessly up and down, pausing to converse in whispers with his friend the doctor, or gently teasing his wife in the intervals between her pains about buying her another doll since she seemed incapable of giving birth to a live baby. Three such toy children he had bought her, partly because she seemed but a child, partly to tease and console her for three stillbirths, chiefly to make her feel that he himself did not hold against her his continued childlessness.

The past four years had not been unfruitful in other respects. He had got the Liberal nomination for city councilor under conditions assuring his election. The Governor had made him a rural school inspector. His head was full of schemes for the “redemption” of the Indian peons by rural education, which was to bring nourishment to body and spirit.

That very year he had purchased some mining rights; not with money, but with notes that were to weigh with a lengthening chain for years to come. On his desk was an unpaid bill from Ponciano Aguilar, mining engineer, dated July 5, 1886, for the survey and assay of ores in Los Locos, La Trinidad, and Mina de Jesús y María—the Madmen, the Trinity, and the Mine of Jesus and Mary. If the Madmen or the Trinity should begin to pay now . . . if his rural school plan should be adopted . . . if the Liberal program should be converted from promissory notes to achievements . . . if he should rise in political life to a place where he could really expedite social reform . . . if he should get the money to start the liberal paper of which he dreamed . . . if María would give birth to a living son—silver, social reform, a career, a son—bright dreams blended with the thoughts of his wife on her bed of labor.

A hush in the house; he had heard it three times before. Was that a baby’s wail? Cesaría stood in the doorway, her face wreathed in radiance.

“Is it alive?”

“They’re both alive.”

“Both?” That meant mother and child! “A boy?”

“Two! Two boys, two hombres, two sons, both, both alive. Two little baby boys!”

“Which came first?” asked Don Diego. “He shall be called Diego after me.”

“I promised the Virgin,” said his wife weakly, “that I would name it after her. Today is her day and María de la Concepción is their saint. Both of them should bear her name.”

Eleven days later the twins were recorded in the civil register as Diego María Rivera and Carlos María Rivera. But their mother and their aunt Cesaría, aided by a great-aunt Vicenta and a pious wet nurse Antonia, bore the children afterwards to Our Lady of Guanajuato. There the elder was baptized Diego María de la Concepción Juan Nepomuceno Estanislao de la Rivera y Barrientos Acosta y Rodriguez.* The younger, Carlos, was to die in his second year. The elder was to become a world-famous painter, signing his canvases and murals, not with all the names his mother had showered upon him, but “Diego María Rivera” until his father’s death, thereafter simply “Diego Rivera.”

* In 1952 Rivera said to an audience in Mexico City that his ancestry was “Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese, Italian, Russian and—I am proud to say—Jewish.” That same year he told a Jewish reporter that he was “three-eighths Jewish,” his paternal grandfather being Anastasio de la Rivera Sforza, son of an Italian Jew born in Petrograd, and his great-grandmother on that side Chinese. He told another audience of having witnessed an experiment in which a “distinguished Soviet scientist . . . produced a pure white from the ninth generation of crossings between Negroes and Mongols” (The Compass, New York, March 9, 1952, Magazine Section p. 10). For each would-be biographer he rattled the dice of his ancestry afresh, ending by telling his “autobiographer,” that his mother “passed on to me the traits of three races: white, red, and black” (My Art, My Life [New York, Citadel Press, 1960], p. 18). I have followed the parental marriage license in which none of these interesting permutations shows up.

* I have not seen the baptism certificate, but the name was thus given to me by the painter. Throughout this work, where no other source is given, the source is usually Rivera. Whether we take his accounts literally or not, they always represent some image of himself and some reworking of liberal fact by his boundless creative fantasy. In any case, all I can say is, “Caveat lector!”
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2. THE LITTLE ATHEIST

In his third year Diego became Guanajuato’s “wonder child.” Photographs reveal him as an erect little lad in skirts, with a forehead too wide and high for his face, a sturdy body, tiny feet, unexpectedly prominent and expressive-looking hands (PLATE 2). He began to walk earlier than most and to talk in ample paragraphs, arguing parental commands, telling tall tales, causing his pious mother and surrounding aunts to lament and his father to admire.

Almost before he learned to walk or to talk he began to draw. Nothing could keep him from clambering over the furniture to the high-top desk where papers and pencils lay; scrawls and likenesses of the things around him were on bills and letters, in account books, on walls. “The earliest memory I have,” he once wrote, “is that I was drawing.” As his inches increased, the wall disfigurements rose higher, until his father gave him a room of his own, with walls covered with blackboard as high as he could reach and unlimited crayons, pencils, chalks. There Diego did his first murals. He spent long hours lying on the floor, surrounded by his drawings: trains, soldiers, animals, mechanical toys, which were his passion, and imagined beings with whom he held converse, for his imagination was preternaturally vivid. The world of his dreams was as real as the world around him. This is a trait that must persist into adulthood if one is to be a creative artist: in every artist, no matter how mature and sophisticated, there remains something always of the unaging child, still marveling at the daily discovery of the wonder and beauty of the world, still eager, as children are, to communicate each discovery.

But it was not his passion for drawing that made little Diego Guanajuato’s wonder child, but his precocious “Jacobinism.” In his fourth year, according to his sister María, who had the story from his Aunt Vicenta, in his third according to him, the future artist and revolutionist launched upon his career as an atheist.

Diego’s father was away on one of his periodic journeys on horseback to distant villages. It was some holy day—there are so many in Mexico—his great-aunt Vicenta took the boy walking past the shrines that knew her footsteps so well. It occurred to her to initiate him into the mysteries of Holy Mother Church.

“Look, Dieguito, kneel to Our Lady and pray that she bring your father safely home, guard your mother’s health, and lead you on the path of righteousness.”

“What for, Totota?” (“Totota” was his pet name for her.) “Don’t you see that this Lady is like the saints we have at home? Made of wood, Totota. How can they hear what I say? They haven’t even holes in their ears.”

The good woman was not moved to admiration by the powers of observation which were to be so important to the lad. But she had learned her catechism well, and some echo of the Nicene Creed must have come to her aid: For the honor which is paid to the image passes to that which the image represents. . . .

“This Virgin,” she said, “is an image of the one in heaven. What you ask of her image, she herself will hear and grant to you.”

“That’s nonsense. If I take my father’s picture and pray to it for a steam engine, do you think it will give me one? He is far away now. Will he hear?”

Worshipers crowded around the pair; Vicenta fled in shame and confusion, dragging the little boy after her.* Clacking tongues spread the tale until it reached the ears of Diego’s father and his cronies. Thereafter the youthful Jacobin was admitted into their circle and could sit each evening till bedtime in front of the druggist’s or on the favorite park bench of Guanajuato’s freethinkers. The youngest Jacobin was a proud recruit as he gravely answered their questions concerning his views, teased the locomotive engineers into promising him rides in their cabs, listened with child mind filled with confusion at the big thoughts and long words that circled in the tobacco smoke above his head. Till the family left Guanajuato for Mexico City when Diego had attained the age of six, something close to sixty was the average age of his closest associates.

Diego’s father dedicated “the little engineer” to Science and Rationalism; he was obviously cut out to be a thinker, inventor, and constructor. But his mother and reinforcements of virginal aunts were beginning to fear that the boy’s dedication was to the devil. The impression that there was something monstrous in the bulging-eyed little infant was deepened by an incident attending the birth of his sister María. He was five then, and obsessed by the passion to take things apart, to find out what they were made of and what caused them to function. The news that a baby was coming aroused his curiosity to a fever pitch.

On the day of birth, one of his aunts took him walking through the park to get him out of the way. Feeling that she should be at her sister’s bed, “Look, Diego,” she told him, “a little brother is coming for you today. I must go home because your mother isn’t well. You go to the station to wait for him.”

The lad went to the station. He spent hours there, forlorn, forgotten. Few cars laden with ore passed these days; the solitary passenger train was not due till nightfall. He became hungry, ill humored. The sun was setting when the station agent appeared to open up for the evening train. What had happened? the boy demanded. Where was his brother? Why was the train so late on which they were shipping him?

The station agent, a family friend, already had the news. “Ay, hombre, I forgot to tell you, your little sister has come. We sent her home some time ago in a beautiful little box.”

Mystified by the arrival without visible conveyance and the inexplicable change of sex, the boy set out for home. They took him to his mother’s bed where the new-born girl child lay. “How ugly!” said Diego. And then: “Where is the box in which the station agent brought her?”

Anxious aunts ransacked the house. All they could find was a dust-covered shoe box. Diego became thoughtful.

“You have told me many lies,” he said. “Now I know that my little sister did not come in a train or in a box. They gave mother an egg, and she warmed it in bed.”

The merriment which greeted his omnes ab ovo theory caused him to march off to bed in a fury though he had gone without food since morning. A few days later his mother caught him trying to cut open the belly of a living mouse with a kitchen knife, “to find out,” he explained, “where little mice come from and how they are made.” The shock was too much for her; she was convinced that she had brought a monster into the world. But his father limited himself to asking whether his desire to understand the mechanism of the animal had been so strong as to make the boy forget the pain caused by cutting it up alive.

“At my father’s question,” Diego wrote later, “I had a feeling that a dark, indefinite void had opened up in front of me. I felt myself dominated by a deeply perverse but fully inescapable force.”*

His father supplied him now with information on sex and birth and showed him books containing anatomical reproductions. Now the boy added drawings of animals and the human figure to his endless pictures of toys and trains. He drew wrecks and collisions, with broken and wounded bodies strewn about the wrecked car. Thus early in life he felt reluctant to draw things the inner structure of which he did not understand. For years, he once told me, he felt unequal to drawing a mountain, until he had mastered the details of geological formation. When he came to the United States to paint murals expressive of American industry and science, he spent many hours in machine shops and laboratories, peering through microscopes and telescopes, studying cells, bacteria, tissue sections, observing the spin of nebulae, watching the movement of machines until he knew the design and function of their mechanism, before he would begin even tentative sketches for the works he did in Detroit and at Rockefeller Center. His youthful investigations into the anatomy of a mouse were the forerunners of a lifelong interest in observation, dissection, and analysis for the sake of his syntheses in paint.

Now something made the father change his mind as to the boy’s future. “I was eight when my father found a number of papers I had hidden. I had drawn battle plans on them and notations on planned campaigns. I had cut out five thousand soldiers of cardboard* and urged my playmates to acquire similar armies. I organized wars and was able to make powder and simple grenades. The joy of my father when he discovered my new passion was enormous.”†

The military career was the great highroad in Mexico, the father mused. His father and grandfather had won honor on the field of battle. He took Diego to military friends: they were as delighted with his military attainments as the Guanajuato Liberals had been with his precocious Jacobinism. General Pedro Hinojoso, an old family friend now Minister of War, promised that he would be admitted to the National Military Academy at thirteen instead of eighteen. Alas for paternal dreams of glory! When Diego entered a military preparatory school in Mexico City at the age of ten, his ardor cooled; his pursuit of a soldier’s career lasted about a week. Drill, mechanical discipline—he was never one to take orders—every aspect of life in a military academy he found intolerable. He came home crying, “I won’t go back. I hate it! I beg you not to send me back.”

This was one of the rare occasions on which he appealed to his mother against his father: the alliance was victorious. Diego’s military career ended before it had begun. Only to one still unformulated interest had he not been fickle: whichever “career” he adopted for the moment, his devotion to it had found expression in piles of drawings.

In the interval between dedication to surgery and dedication to military science, the family moved to Mexico City. For the Riveras the change represented defeat. The mines had proved greater consumers of treasure than producers. Their fate was symbolic of the local silver industry: its lode had been worked for four centuries, and shafts had to be sunk deeper and deeper; new regions extracted the ore at lower cost. Defeat settled on the treasure city, with growing exacerbation of the social relationships of its people. The Liberalism of the head of the Rivera household became more unpopular with the authorities as it became more popular in its implications. His weekly, El Democrata, founded to propagate the cause of “social redemption” through educational reform, called more and more upon Liberals to concern themselves with such illiberal things as the living conditions of the poor. Those who might have been awakened to enthusiastic support by his new views were illiterate; while most “decent folk,” as they liked to call themselves, read the modest proposals for reform with distaste. Don Diego waged the unequal battle till newspaper, silver mines, and political hopes crashed about his ears. His wife’s health suffered as she worried at his unpopularity with the authorities, his growing radicalism, his increasing ill temper. She pleaded with him to surrender, then took the law into her own hands. When he returned from one of his periodic absences, Don Diego discovered that his wife had sold whatever of his furniture had not previously found its way to the local monte de piedad (pawnshop), and set off with her six-year-old son and one-year-old daughter for a “visit” to relatives in Mexico City. Suddenly the city of Mexico began to seem full of promise. Thousands like him were drifting from provincial capitals to the “City of Palaces,” which Díaz’s centralized rule was soon to build into a city of a million inhabitants. But the boy Diego was for a long time unconsolable.

Mexico City is 7,500 feet above the sea. Its climate, its infertile surrounding mountains, and circumambient light differ little from those of Guanajuato. But the hills are farther away, less friendly and accessible. Streets are in no hurry to climb. Diego missed the locomotives he had ridden on, the mines and miners, his cronies of the Jacobin Club. There were no plants, no animals, no trains to watch and draw. Their new home was smaller, with no place for his “studio.” He became ill tempered, quarrelsome. For a year he almost stopped drawing altogether. He was taken seriously ill, first with scarlet fever, then typhoid.

During his illnesses Diego was drawn to his great-aunt Vicenta. She nursed him, told him stories, read to him while he was convalescing. Excited by the new world books opened to him, he requested from Aunt Totota instruction in reading and writing. He began a marvelous journey through his father’s library: travel, adventure, social reform, history, biology, chemistry, literary classics. In the history books were wars and battles, and the boy began to draw again, plans, battle scenes, soldier cutouts, with the energy and passion he dedicated to anything that aroused his enthusiasm. It was his father’s discovery of these activities which had set him upon the road to becoming a Mexican general.

Aunt Totota offered another attraction: her collection of keepsakes. These were objects of Mexican popular art, of little cost and, to most “decent folk,” of less value. But Vicenta possessed a taste which extended beyond the prevailing limitations. The boy spent happy hours playing with handwrought silver jewels, embroideries, ceramic sculptures, tiny wood carvings, little wares of clay and lacquer. He accompanied her to neighborhood churches, where he stood lost in contemplation before votive offerings painted on tin by men of the people to give thanks for some miracle of saintly intervention in the donor’s life. His awakening senses stirred to the naïve and expressive paintings of these retablos, while Aunt Totota knelt before the gaudy image at the altar and hoped that his rapt expression betokened the beginning of conversion. She had given up attempts to impose her thoughts upon him, while he in turn had lost his hostility to her and was closer to her now than to his mother. As for Aunt Cesaría, that the boy was possessed of a demon had become her settled conviction. She drew in the skirts of her soul as he approached, while fingers twitched with an incipient sign of the cross. After his other relatives had reconciled themselves to a mystified pride in their famous painter, she held the fortress alone, refused to ask for or accept his aid or hospitality, nor would she go to live with his sister. “He is possessed,” she told me. “The devil is in him and no good can ever come of him. His sister, too, is excommunicated”—to Aunt Cesaría this was a state of the soul rather than an act of the Church—“for she never goes to Mass and makes money by ‘throwing cards’ to tell fortunes!”

In 1894 Diego, being then eight, declared that he wanted to go to school. His father had been waiting for that moment, warding off attempts to force him until he should ask. The request settled one controversy, but opened another. The mother favored a school run by the clergy; the father, a secular school and training for the military; the boy wanted to learn “everything,” be an engineer, a general, and a painter.

His age worked against the possibility of art or military science, so his mother won out; he went to a school run by the clergy. In 1894 he spent three months in the Colegio del Padre Antonio. A report card for August 1895 shows him a bright pupil in the Colegio Católico Carpantier, “perfect effort and proficiency,” several latenesses under “attendance,” condemnation with faint praise under the heading of “cleanliness.” The habits of coming late, bathing not too frequently or zealously, and dressing carelessly were to remain with him all his life.

A report card, dated December 1896, shows him a pupil in the Liceo Católico Hispano-Mexicano, under the “advocacy” of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, where he won first prize in the examinations of the third year. At the end of 1898, less than four years after he first entered school, we find him passing with honors examinations for the completion of his elementary schooling. These examinations were serious, with juries of three Christian fathers examining in each subject. Thereafter he was eligible to enter the National Preparatory School.

To these years belongs a letter (undated) which he wrote to his mother on her birthday, internal evidence suggesting that it was dictated by an aunt or a teacher. Decorated with doves and Spencerian curlecues, or their more elaborate Mexican equivalents, it gave little notion of the unconventional spirit in the process of formation. As his first “literary” effort, and as a key to the “education” to which he was being subjected, it is worth reprinting:

Dear Mamma:

Receive in these badly fashioned lines the affectionate congratulations of your son and the fervent prayers I raise to the Divine Providence that you should be happy and live many years, so that, like the nautical star of the sailors, you may guide me, as well as my sister, on the path of virtue, to escape the stormy shoals of youth and reach the port of true felicity, which is honesty.

Your son, who loves you infinitely,

Diego María Rivera

If it appears from the letter that the boy had lost his precocious “Jacobinism,” an anecdote from the same period gives a contrary impression.

Upon entering the first of the Catholic schools, Diego was put into the class in Christian doctrine to prepare for his First Communion. According to his sister, two priests disputed the privilege of instructing this promising youngster in the sacred science. But the successful disputant, one Padre Enrique, soon repented his victory. The pupil was swift to learn; however, each dogmatic declaration of the catechism stirred inquiry. The good father, versed in apologetics, at first enjoyed the childish tests of his skill. But when, on hearing of the sacred mystery of the Immaculate Conception, Diego demanded, “How did the child Jesus leave her body, she being and remaining a virgin?” the Father preferred to conduct the class without the boy who asked such embarrassing questions. Padre Enrique came in person to Diego’s mother to tell her to give him religious training at home, where he could not disturb the faith of less tough-textured minds. So ended Diego’s instruction in Christian doctrine.

From his sister I derive the following macabre tale. When he was eight and she three, a little brother was born and christened Alfonso. The child was sickly; on the eighth day it died. The body was put in a tiny coffin lined with white satin, surrounded with gardenias and lighted candles, atop the piano, where Diego was accustomed to sit for hours at a time drawing and painting. There Diego found it while the adults were in another room. He and his sister proceeded to “play house” with the waxlike corpse. Their games, beginning in mutual joy, always ended in open warfare. In a few moments María was screaming at the top of her lungs. The sound brought the grown ups into the room to find brother and sister tugging at the dead child! The scandal is still a shuddering memory in the family; to Aunt Cesaría, gruesome confirmation of her hypothesis that “Diego was a devil in the form of a man”—and María not much better.

Years afterward—forty-two, to be exact—when Deputy Altamirano was shot down before our eyes as Diego and I were sitting in the Café Tacuba, I was to observe the same matter-of-factness on Rivera’s part in the presence of death. His first impulse had been to draw his pistol and intervene, but I thrust him backward from the line of possible cross fire. When it became clear that the body slumped against the wall had suffered immediate death, Diego became calm, except for eager protruding eyes, drinking in, memorizing, fixing forever each detail. Two days later I found him in his studio, completing a painting of the assassination (PLATE 144). If to take death thus is a sign of possession by the devil, the demon that Aunt Cesaría so early uncovered was with the painter to the end.

* In a late account he told Gladys March that he had climbed up on the steps of the altar and delivered an atheist harangue to the astonished worshipers. It is a better story than he told me. (My Art, My Life [New York, Citadel Press, 1960], pp. 23-29).

* Das Werk Diego Riveras (Berlin, Neuer Deutsche Verlag, 1928). With a brief autobiographical note by the painter.

* In his posthumously published autobiography they were “Russian soldiers.”

† Das Werk Diego Riveras, op. cit.
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