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What are we to make of the Mexican mural-
ist Dicgo Rivera? Today, quite unfairly, his
extravagant character and towering artistic
achievement have become an adjunct to the
story of his wifc Frida Kahlo, the diminutive
Mexican artist who, Sylvia-Plath-like, made
art out of the drama of her psyche.

Rivera was a mass of intriguing contradic-
tions. He was the revolutionary who missed
the revolution. The cubist who invented a
new figurative art in the name of the people.
The communist firebrand who enjoyed com-
missions from the rich and famous. The
champion of the workers who was fasci-
nated by industry (many of his best works
arc dominated by machines).

“l am not merely an ‘artist’,” he once
said. “I am a man performing his biological
function of producing paintings, just as a
tree produces flowers and fruit.” A giant of
a man, well over 20 stone for most of his
adult life, Rivera had huge appetites (he was
a notorious womaniser) and huge energy —
not lcast in his work. Sometimes he would
paint for days without stopping, taking his
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Monumental in every way

meals on the scaffolding and sleeping there
as well.

Having sat out the Mexican revolution in
Europe, Rivera returned home in 1921 to be
“struck by the inexpressible beauty of that
rich and severe, wretched and exuberant
land™. It was as if, aged 34, he saw the place
for the first time. Alongside the other two
great Mexican artists, Jose Clemente Orozco
1nd David Alfaro Siqueiros, he embraced the
cause of monumental public art and threw
himself into two projects simultancously.

Onc of these commissions — in the Anfi-
teatro Bolivar of the Escuela Nacional Pre-
paratoria — set a precedent for the contro-
versy that would surround many of Rivera’s
projects. Egged on by conservative groups,
the elite school’s students rioted in protest at
having murals inflicted on them by commu- |
nists. Orozco and Siqueiros were dismissed
and the minister of education resigned.

Rivera somchow wcathered the crisis,
charmed the new education minister, and
painted on — with a gun at his side. But it
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was the second project (the three floors of
panels Rivera painted over four years at the
ministry of cducation) that changed Mexi-
can art history and catapulted the artist to
fame. As his biographer Bertram Wolfe put
it: “The series . . . made the Mexican artistic
movement famous...as well

as making Rivera famous in

cvery corner of the western

world. [It spelt] a resurrection

of mural painting, dead since

the Renaissance.”

& He would paint for days
without stopping, taking his
meals on the scaffolding and
sleeping there as well Y

Building in New York. Rivera put forward a
design and it was approved while he was
working on murals in Detroit. A month later
he went to New York, inspected the site for
the first time — and radically changed his
design to highlight the evils of capitalism.



By all accounts he was cxpecting trouble
and sure enough the Battle of the Rockefel-
ler Center made headlines worldwide. When
Nelson Rockefeller asked him to replace the
face of Lenin with an anonymous individ-
ual, Rivera responded by offering to insert
Abe Lincoln to balance things out. But he
added: “Rather than mutilate the conception
I should prefer the physical destruction of

Truly fabulous: one of the 10 panels
for the mural of Pan American Unity
that Diego created for the Golden
Gate exhibition in San Francisco
between 1939 and 1940

the composition in its entirety, but preserv-
ing, at least, its integrity.” That's exactly
what happened. Rivera was sacked, work
stopped and the murals were later destroyed.

Rivera retreated to Mexico, returning to
America only in 1940. A decade carlier he
had completed two murals in San Francisco:
onc at the Pacific Stock Exchange, the other
the witty Making of a Fresco at the Art Insti-
tute, in which he depicts himself as the artist
at work, his big backside facing us as he sits
on the scaffold.

California had always welcomed him. So
an invitation to go back there to create Pan
American Unity (a panel of which appears
above) for the Golden Gate International
Exhibition scemed appealing. It became
even more appealing when the Mexican
police began to suspect Rivera of involve-
ment in the first attempt on Trotsky’s life led
by Siqueiros. The actress Paulette Goddard
(one of a long line of powerful, glamorous
women who smoothed Rivera’s path)
helped him flee Mexico for California. In
another pancl of Pan American Unity, Riv-
era depicts himself and Goddard planting
the tree of life — with Kahlo, palette in
hand, partly obscuring him. This magnifi-
cent mural is today housed in a theatre at the
San Francisco City College, and like its crea-
tor’s reputation, it feels slightly neglected.
One only hopes the Complete Murals gives
both the boost they need. u

Available at the BooksFirst price of £108
(including p&p) on 0870 165 8585
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