83. DIEGO RIVERA, Iwo Women and a Child

A MURAL

Diego Rivera is the best known of the Mexican muralists
who rose to international prominence in the 1920s and
1930s. Working in the medium of fresco, a wall and ceiling
painting technique with roots in both ancient Europe and
ancient Central America, Rivera formulated a unique style
of modernist painting that fused historic and avant-garde id-
ioms. A tireless worker —his entire oeuvre covers an aston-
ishing 7,200 square yards— Rivera was also a champion of
the working class.! He celebrated the fortitude, power, and
historical significance of the laboring classes by making
them the primary subject of his paintings, a move he un-
derstood to be revolutionary. As he explained it, “Mexican
muralism—for the first time in the history of monumental
painting — ceased to use gods, kings, chiefs of state, heroic
generals, etc., as central heroes. ... Mexican mural paint-
ing made the masses the hero of monumental art.”2 Rivera’s
Marxist politics also engendered controversy, most fa-
mously in the case of his Rockefeller Center mural, Man
at the Crossroads (1932—33), which Nelson Rockefeller or-
dered destroyed when the artist refused to paint over a
portrait of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.? In most cases, however,
even the most contentious debates about the content of
the artist’s murals eventually subsided, leaving to posterity
his eloquent and powerful testimonials to the power of the
people.

José Diego Maria Rivera (1886-1957) was a precocious
child who learned to draw at the age of three. He spent the
first decades of his life experimenting with a myriad of artis-
tic styles, first as a student at the San Carlos Academy of
Fine Arts in Mexico City and later in Spain and Paris,
where he studied the works of the old masters as well as
Europe’s most avant-garde modernists.* While in Paris,
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Rivera was contacted by a member of Mexico’s new post-
revolutionary government interested in reviving the in-
digenous tradition of wall painting in Mexico.’ Rivera was
advised to travel to Italy to study early Renaissance frescoes,
and he subsequently made some three hundred sketches
of frescoes by Italian masters, including Giotto.® Rivera
was deeply inspired by these colorful wall paintings, but he
did not have a true artistic epiphany until he returned to
Mexico in 1921. According to the artist, “My homecoming
produced an aesthetic exhilaration which is impossible
to describe. ... From then on, | worked confidently and
contentedly. Gone was the doubt and inner conflict which
had tormented me in Europe. | painted as naturally as 1
breathed, spoke, or perspired. My style was born as children
are born, in a moment, except the birth had come after a
torturous pregnancy of thirty-five years.”” Buoyed by his
newfound artistic confidence and enthusiasm for his native
country, Rivera painted bold and dramatic murals, which
secured his reputation in Mexico and north of the Rio
Grande and earned him many prestigious commissions.

While completing his mural commissions in Mexico,
Rivera also painted a number of easel paintings, including
Two Women and a Child (1926), which was acquired by the
San Francisco businessman and art patron Albert M. Ben-
der the year it was painted.® Bender's interest in Rivera may
have been inspired by two contemporary San Francisco
artists, the sculptor Ralph Stackpole and the painter Ray
Boynton, who had traveled to Mexico to see Rivera’s recent
work and returned with such vivid descriptions that they
sparked the interest of local art patrons.? Unfortunately, be-
cause Rivera’s murals adorned walls of buildings in Mexico,
few of his paintings were to be seen in San Francisco. Thus



83. Diego Rivera (1886-1957), Two Women and

a Child, 1926. Oil on canvas, 29% x 31%2 in.
(74.3 x 8o cm). Gift of Albert M. Bender, 1926.122



Fig. 83.1 [top]. Giotto di Bondone (ca. 1267-1337), The

Lamentation, 1305-6. Fresco. Arena Chapel, Padua, Italy

Fig. 83.2 [bottom]. Kneeling Female, ]Jalisco, Mexico,
200 B.C.—A.D. 300. Ceramic (Amica Grey), 15%2 x 9% x
8% in. (39.4 x 23.5 x 21 cm). Fine Arts Museums of San

Francisco, L1994.3.14. Lent by the Land Collection

in 1926 Bender purchased a number of easel paintings from
the artist, including Two Women and a Child.'"" Bender’s ac-
quisition of this painting fit his program of cultivating a re-
gional art scene in San Francisco since, although Rivera
was a Mexican artist, California has always had strong his-
torical, cultural, and artistic ties with Mexico. Bender’s pur-
chases also enabled him to see examples of Rivera’s mural
style without actually traveling to Mexico.!!

The subject of Two Women and a Child corresponds to
Rivera’s declared interest in representing the working-class
people of Mexico. Two women, one cradling an infant, sit
across from each other in a moment of subdued conversa-
tion. The woman to the left, dressed in a pale purple dress,
sits crosslegged and turns her back to the viewer. This pos-
ture focuses our attention on the two braids of thick black
hair that cascade down her back and on the tiny hand of the
child she cradles on her lap. The woman opposite her,
wearing a pale blue skirt and blouse, sits facing the viewer
with her legs tucked beneath her and her hands clasped in
her lap. She looks intently and attentively in the direction
of the other woman. The sparse setting consists of a mat, an
ambigious blue and white background, and an unadorned
ceramic bowl in which the artist signed his name and dated
the painting.!? The women’s warm brown skin, jet black
hair, broad faces, peasantstyle clothing, and the spartan
setting are all intended to invoke a scene of rural Mexico.

This painting lacks the spatial depth and detail of aca-
demic easel paintings and instead looks like an early Italian
Renaissance fresco. Rivera painted his murals in a tech-
nique known as buon fresco, which he learned from his
study of Italian Renaissance precedents.!® This technique,
also known as “true fresco,” involves painting water-based
pigments on a damp plaster surface. The drying plaster ad-
heres the pigment to the wall permanently through a chem-
ical process. Because the fresco artist must cover a large area
before the plaster dries, there is no time to render the figure
or setting in great detail. Therefore, the artist’s drafting skills
are at a premium if he or she is to create direct and bold
compositions that will grab and hold the viewer’s atten-
tion. Also, because the water-based pigments are quickly
absorbed by the porous plaster surface, they cannot be
blended as can oil paints, and therefore the artist is unable
to render subtle textures and reflections. Thus, fresco paint-
ing requires the artist to model figures and objects with
broad strokes of paint, which often impart a greater solidity
to the subject than is possible with oil paint.

If we compare Rivera’s Two Women and a Child to



Giotto’s famous The Lamentation (1305-6) from the Arena
Chapel (fig. 83.1), we can see just how much Rivera mir-
rored the attributes of fresco painting even while painting
in oils. Both artists created compositions in which figures
dominate and the setting has been reduced to a minimum.
Like Giotto before him, Rivera also modeled light falling on
drapery using broad, smooth brushstrokes that define the
mass and volume of bodies underneath rather than the su-
perficial texture of the cloth. In addition, the woman to the
left seems to be a direct quotation of the seated figure turn-
ing her back to us in the foreground of Giotto's Lamenta-
tion.1* Atthe same time, the figure on the right with her legs
tucked beneath her also calls to mind pre-Columbian
seated ceramic figures from western Mexico (fig. 83.2).) By
invoking both fourteenth-century fresco paintings and this
indigenous Mexican.art form, Rivera linked these women,
assumed to be contemporary, with a premodern past.
More important, by painting Two Women and a Child to
look like a fresco, Rivera gave these women a historical
weight that corresponded with his vision of the significance
of the laboring peasantry in world history. Unlike Giotto’s
fresco, Rivera’s painting lacks a narrative, and therefore the
theme of his painting is largely symbolic. To this end,
the women appear as generic types, lacking individualized
physiognomies or clothes. They also are larger than life.

They occupy nearly the entire compositional space and,
because no other objects or scale referents are visible (other
than the small, unadorned bowl in the right foreground),
they dominate the canvas in truly monumental fashion. By
forcing us to focus on these figures, Rivera makes us aware
of the pyramidal massing of their seated bodies, which,
when combined with Rivera’s technique of modeling the
figures with broad strokes, imparts a solidity that anchors
each of them to the earth. As a result, these women appear
as iconic Earth Mother types who possess within them the
natural processes of creation and nourishment, a theme un-
derscored by the infant in the woman'’s lap and the empty
bowl in the foreground.

Although Two Woman and a Child is an oil painting, it
nevertheless provided Bender with an approximation of
Rivera’'s mural style. Curiously, Bender gave the work to
the Legion of Honor the same year he acquired it, 1926. It
was not that he disliked the painting. Indeed, with the ad-
vantage of hindsight, we know now that by giving Rivera’s
painting to the museum, Bender helped cultivate a public
taste for the work of Diego Rivera, who eventually came to
San Francisco to paint the much-loved murals at the Pacific
Stock Exchange, the California School of the Fine Arts
(now the San Francisco Art Institute), and Treasure Island
(now relocated to City College of San Francisco).!¢ [km]
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