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Rockepellers Ban Lenin
in RCA Mural and
Dismiss Rivera

New York Times, 10 May 1933

lis is the newspaper report on the dismissal of Diego Rivera for painting a
controversial head of Russian Revolutionary leader Viadimir Lenin in one
panel of bis mural for Rockefeller Center. The artist later created a nearly identical

mural in the Palace of Fine Avts in Mexico City.

Halted as he was at work last night on his scaffold in the Great Hall of
the seventy-story RCA Building in Rockefeller Center, Diego Rivera, the cele-
brated mural painter whose communistic leanings have frequently enveloped
him in controversy, was informed that the fresco on which he was engaged,
and which he had regarded as his masterpiece, was no longer acceptable to the
Rockefeller family.

Turning sadly with a few of his assistants and devoted friends to his
“shack” on the mezzanine of the building, Sefor Rivera found that his tele-
phone had been cut off. He also found awaiting him a letter from Todd,
Robertson & Todd, enclosing a check for $14,000, completing payment in
full of the $21,000 he had been promised for three murals.

The letter expressed regret that Sefor Rivera had been unable to come to
some compromise on the paintings and said that the check was to be regarded
as terminating his employment, although none of the three panels for which
he had been contracted had been finished.

Paraders Clash with Police

A crowd of about 100 art students and other admirers of the painting pre-
viously had been ushered from the hall by representatives of Todd, Robert-
son & Todd, the managing agents on behalf of John D. Rockefeller Jr., and
mounted and foot police were on duty outside the building to prevent any
demonstration when Sefior Rivera was called away from his work.

No demonstration materialized immediately, but about 10 o’clock, two
hours later, between 75 and 100 men and women sympathizers of the artist




paraded in front of the building, shouting “Save Rivera’s art,” and “We want
Rivera” They carried banners on which similar sentiments were emblazoned.

The police and fifteen uniformed attachés of the building made no attempt
to interfere as the demonstrators marched around the building three times.
But on their last round they gathered in Sixth Avenue between Forty-ninth
and Fiftieth Streets, blocking the sidewalks, and were ordered to disperse by
the police.

Booing and jostling the policemen, the demonstrators refused. A crowd of
waiting taxicab drivers took the side of the police, and a free-for-all fight de-

veloped. The policemen, brandishing their nightsticks, rushed the crowd,
which resisted until two mounted patrolmen charged into their midst. Then
they fled.

Meanwhile all doors of the Radio City Music Hall had been locked and pa-
trons were compelled to wait for at least ten minutes until order was restored
before they could leave. A traffic snarl had developed in Sixth Avenue, Forty-
ninth and Fiftieth Streets meanwhile, but it was soon cleared by the police.

Lenin Pictured in Painting

With an air of resignation rather than bitterness, Seflor Rivera described in his
broken English his design for the mural which, covering a space sixty-three
feet long and seventeen feet high, was to have depicted “human intelligence in
control of the forces of nature” A sketch of it had been shown to the Rocke-
feller family and approved by them, Sefor Rivera said.

The entire scheme for the mural decoration of the Great Hall was worked
out by Sefior Rivera, with the approval of the RCA art commission. His
panel, the only one in color, was to have occupied the central position, and
was to have been flanked by Brangwyn’s chiaroscuro on the left, and Sert’s on
the right. Sefior Rivera intended to portray the emancipation of mankind
through technology.

But when the actual painting began, objection was raised, he said, to a
figure of Lenin joining hands of a soldier, a worker, and a Negro, which was
to have topped the painting. In the background were crowds of unemployed.

Sefior Rivera said that he had been told that Mr. Rockefeller and his advi-
sors did not find the mural as “highly imaginative” as they had expected it to
be, and that its effect was unpleasant. They also objected to the brilliant colors
in the background, he said.

His first warning that his conception was no longer pleasing to the owners
of the building came five or six days ago, Sefior Rivera said last night. He
added that he had desired to be conciliatory, and as a possible compromise
had suggested that in one of the other panels he would portray the figure of
Lincoln helping mankind.
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Artist Consults Lawyer

With his friends and assistants, Sefior Rivera went from the building to the
office of Philip Wittenberg, an attorney, at 70 West Fortieth Street, where “
they went into conference with Mr. Wittenberg and Arthur Garfield Hays to |
learn whether or not they had any legal recourse in the matter. '

After hearing Sefnor Rivera’s side of the story, Mr. Wittenberg said he had
made no decision on whether any legal action would be taken on his behalf. -
He said that an artist’s rights in such circumstances have never been fully de-
termined by the courts.

Sefior Rivera said the last thing he saw as he left the building, after the
managing agent’s men had called him from the scaffold on a pretext, was the
erection of a screen in front of the mural. He said that he feared that the paint-
ing, which he had come to regard as his greatest, would be destroyed. A
burlap covering was hung last night inside the Fifth Avenue door of the build- |
ing, so that passersby could not see the painting.

Nelson Rockefeller Wrote First

The first official remonstrance received by Sefior Rivera came from Nelson
A. Rockefeller, son of John D. Rockefeller Jr., in the following letter dated
May 4:
36 Broadway, May 4, 1933.
Dear Mr. Rivera:

While I was in the No. 1 building at Rockefeller Center
yesterday viewing the progress of your thrilling mural, I no-
ticed that in the most recent portion of the painting you had
included a portrait of Lenin. The piece is beautifully painted,
but it seems to me that his portrait, appearing in this mural,
might very easily seriously offend a great many people. If it
were in a private house it would be one thing, but this mural is
in a public building and the situation is therefore quite different.
As much as I dislike to do so, I am afraid we must ask you to sub-
stitute the face of some unknown man where Lenin’s face now
appears.

You know how enthusiastic I am about the work which you
have been doing and that to date we have in no way restricted
you in either subject or treatment. I am sure you will understand
our feeling in this situation and we will greatly appreciate your
making the suggested substitution.
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Letter to N. A. Rockefeller

A letter from Sefior Rivera to Nelson A. Rockefeller, dated May 6, read as
follows:

“In reply to your kind letter of May 4, 1933, I wish to tell you
my actual feelings on the matters you raise, after I have given
considerable reflection to them.

“The head of Lenin was included in the original sketch, now
in the hands of Mr. Raymond Hood, and in the drawings in line
made on the wall at the beginning of my work. Each time it ap-
peared as a general and abstract representation of the concept
of leader, an indispensable human figure. Now, I have merely
changed the place in which the figure appears, giving it a less real
physical place as if projected by a television apparatus. Moreover,
I understand quite thoroughly the point of view concerning the
business affairs of a commercial public building, although I am
sure that that class of person who is capable of being offended by
the portrait of a deceased great man would feel offended, given
such a mentality, by the entire conception of my painting. There-
fore, rather than mutilate the conception, I should prefer the
physical destruction of the conception in its entirety, but conserv-
ing, at least, its integrity.

“In speaking of the integrity of the conception I do not refer
only to the logical structure of the painting, but also to its plastic
structure.

“I'should like, as far as possible, to find an acceptable solution
to the problem you raise, and suggest that I could change the sec-
tor which shows society people playing bridge and dancing and
put in its place, in perfect balance with the Lenin portion, a figure
of some great American historical leader, such as Lincoln, who
symbolizes the unification of the country and the abolition of
slavery, surrounded by John Brown, Nat Turner, William Lloyd
Garrison or Wendell Phillips and Harriet Beecher Stowe, and
perhaps some scientific figure like McCormick, inventor of the
McCormick reaper, which aided in the victory of the anti-slavery
forces by providing sufficient wheat to sustain the Northern
armies.

“I am sure that the solution I propose will entirely clarify the
historical meaning of the figure of a leader as represented by
Lenin and Lincoln, and no one will be able to object to them
without objection to the most fundamental feelings of human
love and solidarity and the constructive social force representing
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by such men. Also it will clarify the general meaning of the
painting?”

Final Appeal to Artist

Sefior Rivera received two letters yesterday from Hugh S. Robertson, presi-
dent of the Todd, Robertson & Todd Engineering Corporation. The first let-
ter, which reached the artist early in the day, was a final appeal to him to
change the mural. In said in part:

“The description you gave us in November last of the subject matter of
your ‘proposed mural decorations’ at Rockefeller Center, and the sketch
which you presented to us about the same time, both led us to believe that
your work would be purely imaginative. There was not the slightest intima-
tion, either in the description or in the sketch, that you would include in the
mural any portraits or any subject matter of a controversial nature.

“Under the circumstances we cannot but feel that you have taken advan-
tage of the situation to do things which were never contemplated by either of
us at the time our contract was made. We feel, therefore, that there should be
no hesitation on your part to make such changes as are necessary to conform
the mural to the understanding we had with you. |

“The understanding was that slight coloring would be used, the bright col- :
ors have therefore provoked considerable discussion, but that is a matter we
mention now only for your information”

After Sefior Rivera had replied, refusing to make any concession, Mr.
Robertson sent a final letter, which was not received by the artist until after he (
had been called from his scaffold. Enclosing the check for $14,000, the letter
said that “much to our regrets,” the agents had no alternative except to request
Sefior Rivera to discontinue his work.

Dismissal of Rivera

A statement issued by Todd, Robertson & Todd, and Todd & Brown, Inc.,
managing agents of Rockefeller Center, follows:

“Rockefeller Center announced last October that murals by three foreign
artists—José Marfa Sert of Spain, Frank Brangwyn of England, and Diego
Rivera of Mexico—would decorate the great hall in the RCA building. These
three artists, the announcement continued, ‘are joining hands to produce a
unified decorative theme?

“The murals of Sert have been completed and are now in place. The com-
pletion of Brangwyn’s murals has been delayed by the artist’s illness and
will not reach the United States for some time. For several weeks Rivera has

40  Figural Realist Styles



been painting his fresco on the elevator bank at the eastern end of the great
hall.

“Rivera’s fresco has now reached the stage where it is clear that neither in
general treatment, nor in detail, will it fit into the unified decorative theme
planned for the great hall. In other words, irrespective of its merits as a paint-
ing, it is artistically and thematically incongruous. These facts were called to
Mr. Rivera’s attention and he was requested to make certain changes which
would bring his fresco into harmony with the artistic and architectural con-
ception of the great hall.

“This he was unwilling to do; consequently, Mr. Rivera has been paid his
contract price and the fresco is no longer in public view.”

Rivera Admits Red Leanings

The shaggy-haired, huge-bodied painter, who only two months ago was en-
gaged in a similar controversy in Detroit, where it was charged that murals he
had just completed on the walls of the Detroit Institute of Arts were blasphe-
mous, is not a member of the Communist party. He was expelled from the
Mexican branch of the party several years ago, but he frankly admits that his
sympathies are communistic.

In the Detroit controversy his paintings were accepted by Edsel Ford, their
donor. Sefior Rivera explained his viewpoint and his attitude at that time as
follows:

“The official Communist party has expelled me from membership, and
now the conservative element attacks me. However, my public is made up of
workers—the manual and intellectual workers. The religious are attacking me
because I am religious: I paint what I see”

Senor Rivera’s assistants who were with him when he was ousted last night
were Ben Shahn, Hideo Noda, a Japanese; Lou Bloch, Lucienne Bloch,
Sinchez Flores and Arthur Niendorff.

Harvey Wiley Corbett and Raymond Hood, the architects who, with
Reinhard & Hofmeister, have been entrusted with the design of the entire
Rockefeller Center project, both said last night that they had not been in-
formed of the disapproval of the mural.

Two previous disagreements on artistic conceptions for the great Rocke-
feller Center project have become known publicly in recent months. Robert Ed-
mond Jones, one of the foremost American scenic designers, resigned as art di-
rector of Radio City, although he declined to discuss his reasons for his action.

S. L. Rothafel, better known as Roxy, barred two nude statues from the
Radio City Music Hall before its opening last December, but so much interest
developed in the works that they were restored to their original places in
March. They were William Zorach’s “Spirit of the Dance” and “Eva” by Mrs.
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Gwen Lux. Robert Laurent’s “Goose Girl,” which was reported at first to have
suffered official disapproval, never was removed from its position on the first
mezzanine promenade.

Brought Here by Museum

Sefior Rivera came to New York from Mexico in the Fall of 1931 under the
sponsorship of the Museum of Modern Art, of which Mrs. John D. Rocke-
feller Jr., one of the founders, is now treasurer, and with her son Nelson is a
member of the board of trustees.

Although examples of Rivera’s work were shown in the Eastern United
States as long as ten years ago in one of the annual exhibitions of the Society
of Independent Artists here, it remained for the Museum of Modern Art to
bring him to New York and present his work retrospectively and extensively.
The artist came to New York at the invitation of the museum, which provided
a studio for him to paint a series of murals for the exhibition.

Those familiar with his revolutionary work saw an element of the bizarre
in the situation, since John D. Rockefeller Sr. was one of the capitalists whom
Rivera caricatured in what is perhaps his most famous series of murals in
Mexico City, those in the Ministry of Education.

Last Winter the Museum of Modern Art issued an elaborate portfolio of
reproductions of Rivera’s frescoes in Mexico, and when Rivera’s recently com-
pleted murals in the Detroit Institute of Arts were attacked by religious or-
ganizations of that city as communistic, the Museum of Modern Art here is-
sued a statement supporting the Mexican artist.

Sefior Rivera has explained here frequently his revolutionary beliefs. A
short time after he began his murals at Rockefeller Center he delivered an ad-
dress at the Rand School in which he expressed his revolutionary convictions
and told of his belief that “art should be propaganda? In fact, he asserted that
“art which is not propaganda is not art at all”?
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