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In the opening of Thomas Pynchon’s
postmodern novel “The Crying of Lot
49” (1965), tears stream down the face
of his protagonist, Oedipa Maas, as she
takes in a Surrealist painting of “a num-
ber of frail girls with heart-shaped
faces” who appear to be “prisoners in
the top room of a circular tower.” The
girls are embroidering a kind of tap-
estry that streams out of the windows.

The scene is fictional but the piece is
not: It is “Embroidering the Earth’s
Mantle” (1961), by Remedios Varo, a
Spanish painter who emigrated to Mex-
ico City during World War II.

In elaborately detailed, often allegori-
cal paintings, Varo depicted convent
schoolgirls embarking on strange ad-
ventures; androgynous, ascetic figures
absorbed in scientific, musical or artis-
tic discovery; and solitary women —
some of whom resembled the slender,
striking Varo herself — having a tran-
scendent experience. Her style was
reminiscent of Renaissance art in its
exquisite precision, but her dreamlike
paintings were otherworldly in tone.

Those works often share a common
theme: a quest to reach a higher state
of consciousness.

In her biography, “Unexpected Jour-
neys: The Art and Life of Remedios
Varo” (1988), the art historian Janet A.
Kaplan suggested that much of Varo’s
power had come from her strength as a
storyteller. “Her engaging characters
and settings were designed to draw
viewers into her curious narratives,”
she wrote.

Though Varo was successful in her
lifetime, it is only now, nearly 60 years
after her death, that the fame of this
mysterious artist is reaching its zenith.
In June 2020, Varo’s 1956 painting “Har-
mony (Suggestive Self-Portrait)” sold at
a Sotheby’s auction for $6.2 million, the
second highest price ever commanded
by a female Latin American artist,
according to Sotheby’s. (A painting by
the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo sold for
$8 million in 2016.)

María de los Remedios Alicia Rodriga
Varo y Uranga was born on Dec. 16,
1908, in Anglès, a small town in north-
eastern Spain. Her father, Rodrigo Varo
y Zejalvo, a hydraulic engineer, taught
her mechanical drawing and encour-
aged her interest in art and science. Her
mother, Ignacia Uranga y Bergareche, a
devoted Roman Catholic from the

Basque region, named María for the
Virgin of Remedies (the Virgin Mary),
and for an older sister who died before
Varo was born.

At 8, after her family had moved to
Madrid, María was sent to a strict Cath-
olic school for girls, where she escaped
into adventure books by Jules Verne
and Alexandre Dumas. Rigid school
routines — prayer sessions, confessions,
group sewing and the like — made such
an impression on her that they would
inform the subject matter of some of her
most famous works (“Embroidering
Earth’s Mantle,” the second panel of a
triptych, being just one).

Varo made her first paintings at 12. A
sketchbook of portraits of her family
members showed her skill at capturing
a likeness. At 15, she was accepted to
enroll in the Royal Academy of Fine
Arts of San Fernando in Madrid, where
both Pablo Picasso and Salvador Dalí
had studied. She graduated in 1930.

Over the next decade she lived be-
tween Paris and Barcelona, where she
moved in bohemian, avant-garde and
Surrealist circles. By 1937 her work was
appearing in Surrealist publications,
then in international exhibitions in
London, Tokyo, Paris, Amsterdam and
Mexico City.

After the German occupation of Paris
in June 1940, she fled to the south of
France with her partner at the time, the
French Surrealist poet Benjamin Péret,
arriving in Marseilles, where other
artists and intellectuals had convened.

The couple eventually traveled to Casa-
blanca, in Morocco, and later boarded a
crowded Portuguese ocean liner bound
for Mexico, where they were accepted
as political refugees.

The experience of having to flee was
reflected in Varo’s paintings of people in
transit — sailing in precarious boats,
wandering through forests, riding bicy-
cles through town or descending steps
— all while wearing contemplative
expressions.

“Like other artists who had to live
and create under duress, I think her
pictorial language is very rich and full
of mythology and symbols,” Emmanuel
Di Donna, an art dealer who included
Varo’s work in his 2019 show “Surre-
alism in Mexico,” said in a phone inter-
view.

Varo would live in Mexico for the rest
of her life, with the exception of a year
in Venezuela.

She made her best work — fanciful,
haunting, personal and metaphorical —
in the 1950s and early ’60s in Mexico
City. There she formed a circle of exiled
artist friends, including the Hungarian
Surrealist photographer Kati Horna, the
Austrian Surrealist artist Wolfgang
Paalen and the British Surrealist paint-
er Leonora Carrington, with whom she
found camaraderie and shared ideas.

“Varo and Carrington would see each
other almost every day, either in the
middle of the day to go to the market or
later in the evening for dinner, and they
would discuss what they were working

on,” said Wendi Norris, who organized
“Indelible Fables,” a solo exhibition of
Varo’s work, at her San Francisco
gallery in 2012. “I believe that a lot of
their narratives were born out of these
conversations that they had.”

Norris said that the two had often
worked through similar ideas — parsing
the theories of the psychoanalyst Carl
Jung and the mystic philosophers
George Gurdjieff and P.D. Ouspensky —
but that they would manifest them in
different ways. While Carrington was
free in her painting, Varo was exacting.

“Her precision — the single hair
brushstrokes and the way that she was
thinning the paint to get a lustrous
layered effect — is beyond masterful,”
Norris said by phone.

Varo was interested in proportion and
scale, as her father had been, and she
would draft preliminary sketches care-
fully. It sometimes took her months to
complete a single small painting.

“She was very deliberate,” Norris
said, “and, in a way, patient.”

Varo participated in consciousness-
raising workshops based on the teach-
ings of Gurdjieff, an experience that

allowed her to tap into her deepest
imagination, said Tere Arcq, an inde-
pendent curator who assembled a 2008
centenary retrospective of Varo’s work
for the Museum of Modern Art in Mex-
ico City. Workshop participants might
concentrate for six straight hours on an
inanimate object, like a wooden chair,
focusing on the life that had existed
within the object, Arcq said. The wood
in the chair, for example, had come from
a tree, and the tree had once been alive.

Varo, by then well into her 40s, had
her breakthrough with a group exhibi-
tion in 1955, showing paintings that
dealt with the subconscious, the mysti-
cal and the metaphysical; in many, the
protagonist looked like Varo.

She was interested in tarot, astrology
and alchemy, which she balanced with a
lifelong love of science, particularly
geology, Arcq said in an interview.
Varo’s work fused these interests.

“She was trying to find the intersec-
tion between the mystical and the scien-
tific,” Arcq said.

In Varo’s painting “Harmony” (1956),
a person (it could be a man or a wom-
an) sits at a desk in a cavernous room,
threading objects like crystals, plants,
geometric figures and paper scraps of
mathematical formulas onto a musical
staff that looks like an abacus or a loom.
Figures resembling muses appear to be
coming out of the walls. The person,
Varo wrote in a note addressed to her
family, “is trying to find the invisible
thread that unites all things.”

By this time she was living with Wal-
ter Gruen, an exiled Austrian owner of a
popular classical music record shop. He
believed in Varo’s talent and encour-
aged her to devote herself to painting
wholeheartedly.

Varo had her first major solo exhibi-
tion in Mexico City in 1956. It was a hit
among critics and collectors as well as
the celebrated Mexican muralist Diego
Rivera, who was quoted as saying that
Varo was “among the most important
women artists in the world.” Her second
solo show, in 1962, was also successful.

Varo died of a heart attack on Oct. 8,
1963. She was 54. Gruen became a tire-
less champion of her work and legacy,
and a 1971 posthumous retrospective at
the Museum of Modern Art in Mexico
drew crowds.

The value of Varo’s work has soared
in recent years, in no small part be-
cause of its rarity, quality and striking
imagery.

“It has a magical effect,” Norris said.
“There is a radiance and a light to her
work, much like you see in a great
Renaissance painting.”
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Remedios Varo
A Spanish artist whose elaborately detailed, dreamlike paintings — other worldly in tone — now fetch high prices.
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From left, Remedios Varo in 1957 wearing a headpiece made by her friend the artist Leonora Carrington and “Armonía
(Autorretrato Sugerente)”/“Harmony (Suggestive Self-Portrait)” 1956, which sold for $6.2 million in June 2020.
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Bobby Zarem, the exuberant
press agent who fulfilled his child-
hood fantasies by catching rising
stars and promoting them to stel-
lar careers, died early Sunday
morning at his home in Savannah,
Ga. He was 84.

His death was confirmed by Bill
Augustin, a longtime colleague,
who said the cause was complica-
tions of lung cancer.

A gregarious and ingratiating
Yale graduate, Mr. Zarem lasted
barely 18 months on Wall Street
before stumbling into a career as
an indefatigable show business
promoter.

A largely affable Barnum, he
cannily cultivated a symbiotic
bond with reporters, greeted fa-
vored guests at his parties by ob-
sequiously dropping to his knees
and kissing their hands, and
gushed with joyful benevolence
one moment only to unleash a vit-
riolic but lyrical X-rated tirade the
next, prompted by a perceived
slight or an underling’s lapse.

Mr. Zarem’s clients included (in
alphabetical order) Alan Alda,
Ann-Margret, Woody Allen, Mi-
chael Caine, Cher, Michael Doug-
las, Dustin Hoffman, Sophia
Loren, Jack Nicholson, Diana
Ross, Arnold Schwarzenegger
and Sylvester Stallone.

He publicized the films
“Tommy” (by staging a gala party
in a Midtown Manhattan subway
station) and “Saturday Night Fe-
ver” (after stealing stills of the
production from the studio, which
expected the movie to flop and ne-
glected to distribute photographs
of John Travolta), as well as
“Rambo,” “Dances With Wolves”
and “Pumping Iron,” the 1977 doc-
umentary about bodybuilding,
which starred Mr. Schwarzeneg-
ger. For that film, Mr. Zarem ar-
ranged a meeting with Jacqueline
Kennedy Onassis that helped ele-
vate Mr. Schwarzenegger to
global superstardom.

He also played a role in initiat-
ing the “I Love New York” tourism
campaign — although just how
much of a role is unclear; he was
one of a number of people who
claimed credit for originating the
slogan (the logo was designed by
Milton Glaser).

He was hired by William S.
Doyle, the state’s deputy com-
merce commissioner, and said he
recruited the Wells Rich Greene

advertising agency to produce a
television advertising campaign
starring Broadway celebrities.

He also promoted his own birth-
place, transforming John
Behrendt’s true-crime book “Mid-
night in the Garden of Good and
Evil” (1994) into a tourism magnet
for Savannah. He helped launch a
film festival there in 1998 and re-
tired there in 2010.

Judy Klemesrud of The New
York Times called him “Super
Flack.” Spy magazine character-
ized him as “preternaturally ener-

getic.” Marion Meade wrote in her
biography “The Unruly Life of
Woody Allen” (2000) that Mr.
Zarem was “fueled by an inex-
haustible tank of hot air.”

And Hal Erickson, likening him
to the fading publicist he inspired
who was played by Al Pacino in
the film “People I Know,” wrote in
his book “Any Resemblance to Ac-
tual Persons” (2017) that Mr.
Zarem “never worried about get-
ting into heaven as long as he
could get his people into print.”

Like his theatrical clients, Mr.
Zarem could deftly switch roles:
from the choleric control freak
grappling with the last-minute

glitches in staging an event to the
chivalrous host greeting every
guest like a best friend.

He wanted badly to be liked, but
he could develop a grudge when
he wasn’t.

Mr. Zarem feuded venomously
with the columnist Liz Smith in
the 1980s after he discovered that
she was writing a separate syndi-
cated column under a pseudonym,
Robin Adams Sloan, that deni-
grated his clients.

In contrast to many of his less
gregarious colleagues, Mr.
Zarem’s own boldfaced name
punctuated gossip columns
nearly as frequently as his clients’.

But despite his personal visibil-
ity, Mr. Zarem insisted in an inter-
view with The New York Times in
2001 that his career “was for a
long time hurt because I didn’t
promote myself.”

“People don’t know half of what
I’ve done because I’m not a brag-
ger,” he had told The Times four
years earlier. He added, though,
that while most of his competitors
were “handlers or caterers,” he
himself had “elevated publicity to
an art form.”

He regularly dined at Elaine’s
on the Upper East Side (where he
said he introduced Mia Farrow to
Woody Allen), helped organize an
annual Oscar-night gala (“Almost
everybody here is somebody,” he
said at one event), and, in an era of
antiseptic tweets, was known for
sending personalized handwrit-
ten notes.

Endowed with a discerning eye
that could identify potential stars,
Mr. Zarem delivered on his boy-
hood dreams.

“I sit here now,” he said in an in-
terview with South magazine in
2017, “and I realize that every-
thing I fantasized about became
real.”

Robert Myron Zarem was born
on Sept. 30, 1936, in Savannah, the
youngest of three sons in an Or-
thodox Jewish family. His father,
Harry, owned a wholesale shoe
company. His mother, Rose (Gold)
Zarem, was a pianist.

“I’ve had major identity prob-
lems all my life because I’m ob-
sessed with meeting stars,” he
told The Times in 1997

When he was 8, he said, he and a
friend cut Sunday-school classes
to collect an autograph from the
tempestuous actress Tallulah
Bankhead, who was staying at a

Savannah hotel.

They planned and executed an
elaborate subterfuge — learning
her room number from a bellhop
who worked for Bobby’s father;
walking up eight flights to avoid
the elevator operator; knocking
on the door and refusing to be
cowed when she shrieked, “Go
away! I don’t sign autographs”;
and then sneaking in behind a
maid’s breakfast cart, prompting
Miss Bankhead to lob a newspa-
per at them.

Many years later, as a promi-
nent publicist, he encountered
Miss Bankhead and made one
more fruitless effort. He was
equally unsuccessful. “I still don’t
sign autographs,” she said.

He would continue to collect
them, though. Before his father
died of cancer when Bobby was 13,
he would accompany him when he
came to New York for treatment
at a New York hospital. They
would stay at the Waldorf Astoria,
where Bobby would forage for fa-
mous guests.

After his father died, he told
Hamptons magazine, “I was
scared to get close to anybody out
of fear that that person, too, would
disappear.”

Despite a lifelong struggle with
attention deficit disorder that
made reading demanding, he fol-
lowed his two older brothers to
Phillips Academy in Massachu-
setts and then to Yale, where he

graduated in 1958. (Danny Zarem,
a fashion retailer, died in 2013. Dr.
Harvey Zarem, a plastic surgeon,
died in 2015. No immediate family
members survive.)

After earning a bachelor’s de-
gree in political science, he
worked for the United States
Trust Company in New York;
served briefly in the Air National
Guard; was hired by Columbia
Artists Management; and, start-
ing in 1968, discovered his gift as a
publicist while working for the
producer Joseph E. Levine.

In 1969 he went to work for
Rogers & Cowan, the public rela-
tions firm, where his client roster
included Dustin Hoffman. He
opened his own agency, Zarem
Inc., in 1974.

Mr. Zarem, a workaholic, never
married and didn’t drink, al-
though he smoked marijuana to
relax. He cultivated a devil-may-
care style in untucked shirts and
New Balance sneakers, but that
style belied a fierce temper.

The publicist Peggy Siegal, who
once worked for him, swore that
Mr. Zarem lobbed a typewriter at
her when she erred in taking a
phone message. (He responded
that he wouldn’t have missed at
such short range.) Mr. Schwarz-
enegger recalled in his 2012 mem-
oir, “Total Recall,” that Mr. Zarem
“always talked like he was com-
pletely confused and the world
was coming to an end.”

He bemoaned the current state
of public relations, he told New
York magazine in 2010, because
the warp speed of digital media
pre-empted what to a pro like him
was a fine-tuned battle plan of
leaks and exclusive stories.

About the state of the art as he
practiced it, Mr. Zarem noted,
“Nobody knows what a press
agent does, and if you’re smart,
you keep it that way.”

He claimed that he had gained
self-awareness after more than
three decades of analysis with Dr.
Samuel Lowy, a psychiatrist who
specialized in interpreting
dreams. Mr. Zarem concluded
that he promoted other people to
magnify his own self-image.

“I think that’s why I did what I
did,” he told Hamptons magazine.
“Not feeling that I had anything to
communicate, I felt that if I made
the rest of the world accept Dustin
Hoffman and Ann-Margret and
Cher, and all these people, then I
would be accepted.”

In retrospect, he said, he saw
his role in the “I Love New York”
campaign as a breakthrough.

“My therapist once told me,
‘Anyone who saved the single
greatest metropolis can’t be that
screwed up,’ ” Mr. Zarem said.
“For the first time in my life, I
don’t feel the need to jump out a
window if someone cancels dinner
on me. Now I know who and what
I am.”

Bobby Zarem, Spirited ‘Super Flack’
Who Made Superstars, Is Dead at 84

By SAM ROBERTS

Bobby Zarem with the actor
Michael Douglas in 2010.
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Mr. Zarem in 2007. “People don’t know half of what I’ve done because I’m not a bragger,” he said.
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He helped initiate the
‘I Love New York’
tourism campaign.

More obituaries appear on 
Page D8.




