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Absiract Expressionism and he

New American Art

oking back on the forties, the American painter
arnett Newman recalled that artists of his generation:

felt the moral crisis of a world in shambles, a world devas-
tated by a great depression and a fierce world war, and it
was impossible at that time to paint the kind of paintings

 that we were doing—flowers, reclining nudes, and people
playing the cello. ...
what to paint.

This was our moral crisis in relation to

" In 1942, immediately after the United States’s entry into

World War II, the dominant styles of painting were st

~ Social Realism and Regionalism (see chapter 18). The war
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contributed to a ferment that brought on the creation of

“the first friajor original direction in the history of American

painting, Abstract Expressionism, or, as it is more gener-
ically called, the New York School. Attiades conditioned
by the war—a sense of alienation and a loss of faith in

old systems and old forms of expression-—led artists to

explore a broad range of intellectual thought from existen-
tialtsm to the theories of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung.
"The devastation of Europe’s cultural centres by the second
major war in three decades created. a' vacuum in the
artworld that New York was poised to fill. Moreover, the
emerging polarized politics of the Cold War lent weight
to what was perceived as the quintessential Americanness
of Abstract Expressionism—its vitality, spontaneity, and
confident scale—as a counter to the popular Western
image of communist calture as drab, meovenshed ahd
state-dominated.

Entering a New Arena. Modes of
Abstract Expressionism

The diverse group of artists involved were opposed to all
forms of Social Realism and any art form that smacked of
nationafism, Nonetheless, a number of them had connec-
tions with the American West and to a degree cultivated an
anti-European stance. Much as they admired Mondrian,
who was present in New York by 1940, they also rejected

as tnvml the pure gcomcmc abstraction, promoted within
the ranks of the American Abstract Artists (AAA), thy
his art had engendered in America. On the other hand,
the relationship of the new movement to the Europun
Surrealists, some of whom also sought refuge from the wqr
in New York, was critical. The Americans were particularly
drawn to the organic, abstract, automatist Surrealism of
Matta, Mir6, and Masson (sec chapter 15). Matta, who was
in New York from 1939 to 1948, helped introduce the idey
of psychic automatism to the Abstract Expressionists. The
Americans were less concerned with the new method as a
means of tapping into the unconscious than as a liberating
procedure that could lead to the exploration of new forms.
The artworld of the forties was far from a coherent
community. The experience of the Federal Arts Project of
the WPA had provided a degree of camaraderic amony
artists, but largely the artists of the New York School gath-
ered informally in their studios and in the cafeterias and
taverns of Greenwich Village to discuss—and sometimes to
battle over—the burning artistic issues of the day. Peggy
Guggenheim’s gallery, Art of This Century, featurced
European Surrealists but also became a venue for young
artists like Clyfford Still, Robert: Motherwell, and, espe-
cially, Jackson Pollock. A handfi1l of other dealers and a few
critics, notably formalist critic Clement Greenberg, as well
as Harold Rosenberg and Thomas Hess, eventually cham-
pioned the new movement. Greenberg’s conception of
modernism, in particular, was highly influential. In a 1954
lecture, later published in 1961 as At and Cultwre, he
advanced the idea that art’s ability to connect powerfully
with human experience is independent of any representa-
tional qualities it may have. Recognition by major mu-
seums came more slowly, The Museum of Modern Art
began to acquire works by a few of the artists in the mid-
forties and to include their work in group exhibitions

devoted to contemporary American art. By 1958 a kind of

ingernational apotheosis of Abstract Expressiomism took
place with the museum’s exhibition The New Americad
Painting, which was devoted to the movement and toured




srht Furopean countries. Created at a point at which
American money and popular culture were flooding
EE rope, the exhibition served as an assertion of American
. Jominance in high culture as well.

Although Abstract Expressionism is as diverse as the
Qrtists involved, in a very broad sense two main tendencics
may be noted. The first is that of the so-called gestural
paiDters; concerned in different ways with the spontaneous
and unique touch of the artist, his or her “handwriting,”
and the emphatic texture of the paint. It included such
major artists as Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and Franz
line. The other group consisted of the Color Field
painters, concerned with an abstract statement in terms of
3 large, unified color shape or area. Here one can include
Rothko, Newman, Still, and Gottlieb, as well as, to a
degree, Motherwell and Reinhardt. In 1948 several of
these painters founded an informal school called the
«Subjects of the Artist.” They were united by their belief
that abstract art could express universal, timeless themes.
As they had stated in a letter to The New York Times,
«There is no such thing as a good painting about nothing.”
“We assert that the subject is crucial,” they wrote, “and
only that subject-matter is valid which is tragic and tme-
less.” Bven at its most abstract, art could convey a sense, in
Rothko’s works, of “tragedy, ecstasy, and doom.”

The Picture as Event: Experiments
in Gestural Painting

In 1952 Harold Rosenberg coined the phrase “action
painting” to describe the process by which the spontancous
gesture was cnacted on the canvas. He wrote:

At a certain moment, the canvas began to appear to one
American painter after another as an arena in which to
act—rather than as a space in which to reproduce, re-
design, analyze or ‘express’ an object, actual or imagined,
What was to go on the canvas was not a picture but

an event.

What the term “action painting” failed to account for was
the balance that these artists struck between forethought
and spontaneity; berween control and the unexpected.

Hofmann

The career of Hans Hofinann (1880-1966) encompassed
two worlds and two generations. Born in Bavaria,
Hofinann lived and studied in Paris between 1903 and
1914, experiencing the range of new movements from
Neo-Impressionism to Fauvism and Cubism. He was par-
ticularly close to Robert Delaunay (see chapter 10), whose
ideas on color structure were a formative influence. In
1915 Hofmann opened his first school in Munich. In 1932
he moved to the United States to teach, first at the
University of California, Berkeley, then at New York’s Art
Students League, and finally at his own Hans FHofmann
School of Fine Arts in New York and in Provincetown,

Massachusetts. Hofmann’s greatest concern as a painter,
teacher, and theoretician lay in his concepts of pictorial
structure, which were based on architectonic principles
rooted in Cubism. This did not prevent him from attempt-
ing the freest kinds of automatic painting. A number of
such works executed in the mid-forties, although on a
small scale, anticipated Pollock’s drip paintings.

During the last twenty-six years of his life, Hofmann
made abstractions of amazing variety, ranging from a
precise but painterly geometry to a lyrical expressionism. In
his best-known works, Hofmann used thick, rectangular
slabs of paint and aligned them with the picture’s edge (fig.
19.1), demonstrating his ideas about color as a space-
creating device. While the rectangles of color affirm the lit-
¢ral flatness of the picture, they also appear to advance and
recede spatially, creatdng what Hofmann called a “push and
pull” effect. Like his fellow German emigré Josef Albers,
Hofimann was one of the premier art educators and theor-
eticians in the United States, and his influence on a gener-
ation of younger artists such as Lee Krasner (see fig. 19.14)
and critics including Clement Greenberg was enormous,

19.1 Hans Hofmann, The Gale, 1956-60. Oil on canvos,
6'2%" X 4% (1.9 m X 1.23 m). Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, New York.
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Gorky

Armenian-born Arshile Gorky (1905-48) was a seminal
figure in the early years of the New York School. He was a
largely self-taught artist whose work constituted a criticaf
link between European Surrealism and American Abstract
Expressionism. Gorky arrived in the United States in 1920,
a refugee from the Turkish campaign of genocide against
the Armenians. His early experiments with both figuration

19.2 Arshile Gorky,

The Artist and His Mother,
¢, 1929-36. Oil on
canvas, 60 x 50"
[152.4 x 127 cm).
Nationat Gallery of Ar,
Washingion, D.C.

19.3 Asshile Gorky, The
liver Is the Cock’s Comb,
1944, Oif on canvas,
G'E X 8'2(1.9x 2.5 m).
AlbrighHnox Art Gallery,
Buffaio, New York.

and abstraction were deeply influenced by C¢
then Picasso and Miré. He achieved a distinc
mode in The Artist and His Mother (fig. 19.2) , haypg

portrait based on an old family photograph ig which :1
artist posed beside his mother, well before ghe dieq y
starvation in his arms. u

By the carly forties, Gorky was evolving his ma —
a highly original mode of expression that combined Strag :
hybrid forms with rich, fluid color. One of his most aml;‘.
tious painting, The Liver is the Cock’s Comb, 1044 (g
19.3), is a large composition that resembles boh 4 wilg
and vast landscape and a microscopically detailed inteny|
anatomy. Gorky combined veiled but recognizable shapes
such as claws or feathers, with overtly sexual forms, crc-.;t.’
ing an erotically charged atmosphere filled with softly
brushed, effulgent color. His biomorphic imagery owey
much to Kandinsky and Miré, whose works Gorky kney
well, and to the Surrealist automatism of Masson and
Matta, both in New York in the forties. The year he made
this painting, Gorky met André Breton, the self-appointed
leader of the Surrealists, who took a strong interest in s
worl and arranged for it to be shown at a New York gallery
in 1945.

Although its subject is deliberately ambiguous, the 1947
painting The Betrothal IT is one of three compositions of
the same title that Gorky built around the central image
of a man on horseback. Over a delicate finear scaffolding,
the artist applied transparent washes of muted color, leay-
ing visible the tracks of his brush. It was this kind of
dynamic balance between representational and figurative
motifs that appealed to Gorky’s contemporaries fike de
Kooning. Tollowing a series of traumatic events, Gorky

“Ane o,
Hve g
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.hanged himself in his studio in 1948, just as his fellow
Abstract Expressionists, whose work was indebted to his

cample, were gaining serious momentum in New York.
¢ .

willem de Kooning
Wwillem de Kooning (1904-97) was a central figure of

Abstract Expressionism, cven though he was not one of the
first to EMErge in the public eye during the fortics. Born
' in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, de Kooning underwent
rigorous artistic training at the Rotterdam Academy. He
came to the United States in 1926, where, throughout the
~ thirties, he slowly made the transition from house painter,
commercial designer, and Sunday painter to full-time artist.
Of the utmost importance was his early encounter with
gmart Davis, Gorky, and the influential Russian-born
painter John Graham, “the three smartest guys on the
scene,” according to de Kooning, They were his frequent
companions to The Metropolitan Museum of Art, where it
was possibie to see examples of ancient and ofd-master art.
Although he did not exhibit untl 1948, de Kooning was
an underground force among younger experimental
painters by the early forties.

One of the most remarkable aspects of de Kooning’s
talent was his ability to shift between representational
and abstract modes, which he never held to be mutually
exclusive. He continued to make paintings of figures into
the seventies, but even many of his most abstract com-
positions contain remnants of or allusions to the figure.
“Even abstract shapes must have a likeness,” he said. In the
late forties he made a bold group of black-and-white
abstractions in which he had fully assimilated the tenets of
Cubism, which he made over into a dynamic, painterly
idiom. Using commercial enamel paint, he made a largely
black composition, Painting, through which he spread a
fluid network of white lines, occasionally allowing the
medium to run its own course down the surface (fig. 19.4).

19.4 Willem de Kooning, Painfing, 1948, Enamet and ol _
on canvas, 42% X 56%' [108.3 % 142.5 cm). The Museum
of Mcdern Art, New York. o
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19.5 Wilem de Kooning, Woman, 1, 195052, Oil on
canvas, 6'3%" x 410" (1.9 x 1.47 m). The Museum of
Maodem Art, New York,

Certain recognizable forms—a hat and glove at the upper
rght—can be detected. Elsewhere in the picrure, de
Kooning subsumed figurative references within rhyth-
mically flowing lines, creating vestigial forms that function
as his characreristic shorthand for the human body. After
Painting was shown in de Kooning’s first solo show in
New York, it was acquired by The Museum of Modern
Art, and de Kooning thus emerged publicly as one of the
picneers of a new style.

While he was making his black-and-white compositions,
de Kooning was also working on large paintings of women.
In 1950 he began what became his most famous canvas,
Woman, I (fig. 19.5). This monumental image of a seated
woman in a sundress is de Kooning’s overpowering, at
times repellent, but hypnotic evocation of woman as
sex symbol and fertility goddess. Although the vigorous
paint application appears entirely improvisatory, the artist
labored over the painting for eighteen months, scraping
the canvas down, revising it, and, along the way, making
countless drawings—he was a consummate draftsman—of
the subject. When his paintings of women were exhibited
in 1953, de Kooning, who once said his work was
“wrapped in the melodrama of vulgarity,” was dismayed
when critics failed to see the humor in them, reading
them instead as misogynist. He said his images had to do
with “the female painted through all the ages, all those
idols,” by which he could have meant a Greek Venus,
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a Renaissance nude, a Picasso portrait, or a curvaceous
American movie star, with her big, ferocious grin. Over the
years when he was questioned about his paintings of
women, de Kooning emphasized the dual nature of their
sexual identity, claiming they derived partly from the femi-
nine within himself. By the mid-fifties the women paintings
gave way to compositions sometimes called “abstract urban
landscapes,” which, with their slashing lines and colliding
forms, reflect the lively, gritty atmosphere of New York City
streets. In Gotham News (fig. 19.6) de Kooning dragged
charcoal through wet paint, churning up the surface to
create a heated atmosphere that pulsates with an intense,
metropolitan beat. This is a quintessential example of ges-
tural Abstract Expressionism, with the hand of the artist,
the emotion- packed “gesture,” everywhere apparent.

In the sixties, de Kooning moved to a large, light-filled
studio on Long Island where he continued his exploration
of the woman theme, although, as he said, in 2 more
“friendly and pastoral” vein. In Two Figures in o Landscape
(fig. 19.7), the figures are barely decipherable amid
baroque flourishes of lush, liquid medium. De Kooning
continued to paint brilliantly into the eighties (he stopped
in 1990 because of debilitating illness), and, although the
works are largely abstract, the suggestion of figures hurks in
the curving folds of paint (fig. 19.8). Here, in his charac-
teristic light, delicate palette of rose, yellow, green, blue,
and white, de Kooning has decelerated his violent brush-
stroke into a grandly fluid, almost Rubenesque flow of
graceful color shapes.

19.6 Willem de Koon:
Gotham News, 192(5)“*”9-
Ol on convas, §ior X &7
(175 % 2 ).

AlbrightKnox Art G
Bultclo, New York o

19.7 Willem de Kooning, Two Figures in a londscape, 1967
Oif on canvas, 5'10" X &'8" (1.8 x 2 m). Stedelijk Museum,
Amsterdom. '

Pollock S '

According to de Kooning, 'it was Jackson Pollock
(1912-56), with the radical “drip” paintings he began 0
make in the late forties, who “broke the ice.” Hailing from
the West, Pollock became a huge force on the New York
art scene, living hard, drinking hard, and then dying vio-
lently in a car accident at a young age. ITe achieved 2
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19.8 Willem de Kooning, Pirate (Uniifled 1, 1981, Oil
on canvas, 7'4° X 6'4%" (2.2 X 1.9 m). The Museumn
of Modermn Art, New York.

Art Students Leagne with Thomas Hart Benton
{see fig. 18.32), who represented, Pollock said,
“something against which to react very strongly,
later on.” Nevertheless, there is a relation between
Potlock’s abstract arabesques and Benton’s rhyth-
mical figurative patterns. The landscapes of Ryder
(see fig. 2.53) as well as the work of the Mexican
muralists (sce figs. 18.55, 18.57) were important
sources for Pollock’s violently expressive early |
paintings, as were the automatic methods of
Masson and Mir6. In 1939 The Museum of |
Modern Art mounted a large Picasso exhibition, a
catalytic event for artists like de Kooning and
Pollock, who were then struggling to come to
terms with his worl, learn from. his example, and
forge their own independent styles out of Cubism.
Pollock’s paintings of the mid-forties, usually
involving some degree of actual or implied fignra-
tion, were coarse and heavy, suggestive of Picasso,
but filled with a nervous, brutal energy all their
own. In Guardians of the Secret, 1943 (fig. 19.9),
schematic figures stand ceremonially at either end
: of a large rectangle, perhaps a table, an altar, or a
stature of mythic proportions. By the fifties, he was an funeral bier. A watchdog, with possible affinities to
international symbol of the new American painting and Tamayo’s animals (sec fig. 18.60), reclines below. Pollock,
remains an icon of the post-World War IT artist. Pollock  who covered his canvas with calligraphic, cryptic marks lilee
cme to New York from Cody, Wyoming, by way of  some private hieroglyphic language, apparently began with
Arizona and California. Untdl 1932 he studied at the legible forms that he gradually obscured. As he later told

19.9 Jackson Pollock,
Guardians of the Secref,
1943. Gil on canvas,
4% % 63V 1.2 x

1.9 m). San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art,
Albert M. Bender
Collection, Albert M.
Bender Bequest Fund
Purchase.
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19.10 Jackson Pollock, Number 1, 1950 flaven
National Gaflery of Art, Washington, D.C.

his wife, the painter Lee Krasner, “I chose ro veil the
imagery.” That imagery has been analyzed within the
broad spectrum of Pollock’s visual interests, including
ritnal Navaho sand painting, African sculpture, prehistoric
art, and Egyptian painting. Some have scen evidence of
Jungian themes in the powerfiily psychic content of the
artist’s early work. Carl Jung’s theories of the collective
unconscious as a repository for ancient myths and univer-
sal archetypes were a frequent topic of discussion in
Abstract Expressionist circles. Pollock underwent psycho-
analysis with Jungian analysts beginning in 1939,

By 1947 Pollock had begun to experiment with aflover
painting, a labyrinthine network of lines, splatters, and
paint drips from which emerged the great “drip” or
“poured” paintings of the next few years. Number [, 1950
(Lavender Mist) (fig. 19.10) is one of his most beautifil
drip paintings, with its intricate web of ol colors mixed
with black enamel and aluminum paint. One can trace the
movements of the artist’s arm, swift and assured, as he
deployed sticks or dried-out brushes to drip paint onto the
surface. His lines are divorced from any descriptive func-
tion and range from stringlike thinness to coagulated pud-
dles, all merging into a hazy, luminous whole that seems to
hover above the picture plane rather than illusionistically

der Mist], 1950, Oi

!, enamel, and aluminum on canvas, 74" X 911" (2.2 % 3 m).

behind it. These paintings, generally executed on a irge
canvas laid out on the floor, are popularly associated with
so-catled action painting. It was never the intention of the
critic Harold Rosenberg, in coining, this tern, to imply that
action painting was limited to a kind of athletic exercise,
but rather that the process of painting was as important a5
the completed picture. Despite the furious and secmingly
haphazard nature of his methods, Pollock’s painating was
not a completely uncontrolled, intuitive act, There is no
question thar, in his paintings and those of other Abstrict
Expressionists, the elemenis of intuition and accident play
a large and deliberate part—-this was indeed one of the _
principal contributions of Abstract Expressionism, \\'hic‘h
had found its own inspiration in Surrealism’s psychic
automatism. At the same time, however, Potlock’s works |
are informed by skills honed by years of practice and reflec |
tion, just as the improvisatory talents of jazz musicians ¢ ;
paradoxically enhanced by regimented training.

Pollock’s spun-out skeins of poured pigment o
tributed other elements that changed the course of mod-
ern painting. There was, first, the concept of the allove
painting where no part of the composition is given fornul
precedence over another; it is nonhierarchical, with ZOE“:"_'
of pictorial interest evenly distributed over the surface. TS
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 «polism,” together with the large scale of the works, intro-
* guced another concept—that of wall painting different
. from the tradidon of easel painting. In 1946 Pollock, who
. had worked on mural projects for the WPA, said he wanted
: o paint pictures that “function between the easel and the
mural.” As scholar Blizabeth Frank has written, “Over the
pext three years, Pollock made great art out of this “halfway
qate, preserving the tension between the eascl picture,
with its capacity to draw the viewer into a fictive world, and
the mural, or wall picture, with its power to inhabit the
viewer’s QWD space.” This was the final break from the
Renaissance idea of painting detached from spectator, to be
jooked at as a seif-contained unit. The painting became an
environment that encompassed the spectator. The feeling

of absorption or participation is heightened by the ambi-

guity of the picture space. The colors and lines, although
never puncturing deep perspective holes in the surface, still
create a sense of continuous movement, a billowing, a
surging back and forth, within a limited depth. Pollock
referred to being “in” his paintings when he worked, and
in No. 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist) tracks of his literal presence
are recorded in his own handprints, especially at the upper
left edge. In 1950, partly to dispel his image in the pop-
ular press as a mad artist senselessly flinging paint at the
canvas, Pollock allowed photographer Hans Namuth to
film him at work at his Long Island studio. The result is
an invaluable document of the artist’s methods, which
embraced both spontaneity and premeditation, control and
exhilarating freedom (fig. 19.11). In many ways, Pollock
departed from the tradidon of Renaissance and modern
painting before him, and although he had no direct
stylistic followers, he significantly affected the course of
experimental painting after him.

Pollock experienced a period of crisis and doubt in the
wake of the success of his drip paintings, and in late 1950
he began to reexplore problems of the figure in several
drawings and paintings, predominantly using black.
Between 1953 and 1956 he returned to traditional brush
painting, sometimes heavy in impasto, and involving
images reminiscent of paintings of the early forties. In the
magisterial Porirait and a Dream, 1953 (fig. 19.12), he
constructed a visual dialogue between the two modes. At
the left he dripped black paint in abstracted patterns that
vaguely suggest human anatomies. At the rdght, in what
many have read as a self-portrait, he resorted to overt fig-
uration with brush-applied color. It is as if the figure lies
latent within his webs of paint and, with a few adstments
of his arm, those webs could call up an image. “When
you’re painting out of your unconscious,” Pollock said,
“figures are bound to emerge.” These later works suffered
in critical opinion when compared to the drip paintings—

1912 Jackson Poliock, Porrait and @ Dream, 1953. Enamel on canvas, 4'10%" x 11'2%" {1.48 x 3.4 m|. Dallas Museum of A,
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even some of Pollock’ strongest supporters saw them as a
retreat. The black-and-white canvases and the paintings
that followed suggest a new phase of signal importance,
unfortunately terminated by the artist’s premature death
in 1956.

Krasner

Brooklyn-born Lee Krasner (1908-84) received academic
training at several New York art schools before joining the
Mural Division of the WPA in 1935. From 1937 to 1940
she was a student of Hans Hofmann, from whom she said
she “learned the rudiments of Cubism.” Subsequently,
she joined the AAA, devoted to nonobjective art in the
tradition of Mondrian, and exhibited Cubist abstractions
in their group shows. Krasner became acquainted with
Pollock in 1942, when John Graham included their work
in a show of young artists he felt showed promise. Krasner
and Poliock began to share a smdic in 1942, married
in 1945, and relocated to Long Island. Unlike Poliock,
Krasner felt a general antipathy toward the Surrealists and
their automatic methods, due in part, as art historian
Barbara Rose has shown, to the fundamentally misogynist
attitudes of the European Surrealist emigrés (compounded
by the general marginalization of women within Abstract
Expressionist circles). Throughout the forties and fifties,
working in the presence of Pollock’s forceful personality,
Krasner gradually moved away from Cubist-based forms
to a concern for spontaneous gesture and large-scale
allover compositions, while remaining committed to a
Mondrianesqite sense of structure.

Between 1959 and 1962, following the traumas of
Pollock’s death as well as that of her mother, Krasner made
a series of Umber paintings, so-called for their predom-
inantly brownish hues, which the artist once referred to as
“colorless.” In Polar Stampede (fig. 19.13) she approached
the canvas with a loaded brush, allowing the medium to
splash and explode across the canvas until it resembled a
vast glacial landscape that has been stirred up, as the dde

19.13 lee Krasngy

Poler Sampecls 19
Qil on coftan dljck, ;)%;

X 133% 2.4 4 m
Collection Pollock Kigen.
Foundation. e

suggests, by the pounding hooves of wild animals, Kragye
did not allow herself improvisational freedom to the degree
practiced by Pollock, for even in such a boldly gestury|
abstraction, her strokes have a regular, rhythmical beat, ang
a sense of imposed structure,

Krasner had employed the collage medinm through-
out her career. In 1976 she cut up her own drawings and
paintings—Cubist works made while she was 2 Hofimany
student—and assembled the sliced images into new com-
positions. The sharp cutout forms of Imperative (fiy,
19.14) overlap and interpenetrate one another, ironically
functioning like the Cubist shards in her original drawings.
By mutilating her own past work, Krasner, always intenscly

19.14 lee Krasner, Imperaiive, 1976. Qil, charcoal, and
paper an canvas, 50 x 50" 1127 X 127 cm). National
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

418 CHAPTER 19 : ABSTRACT EXPRESSIGNISM AND THE NEW AMERICAN ART




2 critical, could reclaim it for another context and arrive
sl

ata powcrﬁJl new synthesis.

line
granz Kline (1910-62) was as fascinated with the details

and tempo of contemporary America as Stuart Davis (see
fig. 18.64), but he was also deeply immersed in the tradi-
rion of Western painting, from Rembrandt to Goya. Born
. the coal-mining region of Eastern Pennsylvania, Kline
sudied art at academies in Boston and London and,
throughout the forties, painted figures and urban scenes
ringed with Social Realism. A passion for drawing mani-
fested itself during the forties, particularly in his habit of
making little black-and-white sketches, fragments in which
he studied single motifs, structure, or space relations. One
day in 1949, according to the painter and critic Elaine de
Kooning, Kline was looking at some of these sketches
enlarged through an opaque projector and saw their im-
plications as jarge-scale, free abstract images. Although
this moment of reveladon has no doubt been largely exag-
gerated, and although Kline’s mastery of abstraction was
gradual rather than instantaneous, he did formulate his
new Abstract Expressionist vocabulary with astonishing
speed. Even the first works in his new mode have nothing
tentative about them.

In 1950, when he made his first large-scale black-and-
white abstractions, Kline was well aware of the experiments
of the pioneer Abstract Expressionists, although he never
shared Pollock’s interest in myth or Rothko’s interest in
the sublime, and he tended to gamble less with spon-
tancous gesture than his friend de Kooning. Instead he
worked out his compositions in advance, with preliminary
sketches, usually on pages torn from the telephone book.
Nijinsky (fig. 19.15) is an abstract meditation on his own
figurative representations of the same subject, based on a
photograph of the great Russian dancer as Petrushka.

In fater works such as Mahoning (fig. 19.16), named for
atown in Penasylvania, curved forms give way to straight,
girderlike strokes that hurtle across the full breadth of the
cight-and-a-half-foot {2.5 m) canvas. Using house-painter
brushes on unstretched canvases tacked to his studio wall,
Kline shaped rugged but controlled brushstrokes into
powerful, architectural structures that have affinities with
motifs in the industrial landscape he admired, such as
trains, cranes, and bridges. In the paint texture as well as
in the shaping of forms, there is an insistence on the equiv-
dlence of the whites that prevents the work from becoming
simply a blown-up black drawing on a white ground, for,
as Kline said, he also painted the white areas, sometimes on
top of the black. _

A number of artists in this period had pared their
art down to the essentials of black and white. Both de
Kooning and Pollock, as we have seen, renounced color for
2 time, as did Newman, Motherwell, Torulin, and a num-
ber of other artists associated with the New York School.
Kline reintroduced color to his compositions in the late
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19.15 Franz Kline, Nijinsky, 1950. Enamel on canvas,
46 X 354 {116.8 x 89.5 cm). Collection Murel Kallis
Newman, Chicago.

fifties but sadly died in the midst of these new experiments.
Like de Kooning's, Kline’s painted structures had an
enormous impact on younger artists. Their art fostered a
verit-able school of gestural painters in the Jate fifties, the
so-called second generation of Abstract Expressionists,
the best of whom forged their own individual styles from
the pioneers’ examples. :

19.16 Franz Kline, Mahoning, 1956. Oil on canvas,
&'8" x 84" [2 X 2.5 m). Whitney Museum of American A,
New York.




Tomlin and Tobey
Until the mid-fortes, Bradley Walker Tomlin (18399-
1953) was one of the most sensitive and accomplished
Americans working in an abstract Cubist style, Toward
the end of the decade he completed a group of picto-
graphic compositions related to those of Adolph Gottlieb,
including Al Seuls Night (fig. 19.17), where he super-
imposed signs resembling ancient hieroglyphs over loosely
brushed and delicately colored backgrounds. In 1948 he
began to experiment with a form of free calligraphy, prin-
cipally in black and white, which derived from his interest
in automatism, Zen Buddhism, and Japanese brush paint-
ing. From this moment, Tomlin returned during the last
three or four years of his life to painterly abstractions in
which delicate and apparently spontaneous dabs of paint
create shimmering, allover compositions. In these so-called
“petal paintings,” Tomlin discovered some of the lyricism
and luminosity of Impressionist landscapes, but he sub-
jected his strokes to the pictorial discipline of a loosely
implied grid. '
Mark Tobey (1890-1976) moved to Seattle from New
York in 1922, and, though he worked far from the artistic
mainstream, he produced a unique body of work in step
with the most advanced tendencics in New York at that
time. Tobey was drawn by a profound inner compulsion
to a personal kind of abstract expression with strongly
religious overtones. He was a convert to the Bahai faith,
which, as he said, stresses “the unity of the world and the
oneness of mankind.” He began studying Chinese brush
painting in 1923 and in the thirties studied Zen Buddhism

in China and Japan. In Brosdway (fig. 19.18) Tobey .

applied the lessons of calligraphy to communicate his
vivid memories of New York. His animated line, with its
intricate, jazzy rhythms-—he called it “white writing”—
captures the lights, noise, and frenetic tempo of the city.

Like de Kooning or Pollock, Tobey moved between figu-

rative and abstract modes throughout the forties. In his
best-known pictures, such as Ungversal Field (fig. 19.19),

19.17 Bradley W,
Tomlin, Al Syl N?ike[

1947_Qil on cqnvg?‘

424 X 64°(106.7
162.6 cml,

the “white writing” becomes a kind of nonreferenty|
calligraphy that is a small-scale, wrist-painted version of the
broader, arm-gestured, allover surfaces poured by Pollock,
Tobey, who actually composed paintings from linex
arabesques and fluid color before Pollock’s allover drip
paintings, here creates a field charged with energy and
light, as his drawn lines zip and dart through a shaliow,
electrified space.

19.18 Mark Tobey, Broadway, c. 1935, Tempera on
Masonite, 26 X 194" (66 % 48,9 cm). The Metropclitan
Museum of Art, New York.
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Guston
Philip Guston (1913-80) was expelled from Manual Arts

High School in Los Angeles along with his classmate
Jackson Polfock for lampooning the conservative English
department in their own broadside. Pollock was readmit-
ted, but Guston set off on his own, working ar odd jobs,
attending art school briefly as well as meetings of the
Marxist John Reed Club. He followed Pollock ro New
York and, in 1936, signed up for the mural section of the
WPA. By the mid-forties, drawing on his diverse studies of
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19.19 Mark Tobey,
Universal Field, 1949.
Pastel and tempera on
cardboard, 28 x 44"
{73.9 % 116.2 cm}.
Whilney Museum of
American Art, New York.

Cubism, the Italian Renaissance, and the paintings of de
Chirico and Beckmann, Guston was painting mysterious
scenes of figures in compressed spaces, worls that earned
him a national repuration.

Guston taught painting for a time in Iowa City and St:
Louis and, in the late fordes, began to experiment with
loosely geometric abstractions. After many painful intervals
of doubt, he made his first abstract gestural paintings in
1951, These contained densely woven networks of short
strokes in vertical and horizontal configurations (fig. 19.20)

19.20 Philip Guston,
Zone, 1953-54. .
Oil on canvas, 46 X 48"
{116.8 x 122.2 cm).

The Edward R. Broida Trust,
Los Angeles.



that reveal an admiradon for Mondran. The heavy
impasto, serene mood, and subtle, fuctuating light in his
muted reds, pinks, and grays caused some to seec these
works as lyrical landscapes, earning Guston the label
“Abstract Impressionist.” But Guston, who had negligible
interest in the Impressionists, explained, “I think of paint-
ing more in terms of the drama of this process than I do of
‘natural forces.”™

Throughout the fifties, Guston employed larger and
more emphatic gestures in his abstractions, with a tendency
to concentrate centralized color masses within 2 light and
fluid enviconment. In 1962 the Guggenheim Museum
mounted a major Guston retrospective, as did New York’s
Jewish Museum in 1966. But despite these external suc-
cesses, Guston was experiencing a crisis in his art, with con-
cerns about abstraction’s limited potential for expressing
the full gamut of human experience. This came at a time
when the New York artworld was undergoing a profound
shift in mood, with young Pop artists and hard-edge
abstractionists casting a critical eye over whart they regarded
as the emotional excesses of their artistic predecessors. In
the late sixties, Guston returned to recognizable imagery,
astonishing the artworld with intensely personal, some-
times nightmarish, images in a crude, cartoonish style. “I
got sick and tired of all that purity,” he said, “f1] wanted to
tell stories.” A gifted draftsman with a penchant for carica-
ture as well as an abiding fondness for cartoons and, sig-
nificantly, for the writing of PFranz Kafka and Samuel

19.21 Philip Guston, Siudlio, 1969 ¢y

it
48 x 42'(121.9 x 106.7 cm). Privqte! :;;!gggm«.
i

Beckett, Guston composed haunting Sceng,
in a characteristic palette of pinl, Black, g
red. At first he invented narrativeg fﬁaturing
omincus hooded figures, their ambigyy,
identity ranging from marauding Ky Kh,f‘
Klan members to the artist himself ar b eased
(fig. 19.21). In Head and Bottle, Gustey
envisioned himself as a grotesque, disernboy.
ted head, flushed and stubble-covered, py,
his one visible eye wide open. When
were shown in New Yok, Guston’s figurativ,
paintings were seen by many, including bog
former detractors and supporters, as a betrayy)
of abstraction and an acquiescence to cum;m
Pop trends. In many ways the full implications
of Guston’s powerfully moving late canvases
were not realized untl they provided the
key inspiration for the New Image and Neo.
Expressionist painters of the early seventics
and eighties (see chapters 24 and 26).

Elaine de Kooning and Grace Hartigan

Elaine de Kooning (1918-89) is probably best known for
the figurative paintings she made in the fiftes. However,
at her death a group of abstractions from the forties were
discovered among lier belongings that reveal her eary
experiments within an Abstract Expressionist mode, She
spent the summer of 1948 at Black Mountain College in
North Carolina with her husband, Willem de Kooning
(they had married in 1943). At the invitaton of Joscf
Albers, Willem had joined the distingnished faculty at the
experimental school as a visiting artist. Elaine de Kooning
always acknowledged the importance of her husband’s
paintings as well as those of their friend, Arshile Gorky, to
her own work: “Their reverence and knowledge of their
materials, their constant attention to art of the past and to
everything around them simultaneously, established for me
the whole level of consciousness as the way an artist should
be.” In Untitled, Number 15, painted during the summer
of 1948, she set suggestive, biomorphic forms amidst mor¢
geometric shapes, recalling her husband’s work of the sam¢
moment (see fig, 19.4). Following the summer at Black
Meuntain, de Kooning began to write on contempozary art
for ARTnews. Her keen perceptions, as well as her vantage
point as a practicing artist who knew her subject firsthand,
endowed authority to her writing. In the fifties and sixties,
de Kooning displayed expressive tendencies in a group
of male portraits (inchiding several of John E. Kennedy)-
Her portrayal of art critic Harold Rosenberg (fig. 19.22),
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19.22 Flaine de Kooning, Harold Rosenberg #3, 1956.
Ol on canvas, 6'8" X 41042 X 1.5 m). MNational Portrait
Gallery, Smithsonian Instituiion, Washingion, D.C.

one of the champions of Abstract Expressionism, shows
how she brought the gesturalism of the New York School
to bear on figurative subjects.

Grace Hartigan {b. 1922) was an even younger mem-
ber of the New York School than Elaine de Kooning, but
one who also witnessed the critical artistic developments in
New York at close range. A so-called second-generatdon
Abstract Expressionist, Hartigan was deeply affected as a
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young artst by her encounter with Pollock’s drip paintings
and Willem de Xooning’s black-and-white paintings, both
shown in New York in 1948. Like de Kooning, whose
famons perambulations through downtown New York
were fodder for his strident “urban landscapes” (sce fig.
19.6), Hartigan found inspiration in the most mundane
aspects of city life. In Giftwares, 1955 (fig. 19.23), she
depicted the tawdry offerings of a storefront window,
transforming them into a glowing still life in which the
loosely brushed but legible forms are pulled up to the pic-
ture plane and dispersed evenly across the canvas. While
Hartigan’s rich palette is a kind of homage to Matisse, her
homely subject matter prefigures work by artists of the six-
ties such as Claes Oldenburg (sec fig. 21.25). In the late
fifties, Hartigan embarked on a series of distinctive gestural
abstractions before resuming a highly abstracted brand of
figuration the following decade.

Complex Simpiiéi’ries: Color Field
Painting

Although the divisions between gestural and Color Field
painting are somewhat artificial, there were both formal
and conceptual differences between artists such as Kline
and de Kooning on the one hand and Mark Rothko and
Barnett Newman on the other. In 1943 Rothko, Newman,
and Adolph Gottlieb stated their purpose in a letter to
The New York Times. “We favor the simple expression of
the complex thought. We are for the large shape because
it has the impact of the unequivocal. We wish to reassert
the picture plane. We are for flac forms because they
destroy illusion and reveal truth.” These artists fervently
believed that abstract art was not “subjectless” and that,

19.23 Grace Hartigan,
Giftwares, 1955, Cil on
canvas, 3'3" X 6'¢"

(1.6 x 2.1 m}. Neuberger
Museum of Ar, College ot
Purchase, State University
of New York.
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no matter how reductive, it could communicate the most
profound subjects and elicit a deep emotional response in
the viewer. In their search for universal subject matter, for
“symbols,” as Rothko said, “of man’s primitive fears and
motivations,” the artists looked to many sources, including
Jungian theory, Surrealist practice, and the art of non-
EBuropean societies.

Rothko ' L - :

Mark Rothko (1903-70) emigrated to the United States
with his Russian-Jewish family in 1913 and moved ten
years later to New York, where he studied with Max Weber
at the Art Students League. Throughout the thirties he
made figurative paintings on mostly urban themes and in
1935 formed an independent artists’ group. with Gottlieb
called “The Ten.” In 1940, in search of more profound
and universal themes and impressed by his readings of
Nietzsche and Jung, Rothko began to engage with ancient
myths as a source of “cternal symbols.” In their letter
to The New York Times, Rothko, Newman, and Gottlieb
proclaimed their “spiritual kinship with primitive and
archaic art.” Rothko first made compositions based on
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19,24 Mark Rothko, No.
18, 1948. Cil on
canvas, 67 % X 554"
(170.8 X 141.9 cm).
Frances lehman loeh A 1
Center, Poughkeepsie, |
New York.

19.25 Mark Rothko,
Uniilec! [Rothko number
5068.49), 1949, Oil on
canvas, 694 X 5'6F
(2.1 % 1.7 m). National
Gollery of Ad,
Washingion, D.C.



gcal myths and then, by the mid-forties, painted
Cl-asmorphic’ Surrealist-inspired, hybrd creatures floating
.b;O rimordial waters. These forms began to coalesce at the
:;5 of the decade into floating color shapes with loose,
n defined edges within larger expanses of color (fig.
19.24). By 1949 Rothko had refined and simplified his
shapes 10 the point where they consisted of color rectgnglcs
floating on 4 color ground (fig. 19.25). He applied thin
washes of oil paint that contain considerable tonal varia-
rion and blurred the edges of the rectangles to create
Juminous color effects and a shifting, ambiguous space.
Over the next twenty years, Rothko explored this basic
compositional type with infinite and subtle variation. By
the sheer sensuousness of their color areas and the sense
of indefinite outward expansion without any central focus,
the paintings are designed to absorb and engulf the spec-
mator. Eventually, Rothko was painfing on a huge scale,

something that contributed to the effect of enclosing,

encompassing color.

At the end of the fifdes, Rothko began to move away
from bright, sensuous color toward deeper, more somber
hues (ig. 19.26). By the late sixties, the mood of his
work had darkened still further, expressing his conviction
that, even at its most abstract, art could conve} a sensc
of “tragedy, ecstasy, and doom.” He received commissions
for large public spaces, including a restaurant in the
Seagram Building in New York; at Harvard University;
and in a chapel in Houston, Texas (fig. 19.27). The latter
series consists of fourteen large panels, almost uniform in
their deep black and red-brown, almost filling the entire
space of available walls. The canvases are designed to be
homogenous with the octagonal building (designed by

Philip Johnson) and the changing Hght of the chapel

interior. Thus, the forms have a less amorphous, harder-
edge appearance than Rothko’s earlier abstractions, They

19.26 Mark Rethko, White and Greens in Blue, 1957. Oil on

carvas, 84" x &'10'(2.5 x 2.1 m), Private collection.

represent a total architectural-pictorial experience in a
sense analogous to that attempted by the religious mural-
ists of the Baroque seventeenth century. Rothko, who even
adopted the triptych format long associated with religious
subjects, never intended his abstractions as mere formal

19.27 Mark Rothko,
Narth, Northeast, and Fast
wall paintings in the Roihko
Chapel, Housten, Texas,
1665-66 {opened In
1971). Oil en canves.
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experiments, but rather wanted to provoke emotional and
even transcendental experiences for the viewer.

Newman : :
Like Rothko, Barnett Newman (1905-70) stmdied at the
Art Stadents League in the twenties, but his artistic career
did not begin in earnest until 1944, when he resumed
painting after a long hiatus and after he had destroyed his
carly work. By the mid-fifties, he had received nowhere
near the attention that Pollock, de Kooning, or Rothko
had attracted, although it could be argued that, in the end,
his work had the greatest impact on fuuture generations.
His mature work differed from that of other Abstract
Expressionists (except Ad Reinhardt’s) in its radical reduc-
tiveness and its denfal of painterly surface. As the group’s
most thoughtful and most polemical theorist, Newman
produced an important body of critical writing on the work
of his contemporaries as well as subjects such as pre-
Columbian art. -
In his early mythic paintings Newman, who had studied
botany and ornithology, explored cosmic themes of birth
and creation, of primal forms taking shape. Those works
share many traits with Rothko’s biomorphic paintings.
By 1946, however, in canvases such as Genesir—The Break
(fig. 19.28), the forms become more abstract and. begin to
shed their biological associations, although the round
shape here is a recurring seed forin. Thomas Hess, a lead-
ing champion of the Abstract Expressionists, said that this
painting (as the title implies) was about “the division
between heaven and carth.” In 1948 Newman made

Onement I, which he regarded as the breakl‘hrough pict
that established his basic formula—a unifieq col e
interrupted by a vertical line—a “Zip” as he called j.__
rather, a narrow, vertical contrasting color space ﬂlat::m
the length of the canvas. The nature of the Zip s
widely, from irregular hand-brushed bands to Bninfle
straight edges made possible with the uge of masking tape
but the impression is usually of an opening in the Pictur,
plane rather than simply a line on the strface, Whil:-
Newman did not séek out the atmospheric effects thay
Rothko achieved in his matiure works, he was cap
brushed surfaces of tremendous beauty and nuance,

Vir Heroicus Sublimis (fig. 19.29) is a mature, myp,|.
size painting where the multiple Zips differ in hue gnq
value, sometimes in stark contrast to the brilliant mong.
chrome ficld, sometimes barely distinguishable from it
Newman wanted to maintain a human scale for his essen.-
tially fife-affirming, humanist art. Indeed, his title for gy
work means “Heroic Sublime Man,” and his ubiquitoys
Zip has been read as a sign for the upright human being,
Betweeri 1958 and 1964, Newman painted a series of
fourteen canvases on the Passion of Christ called The
Stations of the Cross—Lema Sabachthani, the first four of
which are shown in figure 19.30 with Newman at the
Guggenheim Museum. He orchestrated his Zip across the
series, restricting himself to black and white on unprimed
canvas, but varying his medium (Magna, oil, and acrylic)
as well as the thickness and character of his Zips. Newman
said that the theme of the series was “the unanswerable
question of human suffering,” underscored by Jesus's

igg
Cleg,

19.28 Bamelt Newman,
Genesis—The Break,
1046, Oil an canvas,
24 % 27161 X 68.6
cm). Collection DIA Cenler
for the Ars, New York.
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19.29 Ramelt Newman, Vir Heroicus Sublimis, 1950-51. Oil en canvas, 73 1% X 17°94" (2.4 X 5.1 m]. The Museum of Modern

A, New York,

words on the cross in the Hebrew subtitle, meaning
“Why did you forsake me?”

Stll

Clyfford Still (1904-80), who grew up in Washington
state and Alberta, Canada, differed from the other Abstract
Expressionists in that virtually all of his training and early
artistic development tock place outside of New York City.
Fe had, however, exhibited at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of
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19.30 Bamelt
Newman in front of
The Stations of the
Cross at the Solomon R.
Guggenheim Museum,
New York, April 1966.
Now at the National
Gallery of Ar,
Woashington, D.C.

This Century beginning in 1945, thanks to Rothko, and at
the Betty Parsons Gallery in 1947. In 1950 he moved to
New York from San Francisco, where he had been teaching
at the progressive California School of Fine Arts (now the
San Francisco Art Institute). He remained in New York
until 1961, when he tock up residence in the Maryland
countryside. Fiercely proud and independent, notoriously
controlling about his work, and generally contemptuous of
the “art world,” Still preferred to exhibit infrequently and



Reinhardt ;

Ad Reinhardt (1913-67) was already painting Beomey
abstractions in the late thirdes. He was a superb C:trt():r]c :
and parodist, a mercilessly incisive writer, ang X Stn_iust:
student of Oriental art. As he wrote in a Prominey, s
magazine in 1962, he was for “ari-as-art,” elaborating tl:rt:
such art, necessarily abstract, has nothing to dg with A
issues of either daily life or existential doubt “The
thing to say about art and life is that art is art ang life i |
... Art that is a matter of life and death is neithe, fine
free,” he wrote. Reinhardt regarded the talk of myth gpg
tragedy among the Abstract Expressionists ag histricyy, }

i

the :‘
ne |
e,
Noy |

nonsense and objected to any association of his arr with the "
ideals of the group. After abstract experiments in the fyr. |
ties, Reinhardt began in the early fifdes to simplify b
palette to a single color. The first groups of sach paingings
were all red or all blue (fig. 19.32), and the fina] group, (:5,
which he worked for the rest of his life, was all black One
first observes these later paintings simply as monochrome
fields. With time, however {and especially with the black

paintings), there begins to emerge a second, inner image—
a smaller rectangle, square, or central cross consisting of

19.31 Chfford Siill, Number 2, 1949. Ol on canvas,
78" X 57" (2.3 X 1.7 m). Collection June lang Davis, Meding,
Washington.

live 2t a considerable distance from the nexus of the art

establishment in New York.
E Since the late thirties, Still had painted in a freely
' ‘ abstract manner (which contained some vestigial figura-
i tion) involving large, flowing images executed in heavy,
i . even coarse, paint textures that he realized with brushes
and palette knives. He repeatedly disavowed any interest
in Surrealism or the “mythmaking” of his New York con-
tempararies and refused to give titles to his works {(other
than neutral letters or a date) to prevent any association
with a specific subject. By 1947 he was wotking on a huge
scale, sometimes eight by ten feet (2.4 X 3 m), with
immense, crusty areas of color in a constant state of fluid
L though turgid movement (fig. 19.31). These abstractions

iy

|l‘ N have been described as awesome landscapes that combine
S the drama and vastness of the West—its mesas, canyons,
v and rivers—and the Romantic landscape imagery of Albert

Pinkham Ryder (see fig. 2.53). Art historian Robert

j Rosenblum characterized the dramatic effect of Still’s can- 19,32 Ad
vases as “abstract sublime,” Although the artist resisted any Reinhardt, Abstradt
direct association between his compositions and landscape, ‘T ((J;igﬁgngloﬁlf;;
5 he once said his work reflected “man’s struggle and fision s éI.S.. % 74
el with nature.” Over the next twenty years Still persisted in 1o % 0.71 m).
L 1 his basic image, a predominant cofor varying in value and Camegie Musaum

b shot through with brilliant or somber accents. of Ag, Pitsburgh.
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different value or tone of the color, what art histo-
ian Yve- Alain Bois called “the fictive transformation of one
color into two.” These paintings are static, symmetrical,
and, according to the artist, timeless. They reward slow
Jooking and are powerfully hypnotic in their effect.
AJthOllgh Reinhardt applied his colors with brushes, he did
s without Jeaving the slightest trace of his implement on
the surfacc. His stated purpose was the elimination of afl
associations, all extraneous elements, all symbols and signs,
and the refinement of paintings to a single dominant expe-
fence. During the sixties and seventes, Reinhardr was
much admired by Minimalist artists and became something
of a cult figure among Conceptual artists, parily due to
his writings and his extreme positions on the nature and
function of the artist.

Gotilieb
Born in New Yotk City, Adolph Gottlieb (1903-74)

studied at the Art Students League with John Sloan and
Robert Henri (see fig. 18.1, 18.2), While visiting Europe
in 1921-22, he became aware of European experiments in
Cubistm, abstraction, and expressionism. The friendships
he formed with Rothko, Newman, and Milton Avery in the
twenties were crucial for his future development. During a
stay in Arizona during 1937-38, Gottlieb made a number
of curious paintings of objects picked up from the desert
and arranged within rectangular compartments, These
anticipated the Pictographs, irregutar painted grids filled
with two-dimensional ideograms, which occupied the artist
between 1941 and 1953 (fig. 19.33). Gottlieb composed
his paintings intuitively, drawing on antomatist methods
as well as on his interest in ancient myth and ritual. The
Pictographs—the term itself implies prehistoric cave paint-
ings—had European sources, from Mondrian, Mird, and
Klee, to the Cubist grids of Uruguayan artist Torres-
Garcia. However, it was also African and Native American
art, notably that of the Northwest Coast Kwakiutl
{Kwakwaka'waku} people, which provided Gorttlieb with a
powerful lexicon of mysterious signs that he assembled to
form what he believed to be a new, universal. language.
Their ominous mood may reflect the dark realities of war,
as Gottlieb himself seemed to suggest: “Today when our
aspirations have been reduced to a desperate attempt to
escape from evil ... our obsessive, subterrancan, and picto-
graphic images are the expression of the neurosis which is
our reality.”

Gottliebs principal development of the late fifties and
sixties was the series called Bursts (fig. 19.34), a sort of cos-
mi¢ landscape usually consisting of an upper circular or
ovoid element suggestive of a burning sun, below which is
a broken, exploding clement, open and dynamic in con-
trast with the closed form above. The Bu#st paintings com-
bined aspects of gestural painting along with the expansive
color of the Color Field painters. In general terms, the
- Bursis seem to underscore life’s fundamental dualities and
conjure up Jandscapes at the dawn of civilization. More
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19.33 Adolph Gotilieb, Voyager’s Return, 1944, Oil on
canvas, 377% X 297%' (96.2 x 75.9 cm). The Museum of
Maodem Art, New York.

specifically, they carry the inescapable and recent memory
of the atomic bombs dropped by America on the Japanese
cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945,

Motherwell
Robert Motherwell (1915-91) was the youngest of the
artists originally associated with Abstract Expressionism.
He received his early training in literature, art history,
and philosophy at Stanford, Harvard, and Columbia.
Motherwell’s erudition made him an eloquent spolesman
for Abstract Expressionism as well as a leading theorist of
modern art. As a painter, he was largely self-trained, with
the exception of some formal study as a young man in
California and later with the Surrealist Kurt Seligmann in
New York. In 1941 Motherwell made the acquaintance of
several European Surrealists in New Yorlk, including Ernst,
Tanguy, Masson, and Matta. The aspect of Surreafism that
most intrigued him was automatism, the concept of the
intuitive, the irrational, and the accidental in the creation
of a work of art. In many ways, his early paintings represent
an attempt to resolve the seeming contradictions between
Mondrian (whom he had also met in New York) and the
abstract Surrealists. Motherwell also provided American
artists with their most thorough introduction to Dada in
the 1951 collection The Dada Painters and Poets, stll an
essential sourcebook for Dada writing,

In 1943, at Mata’s suggestion, Motherwell began
to experiment with collage, introducing automatist tech-
niques in roughly torn pieces of paper. One of the earliest
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19.35 Robert Motherwell, Pancho Villa, Dead and Alive,
1943. Gouache and oil with cutandpasted papers on
cardboard, 28 X 354" (71.7 X 91.1 cm). The Museum of
podern Art, New York.

19.36 ROben; Motherwell, Elegy to the Spanish Republic No. 34,
1053-54. Oil on canvas, &'8" x 8'4"(2 x 2.5 m). AlbrightKnox
Aot Gallery, Buffalo, New York.
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examples is Pancho Villa, Dead and Alive, 1943 (fig.
19.35). Motherwell, who had traveled to Mexico with
Matta, had been struck by a photograph of the revolution-
ary figure, dead and covered with blood. The stick figures
representing Villa relate directly to a painting by Picasso
from the twendes, but other forms in the collage were to
become signature Motherwell images, such as the ovoid
shapes held in tension between vertical, architectural ele-
ments. Motherwell’s involvement with the collage medium
was more extensive than that of any of his Abstract
Expressionist colleagues. In the many examples he contin-
ued to make throughout his career, he used postcards,
posters, wine labels, or musical scores that constitute a
visual day-by-day autobiography.

In 1948 Motherwell made the first work of his great
series of abstract paintings entitled Elagy to the Spamish
Republic (fig. 19.36), inspired by his profound reaction to
the defear of the Spanish Republic by fascist forces in early
1939, Until his death in 1991, he painted more thar one
hundred and fifty variants of the Blegy theme. These works
stand in contrast to the brilliantly coloristic collages and
paintings also created by the artist during the same period,
for they were executed predominantly in stark black and
white. “Black is death; white is life,” the artist said. It is no
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19.37 Rober! Motherwall, Summer Open with Mediterranean Blye, 1974, Acrylic on canvas, 4’ X 9'{1.22 X 2.7 m).

Coliection Dedalus Foundation.

coincidence that Picasso’s monumental painting of protest
against the Spanish Civil War, Guernica (sce tig. 15.46),
was black, white, and gray. The Elegies consisted for the
most part of a tew large, simple forms, vertical rectangles
holding ovoid shapes in suspension. The scale increased as
the series progressed, with some works on a mural scale.
While the loosely brushed, organic shapes have been read
literally by some, who have suggested thar they might
represent male genitalia referring to Spanish bull fights,
Motherwell said he invented the forms as emblems for uni-
versal wagedy.

In 1967 the artist began a second great series known as
the Opens or “wall and window” paintings (fig. 19.37).
Motherwell once said he would rather look at “parks or
town squares with walls” than at “raw natare.” “There is
something in me,” he wrote, “that responds to the stark
beauty of dividing a flat solid plane.” The Opens range from
relatively uniform, although never flat, areas of coler to
large-scale exercises in rhythmic, variegated brushwork.
There is always movement and light within the ground, as
well as the so-called window motif common to these paint-
ings. Although the Open scries owed its inception partly to
Motherwell’s lifelong dialogue with the art of Madsse, and
particularly to two of his starkly reductive compositions
from 1914 involving views from windows, Motherwell’s
paintings also coincided with the significant emergence of
Minimalist abstraction in New York.

Baziotes

A friend of Motherwell and Matta from the early fortics,
William Baziotes (1912-63) explored with them aspects
of Surrealist automatism and was respected enough by the
European Surrealists to be included in their group shows
in New York. Automatism for Baziotes was not a matter of

improvisational gesture, with all its implications of emation
and angst. Rather, it guided a slow and meditative process
during which allusive, biomorphic forms emerged as the

19.38 William Baziotes, Dusk, 1958. il on canves,
OO% X 484'{153.4 X 122.6 cml, Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, New York.
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Lnting proceeded. Devoted to fantastic, mythic subject
P rtet Baziotes was a cofounder in 1948 of the Subjects
g}athc ,Artist school, one of the intcllectual meeting places
of the New York School. His painting was characterized by
shifting, fluid, diaphanous color into which were worked
piomorphic shapes drawn with great sensitivity and suag-
estive of microcosmic or marine life. The strange forms in
Dusk (fig- 19.38) may have something in common with
prehistoric fossils, the kind the artist might have seen on
one of his many visits to New York’s American Museum
of Natural History. Like a number of his fellow Abstract
. Expressionists, Baziotes was fascinated by paleontology
 and primitive life forms.

- prawing in Steel: Constructed

~ Sculpture

" Constructed sculpture—as contrasted with sculpture cast
! in bronze or modeled in stone—and particularly welded

metal sculpture, constituted a major direction taken by
American artists after World War I1.

Smith and Dehner

David Smith (1%06-65), a pioneer sculptor of his gener-
ation working in welded steel, said of his medium: “Lhe
material called iron or steel I hold in high respect. ... The
metal itself’ possesses little art history. What associations it
possesses are those of this century: power, structure, move-
ment, progress, suspension, brutality.” Smith was born in
Decatur, Illinois, and between 1926 and 1932 he studied
painting, inidally with John Sloan, at the Art Students
League in New York (he was never formally trained as a
sculptor). Tn the early thirties, intrigued by reproductions
of Picasso’s welded-steel sculprures of 1929-30 (see fig.
15.50) as well as the works: of JTulio Gonzdlez (sce fig.
15.53) he saw in John Graham’s collection, Smith began
to experiment with constructed metal sculpture. He first
learned to weld in an automobile plant in the summer of
1925, and in 1933 he established a studio in Brooklyn at

Terminal Iron Works, a commercial welding shop. During
World War IT he worked in a locomotive factory, where he
advanced his technical experience in handling metals, and
the sheer scale of locomotives suggested to him possibili-
ties for the monumental development of his metal sculp-
rure. Morcover, these experiences established the kinship
that Smith felt with skilled industrial 4aborers.

During, the thirties and forties, Smith endowed his
sculpture with a Surrealist quality, derived from Picasso,
Gonzilez, and Giacometti. In The Royal Bird (fig. 19.39),
he suggests the viciously aggressive skeleton of some grear
airborne creature of prey. Smith and his wife, the sculptor
Dorothy Dehner, had purchased a photograph of the fos-
sils of a prehistoric flying creature, and both made use of
the image in their work. His works of the early fiffies are
like steel drawings in space, as in The Lester (fig. 19.40),
whose metal glyphs recall Gottlieb’s pictographic patntings
(see fig. 19.33). Yet even when the sculptures were com-
posed two-dimensionally, the natural setting, seen through
the open spaces, introduced ever-changing suggestions of
depth, color, and movement.

Toward the end of the war, Smith established a studio in
Bolton Landing in upstate New York. The studio was a
complete machine shop, and during the fifies and sixties
Smith populated the surrounding fields with his sculptures,
which were becoming more monumental in scale and
conception. During much of his carcer Smith worked. on
sculpture in series, with different sequences sometimes
overlapping chronologically and individual sculptures
within series varying widely in form. The Agricela con-
structions (1952-59) continued the open, linear approach
(with obvious agrarian overtones), while the Semtinels
(1956-61) were usually monolithic, figurative sculptures,
at times employing elements from farm or industrial
machinery. Semntinel I, for example, includes a tire rod and
industrial steel step, while the “head” of the sculpture
resembles street signs. In contrast with most sculptors who
used found objects in the sixties, Smith integrated such
objects in the total stracture so that their original function

19.39 David Smith,

The Royal Bird, 1947-48.
Steel, bronze, and stainless
steel, 21% X 59 X ¢
(55.2 % 150 x

27.9 cm). Walker Art

Center, Minneapolis.
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19.40 David Smith, The letier, 1950. Welded steel, 37%..><
22% X 9% 195.6 X 58.1 X 23.5 cm). Munson-Williams-
Proctor Institute Museum of Art, Utica, New York.

was subordinated to the totality of the new design.
This was Constructivist sculpture in the original sense of
Naum Gabo’s Realistic Manifesto, in which voids do not
merely surround mass but are articulated by form.
Significant for future developments in sculpture is the fact 19.42 Dorcihy Dehner, Nubian Queen, 1960, Bronze, 56 X
that Semtinel Iis not isolated on a pedestal but occupies the 14 x 8"1142.2 X 35.6 x 20.3 cm). Richard L. Eagan

Fine Ads, New York.

viewer’s actual space.

19.41 David Smith, left:
Cubi XVili, 1964, Stainless
steel, height 9'8" (2.9 m),
Museum of Fine Ars,
Bostor; center: Cubi XV,
1963. Stainless steel, height
Q' (2.7 m). Dallas Museum

* of Art; right: Cubi XIX,
1964, Stainless steel, height
Q'5"12.9 m}. The Tate
Gailery, London,
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In his Jast great series, begun in 1961 with the generic
qame Of Cubi, Smith assembled monumental, geometric
 jolumes in stainless steel (fig. 19.41), Always sensitive to
" the surfaces of his sculptures, Smith had often painted his
: culptures in bright, flat color or with distinctive painterly
 extuses. 10 the Cubi series he exercised particular care in
the polishj'ng of the surfaces to create effects of brilliant, all-
over calligraphy out of the highly reflecting, light-saturated
qurfaces. The work communicates an intimate sense of the
artist’s touch. Smith only rarely employed workshop assis-
rants and even the Cubi series, with its machinelike preci-
sion, Wwas constructed and finished by the artist. Despite
this concern for the personal, Smith’s art was critical to
rhe development of the more impersonal creations of
Minimalist artists in the sixtes.

Dorothy Dehner (1901-94} was overshadowed as an
artist by her famous husband, David Smith, yet for nearly
forty years she produced a distinguished body of sculpture
whose origins should be considered within the Abstract
Expressionist miliew. She met Smith while studying paint-
ing at the Art Students League in 1926 and later became
acquainted with Davis, Gorky, and Avery. Dehner worked
in various figurative styles until the late forties, when she
also began to exhibit her work publicly. Although many of
her early abstract paintings and drawings demonstrate a
sculptor’s sensibility, Dehner did not start making sculp-
ore until 1955, five years after she and Smith had sep-
arated. Nubizn Queen (fig. 19.42), a bronze from 1960, is
an open-frame, totemic construction containing myster-
ious, pictographic signs. Like her contemporaries in the
New York School, Dehner sought to develop a private
language with universal implications, and, like them, as
her title implies, she liked to tap the art of ancient civiliza-
tions for forms and meaning. “I am
an archaeologist of sorts,” she said. “I
ramper with the past.”

Lipton and Lassaw

Originally trained as a dentist, Seymour
Lipton (1903-81) made his first sculp-
tures in the fare rwenties and began
showing his work and teaching sculp-
wre in the forties. For his mature
works, he hammered and welded sheets
of Monel metal, nickel-silver, or bronze
into large spatial volumes, suggestive
at times of threatening plant forms or
Predatory creatures with sharp, pro-

19.44 |bram Lassaw, Clouds of Magellan,
1953, Welded bronze and steel, 4'4" x
610" x 16" 1,32 x 2.1 % 4.6 m.
Collection Philip Johnson, New York.

19.43 Seymour liplon, Avenger, 1957, Nickelsilver on Monel
mefal, length 23 x 18" (58.4 x 45.7 cm]. Spencer Museum
of Art, University of Kansas, lawrence,

truding features (fig. 19.43). His works combine monu-
mentality and repose with a sense of poetry and mystery.
Spatially they offer an interplay of exterior and interior
forms that emphasize the nature of the material. =~

As the works already seen would suggest, many
American sculptors shared the dynamic, open-form aes-
thetics espoused by the Abstract Expressionists. Tbram
Lassaw (b. 1913) even managed to three-dimensionalize
Pollock’s allover webs of flowing lines, doing so in reliefs
and freestanding constructions formed as intricate, welded
cages (fig. 19.44). However, rather than Pollock’s daring
equilibrium of colliding opposites—freedom and control—
Lassaw seemed more at one with the mystical harmony of
Mark Tobey. And indeed he was a student of the German
mystics and of Zen philosophy. : :
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19.45 Mark di Suvero,
Hankchampion, 1960, Wood
and chains, nine wooden
pieces, overall 6'54" x 12'5" x
89"(2x 38 x27m),
Whitney Museum of American
Art, New York.

19.46 Mark di Suvero, Aurora,

; 199293, Sieel, 164" x 167"
X265 X 59 %79 m
Natfional Gallery of Ar,
Wiashingion, D.C.

i L _ »
B Di Suvero and Chamberlain L found objects, like barrels or tires, scavenged front the
il g Mark di Suvero (b. 1933), much younger than the other  industrial landscape. Although di Suvero admired Rodin
P artists discussed in this chapter, was still studying art ar  and Giacometti, the most meaningful and immediate arn'S:
college in California when the Abstract Expressionists  tic example for him was Smith, who changed sculpture, i

! reached the pinnacles of fame in the mid-fifiies. But only  Suvero said, from an “objet d’art type of thing to some-
three years after arriving in New York in 1957, di Suvero  thing that is really strong, American industrial art.” Despite

was translating the bold gestures of Kline and de Kooning  a drastic accident in 1960, when he was nearly crushed 10

into a dynamic sculptural idiom. Hankchampion, 1960 death in an elevator, by the mid-sixties di Suvero was mak-

o (fig. 19.45), consists of massive, rough timbers that. pro- ing works in steel so large they required a crane. Although
ject in a precarious, even threatening, manner. ‘These early  he has made many small-scale works, he is best known fof
wood pieces sometimes incorporated chain, rope, and the monumental outdoor sculptures he has made since that
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dme, including Awmrora (fig. 19.46), which is named after
2 poem about Nc_w York City by Federico Ga'rcia Lorca.
These works, which enter the realm of architecture by
Virtue of their scale and I-beam construction, are as much
5t home in the urban environment as in a natural land-
scape. In the spirit of Constructivism, di Suvero’s jutting,
angled girders shape the void with energy-charged forms
¢hat have no sepse of central mass. And in the spirit of
Calder, some of his mammoth sculptures have moving

arts that invite andience participation. In such ways di
Suvero’s work, despite its scale and mass, shares much with
the playfil spirit of Neo-Dada and Pop art.

John Chamberlain (b. 1927) began to make sculpture
in the early sixtics, works that scemed like three-
dimensional expressions of Abstract Expressionism’s explo-
sive, painterly styles and that imply at times an almost vio-
lent approach to the medium. Chamberfain has used parts
of junked automobiles, with their highty enameled, colored
surfaces, to create allover, abstract constructions of surpris-
ing beauty. Like di Suvero, he uses industrial tools, cutting
and crushing shapes that he then pieces together, like an
assemblage, through a trial-and-error process. The wotlks
can be either freestanding sculptures or, as in Dolores James
(fig. 19.47), wall-mounted reliefs.

Chamberlain’s spontaneous, not entirely predictable,
methods parallel the Abstract Expressionists’ balance of
control and accident but share di Suvero’s generally lighter,
less emotionally charged, spirit. “There’s no formula,” he
said. For example, one night, when he was nearing com-
pletion of Dolores James, he returned late to his studio and
heaved an eight-pound sledgehammer at the sculpture,

achieving exactly the final touch he sought, Unlike the -

Abstract Expressionists, Chamberlain avoided ascribing

profound meaning to his works, In this he is closer to many.

artists of his own generation who also made, or make, art
from society’s detritus. -

e =

19.47 - ohn Chamberlain, Dofores james, 1962, Welded and
painted automobile pars, 6'4" x 81" x 3'3"{1.9 X 2.5 X
0.99 m). Sclomen R. Guggenheim Museum, New York.
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Textures of the Surreal: Biomorphic
Sculpture and Assemblage

Noguchi

- Isamm Noguchi (1904-88) was born in Los Angeles of a

Japanese father and an American mother, and then fived in
Japan from the age of two to fourteen before returning to
the United States. In 1927, following some academic train-
ing and his decision to become a sculptor, Noguchi went to
Paris, where he saw the work of the Cubists, Surrealists, and
Constructivists. He quickly became acquainted with the
American expatriate artistic community in the city, occa-
sionally assisting Calder on his Gircas (see chapter 17) and,
most significantly, serving for a time as assistant to Brancusi,
from whom he learned direct carving methods. On visits
to China and Japan during the thirdes, he studied brush
painting and ceramic sculpture. He made his first abstract
sculptures while in Paris, but his first thoroughly original
works date to the forties, when he made Surrealistic carv-
ings in marble or slate. In Kouros (fig. 19.48) he evoked
the human form, not only by the Greek tite, but also by
the Mirdesque biomorphism of the eyeholed and crossed,

AT

19.48 Isamu Noguchi, Kouros, 1944-45., Pink Georgia
marble on slate base, 10" x 2'10%4" x 36" (3 x 0.87 x
0.7 m]. The Metropolilan Museum of Art, New York.
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19.49 |samu Noguchi, The lsamu Noguchi Garden Museum, opened to the public in 1985 long Island City, New York.

bonelike forms, alf interlocked and arranged in the vertical
orientation of a standing figure. The idea for sculptures of
this type had originated with Noguchi’s 1944 set design
for Herodiade, a ballet by premier American choreographer
Martha Graham. In the ballet, Salome dances before her
mirror, in which she sees, according to Noguchi, “her
bones, the potential skeleton of her body.” As Noguchi’s
renown spread internationally in the fiffies, he began to
receive commissions for public sculptures and gardens
around the world, Tn Long Island City, where he had had a
studio since 1961 (he later established a studio in Japan as
well), Noguchi established a garden and museum devored
to his work (fig. 19.49). The works shown here give evi-
dence of the many textures and forms that the artist could
mine from stone, from immaculately smooth and geo-
metric forms to organic ones that incorporate accidental
forms caused in the quarry process.

Bourgeois

French-born Louise Bousrgeois {b. 1911), best known as
a sculpror, is hard to classify because of her active work
in a variety of media. She began as a painter-engraver in
the milien of Surrealism. Early in her artistic career, when
she was struggling with the multiple roles of mother,
wife, and artist, she made a disquieting group of paintings

that rendered women literally as houses or Femmes
Matsons. Bourgeois turned to carved sculpture in the fate
forties, creating roughly hewn, vertical forms in wood
that she called Persenages. Their closest historical analoguc
is perhaps the Surrealist scnlptures of Giacometti, The
Personages, Bourgeois said, are each endowed with individ-
ual personalities and are best experienced as a group.
Indeed, the five vertical elements of Quarantania I (fig.
19.50) were originally separate sculptures that Bourgeois
later decided to unite on a single base. Like all of
Bourgeois’s work, the Personages have powerful psychic
associations rooted in her own biography. In the sixties,
Bourgeois experimented with new materials such as latex,
plaster, and marble to create globular, overtly sexual shapes
that bubble forth as though in the process of being born.
Bourgeois could achieve a palpable sense of the organic
within an essentially abstract composition. The highly
polished cluster of forms in Cumul I (fig. 19.51), for
examnple, seems to emerge from a thin membrane before
OUr VEry eyes.

The importance of the feminist movement of the sixties
and seventies to Bourgeois’s work can be strongly felt in
her later career. At the age of cighty, she embarked on on¢
of her most intriguing series, the elaborate, multimedia
environments that she called Cells. Within the glass and
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19,50 louise Bourgeois, Quaraniania I, 1947-53. Painted
wood on wood base, 62% X 11% x 12"{158.4 x 298 x
30.5 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York.

chain-link enclosure of Cell (You Better Grow Up), 1993
(fig. 19.52), are two mirrors. Between them is a roughly
cut marble base on which sit exquisite carvings of an adnlt
hand grasping those of a child. Other objects include fiur-
niture, perfume bottles, and a glass object that contains a
tiny glass figurine. Bourgeois has said that the figurine and
the child’s hands are self-portraits and form part of a work
about “the frightened world of a child who doesn’t like
being dependent and who suffers from it.” Like many
women artists, Bourgeois did not receive proper recogni-
tion for her remarkable achievements untl late in her
career. In the cighties, her long involvement with perform-
ance and installation art struck a chord of common pur-
pose with trends during that decade (see chapter 26).

Cornell

Also rooted in Surrealism is the work of Joseph Cornell
(1903-72), a highly cultivated American who brought
great distinction to the tradition of assemblage. In the early
thirties, Cornell became acquainted with the Julien Levy
Gallery in New York, a center for the display of European
Surrealism. His first experiments with collage were inspired
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19.51 louise Bourgeois, Cumul J, 1968, Marble, 224 x 50
X A48 [56.5 % 127 x 121.9 cm}. Museé Natfional d'Art
Maodeme, Centre d'Art et de Culture Georges Pompidou, Paris.

by works of Max Ernst, and scon Levy was exhibiting his
small constructions along with the works of the Surrealists.
By the mid-thirties, Cornell had settled on his formula of a
simple box, usually glass-fronted, in which he arranged
found objects such as cork balls, photographs, and maps.
Cornell read widely, especially French nineteenth-century
literature, but his interests were broad, from poetry and
ballet to astronomy and other ratural sciences. He haunted
the penny arcades, libraries, dime stores, souvenir shops,
art galleries, and movie houses of New Yorlk, searching out
the ephemera that became the content of his enchanting
assemblages. Tn his boxes Cornell, who lived reclusively
and rarely spoke about his work, created a personal world
filled with nostalgic associations—of home, family, child-
hood, and of all the literature he had read and the art
he had seen. As one critic has noted, “He treated the
ephemeral object as if it were the rarest heirloom of a
legendary prince or princess.”

Medici Slot Machine of 1942 (fig. 19.53) centers
around reproductions of a Renaissance portrait, multiple
images taken from the early cinema, and symbols suggest-
ing relations between past and present. Everything is allu-
sion or romantic reminiscence gathered together, as one
idea or image suggested another, to create intimate and
magical worlds. As in all his creations, Corneli carefully
organized his imagery within a loosely geometric format.

To enhance their quality of nostalgia, Cornell often
deliberately distressed his surfaces, sometimes placing his
boxes in the elements to achieve a weathered, fime-
battered appearance. In Untitled (The Horel Eden) (fig.
19.54), the ad for Hotel Eden is tattered and the paint on
the box is cracked and worn. Cornell usnally built a num-
ber of boxes around specific themes, such as the Aviaries of
the forties, which inchide images of exotic birds. As is typ-
ical of his worl, this composition is rich with associations.
The Hotel Eden ad suggests the garden of paradise, while
the spiral form at the upper left probably refers to a work



19.52 iouvise Bourgeois, Celf
{You Better Grow Upj, 1993,
Steel, glass, marble, ceramic,
and wood, 6'11" % 610" x
1121 % 2.1 x 2. m).
Collection the arfist,
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19.53 Joseph Correll,
Medici Siof Machine, 1942
Conshruction, 137/ x 12 X
4/"134.3 x 30.5 x 10.8
cm. Private collection.
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by Cornell’s friend Marcel Duchamp. Cornell was inchuded
in the historic 1936 exhibition at The Museum of Modern
Art in New York, Fantastic Art, Dada, and Surrealism,
where his works were installed next to Mird’s Surrealist
Object from 1936 {see fig. 15.14). Although the affinities
between Uniitled (Hotel Eden) and Mird’s sculprure are
obvious, Cornell objected to being classified with the
Surrealists, saying that while he admired their art, he had
no interest in the dream world and the subconscious and
preferred to focus on “healthier possibilities.” By the fifties,
Cornell knew many of the Abstract Expressionist painters
who were his contemporaries, but his quiet, small-scale
works had less in common with their tarbulent canvases

than with the assemblage art of the next generaton (see
fig. 21.10).

Nevelson

Louise Nevelson (1899-1988) also worked in a tradition
of assemblage, but with results quite different from those
of Cornell. She studied voice, dance, and art in New York
in the late twenties. In 1931 she went to Europe, studying
painting for a time with Hans Hofmann in Munich and
playing small roles in movies in Berlin and Vienna.
Nevelson always maintained a flair for the theatrical in her
cccentric dress and flamboyant manner, and her mature
work as a sculptor also manifested a distinctively theatrical
sensibility. She liked to control the light and space within
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19.54 Joseph Comell, Untiled
{The Hotel Eden), c. 1945, Mixed-
media construction, 154 X 15%
X 4%" (38.4 x 40 % 12.1 em).
Nationa! Gallery of Canada,
Chiawa,

which the viewer experienced her work, which, like that of
contemporary painters such as Pollock and Rothko, was
environmental in its effect. In the early forties, Nevelson
began to make Surrealist-inspired assemblage sculptures
from found objects and received her first solo exhibition
in New York. Ier characteristic works of the fifties
were large wooden walls fitted with individual boxes filled
with scores of carefully arranged found objects—usually
sawed-up fragments of furniture or woodwork rescucd
from old, destroyed houses. (It is not inconsequential
that her Russian father was a builder who ran a lumber-
yard.) Nevelson then painted her sculpture 2 uniform mat
black, white, or, in her later work, reflective gold. Dawn’s
Wedding Chapel I formed part of a large installation at The
Museum of Modern Art in 1959 called Dawn’s Wedding
Feast. Tt included freestanding, totemic constructions as
well as wall pieces, all suggesting a site for ancient cere-
mony and ritual. The shallow boxes were filled with assem-
blages of whitewashed balusters, finials, posts, moldings
and other architectural remnants (fig. 19.55). Despite
their composition from junk, they achieve a quality of
decayed elegance, reminiscent of the graceful old houses
from which the elements were mined.

In the sixties, Nevelson relied less on found materials
and had boxes fabricated according to her specifications
(fig. 19.56). Her work took on a more pristine character,
with regularized, sometimes symmetrical forms, tendencies
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19.55 lovise Nevelson, Dawn’s Wedding Chaps | 10sg
Painted wood, 76" x 4'3" (2.3 % 1.3 m). Private «. 39

@ CO"EC”C,;:

that accorded with the Minimalist aesthetic of the decag,
Despite the new immaculate precision, these works ;t“
have the altarlike quality of the wooden walls. 1 he l-‘;{l.
sixtes, the prolific Nevelson experimented with pey, m-.uc:
ials, including clear Plexiglas, and began to execyy, cony.
missions for large-scale outdoor works in aluminum, g

;

and Cor-Ten steel. '

Expressive Vision: Developments i,
American Photography

Depression, political upheaval, and war shaped the vy
of photographers in the forties just as much as thy
painters. Meanwhile, photography—by then ubiquitous
not only in news coverage and advertising but also i pro-
fessional journals, books, and special exhibiions—p,y -
exerted an unavoidably powerful effect on the vision of -
everyone, painters perhaps most of all.

19.56 louise Nevelson, left: An American Tribuie fo the Brilish
People, 1960-65. Wood painted gold, 102" x 14'3"
[3.F X 4.3 m). Tate Callery, London; right: Sun Garden, Ne. 1,
1964, Wood painted gold, &' x 3'5"(1.8 x 1.04 m.

Private collection,
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19.57 Robert Capa, Nermandy Invasion, june 6, 1944,
Gelatin-silver print.

Capa and Miller
Some of the field pictures made by the Hungarian-
American photographer Robert Capa (1913-54), during
the Spanish Civil War and World War II (fig. 19.57),
scemed to find a parallel in Abstract Expressionism’s fluid
organization and its conception of the picture as an expres-
sion of personal, tragic experience universalized through
abstract gesture. It was as if photojournalism, scientific
acrial photography, and microphotography helped prepare
the human eye for the pictorial formulations of Abstract
Expressionism. Capa was deeply committed to the process
of the photojournalistic essay as the means for bearing his
intended content and felt it could be done only by being as
closc to the subject matter as possible. He was Idlled by a
landmine while photographing the war in Indochina.
Another photographer who witnessed the carnage of
war firsthand was Lee Miller (1907-77), an American who
spent most of her adult life in Europe, first in the Parisian
circle of Man Ray between 1929 and 1932 and, after 1942,
as an official U.S. forces war correspondent. She was pres-
ent in 1945 at the liberation of Dachau and Buchenwald
concentration camps, and the harrowing scenes she
recorded there are among the most painfully reveiatory
images of the war (fig. 19.58). Some of them were soon
featured in Vague magazine, where her work had been pub-
lished since the late rwenties, with the heading “Believe
It.” The ironic contrast between photography’s ability to
tapture moments of extreme human misery and the use of
such images to lend impact to glossy publications is a par-
adox particularly evident from the postwar period ooward.

White, Siskind, Porter, and Callahan. _

The grandeur and metaphor of Abstract Expressionist
painting encouraged photographers to reinvestigate the
potential of both straight and manipulated procedures
for creating abstract imagery. Among the photographers
who used straight photography to discover imagery capa-
ble of yielding abstract forms potent with mystical feeling
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19.58 iee Miller, Dead SS Cuard in the Canal at Dachau,
1945, Modern gelatinsilver print, 1988. lee Miller Archives,
England.

was Minor White (1908-76). In works like the one seen
here (fig. 19.59), White’s vision paralleled stylistic devel-
opments in the art of Abstract Expressionism’s gestural
painters, as did his devotion to photography as a form of
self-expression. “I photograph not that which is,” he said,
“but that which T AM.” As a teacher and writer, and
founder, as well as a longtime editor, of Aperfure maga-
zine, White had a vast and enduring influence on a whole
generation of younger photographers.

19.59 Mincr White, Sun in Rock, Devil’s Slide, 1947,
October 12, 1947 Gelatinsitver print, 7% X 9%"
(18.7 x 24.5 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York,
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19.60 Aaron Siskind, Chicago 1949, Gelafin-silver print.

Aaron Siskind (1903-91), too, lost interest in subject
matter as a source of emotive content and turned instead
toward flat, richly textured patterns discovered on ofd
weathered walls, segments of advertising signs, graffiti, and
peeling posters (fig. 19.60). In his preoccupation with
the expressive qualities of two-dimensional design, Siskind
found himself in sympathetic company among painters

19.61 Eliot Porier, Dark Canyon, Glen Canyon, 1945, Cve
transter print, 10%e x 774" 1259 x 20 cm). The Art Insfifute of
Chicage.

19.62 Harry Callahan, Weed Against the Sky, Delroit, 1948
Gelatinsilver print.

like Kline and Willem de Kooning, whose influence he
acknowledged.

Another photographer whose work might loolc at home
with New York gestural paintings was Eliot Porter
(1901-90). Porter portrayed nature in the traditon of
Anscl Adams (see fig. 18.23), but, unlike most noncom-
mercial photographers of his generation, he worked in
color (fig. 19.61). To attain such quality, Porter, unusually
for a color photographer, made his own color-separation
negatives and dye transfers,

Harry Callahan (1912-99), a friend and colleague of
Siskind’s, has generated photographs of such uncomprom-

_ising spareness and subtlety that they often bordered

on abstraction. His principal influence came from Ansd.
Adams and the former Bauhaus faculty at the Institute of
Design in Chicago, where he taught from 1946. He fater
founded the photography department at the Rhode Island
School of Design. Callahan has worked continuously with
three deeply felt personal themes—his wife, Eleanor; th’*'.
urban scene; and simple, unspoiled nature. His study of
a spindly weed (fig. 19.62) is entirely straightforward, yet
making sense of the form requires close scrutiny. In his
later Cape Cod landscape, Callahan shifred from the iso-
lated close-up of a motif in nature to seemingly limitlffs5
space (fig. 19.63). This distilled view of the world, with
its emphatic horizontality and nearly mosnochrome tonz}l'
ity, recalls late works by Rothko. “T think that every ﬂmsf
continually wants to reach the edge of nothingnes
Callahan said.
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19.63 Harry Calichan, Cape Cod, 1972 Gelatinsilver print,
0% x %" (24.4 x 24.8 cm).

Levift and DeCarava
Obviously, not all photographers active in the forties
and fifties were combing the landscape for abstract forms
of expression. New York photographer Helen Levitt ' — _
(b. 1913) began recording ordinary street life with her ~ 19-64 Helen levitt, New York, c. 1940. Gelatinsilver print.
hand-held Leica camera in the late thirties. Crucial to her ~ oUfesy Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco. S
was the discovery of the work of Henri Cartier-Bresson
(see fig. 15.68), and her magically complex image of  community. In 1955 DeCarava, like Levitt, joined forces
children playing with a broken mirror in the street (fig.  with a noted writer, in this case the peet Langston Hughes,
19.64) is more reminiscent of the Frenchman’s “decisive  to publish his Harlem photographs as a book, aptly titled
moment” than the social indictments of documentary The Sweet Flypaper of Life.
photographers such as Lewis Hine (see fig. 18.6). Levitt
included this and other scenes from Spanish Harlem
in a book called A Way of Seeing, 1965. It included an
essay by James Agee, the writer who had already collabo-
rated on a book with Levitt’s friend, Walker Evans (see
chapter 18).

Self-taught photographer Roy DeCarava (b, 1919)
grew up in the midst of the Harlem Renaissance, a flour-
ishing of urban African-Ametican culture that was recorded
by his older contemporary James Van Der Zee (see fig.
18.50). By 1952 his photographs had earned him a presti-
gious Guggenheim grant, the first ever awarded to an
ﬁi’i(;t;;::lerica? :I }\:vant to pbot;;graph szlefl throTJgh 19.65 Roy

people,” he wrote in his proposal, “Morning,  DeCarava,

Noon, night, at work, going to work, at play, in the streets, Shirley Embracing
talling, kidding, laughing, in the home, in the playground, — Sam, 1952,
in the schools. ... I want to show the strength, the wisdom, Ge!?ﬁ”'snverlpfm
the dignity of the Negro people.” One of the resulting 53223';( ;g?
PhOtOgraphs is a tender and moving portrait of an embrac- cm). Collection
Ing couple (fig. 19.65), which seems to sum up in asingle  The DeCarava
image all the humanity the artist experienced in an entire  Archive.
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