158  THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: MODERN ART

ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM

With Abstract Expressionism, for
the first time, the metacenter of
what was happening in world art
shifted to American shores. And a
“happening” is largely what
Abstract Expressionism was all
about, encompassing as “art” not
just the product of artistic creation
but the active process of creating it.

Also called “action painting”
and the New York School, Abstract
Expressionism stressed energy,
action, kineticism, and frencticism.
It used much of what had been
defined as art as little more than a
point of departure. Indeed,
Abstract Expressionism is to con-
ventional artistic technique what
jazz is to 4/4 time. While one might
look at a painting by Jackson Pol-
lock or Franz Kline and say, “I don't
getit,” that would be like criticizing
jazz great Charlie Parker for not fol-
lowing a tune.

Abstract Expressionism began
to take form in the late 1940s and
early "50s partially as a reaction to a
war that devastated two continents,
destroyed 16 million people, and
left in its wake a world out of
whack. When the Surrealists arrived
in America during World War 11,

the new generation of American
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painters discovered from them the
art of anarchy. But where Dada and
Surrealism revolted against logic,
the Americans took “automatism”
one step further, relying on instinct
to shape works of art that were not
only irrational but were, at their
core, unpremeditated accidents.

Pioneered by such artists as
Arshile Gorky, Hans Hofmann, and
Jackson Pollock, the Abstract
Expressionists liberated themselves
from geometric abstraction and the
need to suggest recognizable
images. Giving free rein to impulse
and chance, the impassioned act of
painting became an absolute value
in itself.

No one better epitomized this
wildly subconscious approach than
Pollock. Labeled “Jack the Drip-
per” by Time magazine, Pollock
made a revolutionary breakthrough
by abandoning the paintbrush alto-
gether, sloshing, pouring — and
dripping — commercial paints onto
a vast roll of canvas on the floor of
his studio/barn, With Herculean
ambition, he also abandoned the
easel format for a monumental,
murallike scale. The image of Pol-
lock is of a man possessed — pos-
sessed by his own subconscious —

as he flung and slung skeins of paint,

in an all over configuration, throw-
ing out in the process such conven-
tional artistic considerations as fore-
ground, background, focal point,
and perspective like so many empty
paint cans.

The resulting highly improvi-
sational canvases by Pollock and
friends not only stole Europe’s posi-
tion as Keeper of the Cultural
Flame, it expanded the very defini-
tion of what was thought to be
“Art.” No longer was art required

to imitate tame visual appearance.
the energy and emotion of Abstrag
Expressionism smashed conventigpg
and laid the groundwork for myc},
of what was to follow.

WHAT IS “ART"?

For cenfusies, o debate has raged over whet ort
is. A lot of what is called art is so outlandish, it
stretches the credulty and sobotages one’s apgre-
ciation of it. Here ore some atempts by a aum-
ber of peaple to define art.

Proto-abstractionist Arthur Dave (befoe 1920):
“[Axt] is the form that the idea takes in the imag
ination rather thon the form os it exists ousids.”

Expressionist Oskat okosehia (1936): * (At ]
an otiernnt to repeot the mitacle that the simplest
pecsant girt is capable of of any fime, that of
magically producing lfe out of nothing.”

Radlist Ben Shahn {1967): “ it is} the discor
ery of images during werk, the recognition of
shapes and forms that emergs and awoken o
fespease in us.”

0, as Pop artst Andy Warhol soid when asked i
his si-hour-ong film of @ man slaeping was art:
“Well first of ofl, it was made by on ortist, and
second, that would come oot art.”

ACTION PAINTING

Critic Horold Rosenherg first used the term “action
painting” fo sxplain the Abstract Expressionist wolking
method when he wrofe: "the convos bege fo oppect
. usanarena inwhich o oct, . . . What wos fa 40
on the canves wus ot 0 picture but on event.” Arcard-
irg to thaery, the puiﬂ%eri'mpruv}ses gnicage 0s he
gees along. The sesulfing painting sgcords o momentin

the artist’s file.
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The best known, most widely appreciated Abstract
Expressionists are:

ARSHILE GORKY (1904-48) pioneered “automatic”

ainting in the U.S. Called “a Geiger counter of
art” by de Kooning, Gorky typified the develop-
ment of American vanguard artists as he shifted
from Cubism to Surrealism, then broke free of
European models. The Armenian-American
painter freely brushed washes of glowing color
inside clearly outlined biomerphic shapes. He
favored oval splotches of flowing primary colors
like yellow and red, reminding some of runny eggs.
Children fled in terror from this 6'3" painter,
habitually dressed in black from head to toe like
Count Dracula. After a series of setbacks — losing
his wife, his health, and his work in a fire -— Gorky
hung himself in 2 woodshed. His scrawled mes-
sage: “Goodbye my "Loveds.”

JACKSON POLLOCK (1912-56) conveyed what he called “energy made visible” in
his mural-sized, abstract paintings that embodied his psychic state at the
moment of their creation. “New needs demand new techniques,” he said,
throwing out easel, palette, paintbrushes, and artistic convention to pour and
fling commercial paints on a roll of unprimed canvas spread on his barn floor.
The resulting “drip” paintings, begun in 1947, are a dense network of fluid,

interlacing lines. Like the expanding universe after the Big Bang, the sweeping

threads of black, white, and silver paint seem to surge in complex visual
thythms, offering no center of interest or sense of boundary. Pollock’s unique
contribution was to express emotion through abstraction. “In him,” said critic

Clement Greenberg, “we had truth.”
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Gorky, “Water of the Flowery Hiill,” 1944,
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PAINT HARD, LIVE HARD

Jnckson Poliack aftacking the keys of o giond
piano with an fce pick. Pollock shottering o toble

blood in designs on ihe fabletop. Paffock pound-
ing a toble so ferociously that o box of mofches
burst info flames. Buraing with intensity, Pollock
convinced ¢ genaretion of arfists thot et comes
From within rather than witheut. His loutish
behavior is tegendary. He brawled in bars, urinat-
ed in potted plants, ripped doors off their hinges,
ond died drenk in o cor rash at the age of 44.

Regardiess of how turbulent dis personal
life o how unsiructured his canvoses, Pollock's
art was anything but mindless. “NO CHAOS
DAIN 1T, he once wired a ¢ritic who feiled o
see how a canvas squidted with ink-filled basting
sytinges could e ert.

When Hons Hofmuna first visited 2ol
fock’s studio he vias storiled by the absence of
ony models or sketches. “Do you work from
nature?” he osked. Pollock replied, "I em
aofvre.”

fult of glasses, shen fingering the shords to drip
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WILLEM DE KOONING (1904-97), the Old Master of Abstract Expressionism, came
to the U.S. from Holland as a stowaway. With his solid background in academic
painting and an ability to draw like Ingres, he worked in a realistic style until
1948, when he developed his mature style of slashing brushstrokes. Unlike his
colleagues, de Kooning kept his interest in the human figure and is known for a
series of “Woman” paintings (which he compared to the Venus of Willendosf).
These frontal images appear to both dissolve into and emerge out of fiercely
brushed paint. His canvases look raw and unfinished, but de Kooning constantly
reworked them in his trademark yellow, pink, and buff colors.

de Xooning, “Woman 1"
1950-52, Mok, HY.

FRANZ KLINE (1910-62) was converted to abstraction after |
viewing his normal-sized sketches blown up on a wall with a
slide projector. He was overwhelmed by the power of these
giant black brushstrokes against a stark white background,
and began to paint black enamel bars using a housepainter’s
brush on huge, white canvases. Kline derived his massive
linear forms from industrial shapes like trains and girders,
“The final test of a painting,” he said, “is: does the painter’s
emotion come across?”
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Kline, “Mahoning,” 1956, Whifney, Y.

BLACK MOUNTAIN COLLEGE

¥

The handsdown winner omeng alkstor art schaols was the axperimental Black Mountain College in North Car-
oling during s brief heyday of 1933-57. Uts staff and clummni were like o Who's Who of the Amesican avant-
queds, including poiaters Albess, Shohn, de Keoning, Kline, Motherwell, composer Johr Cage, gancer Merce’
Cunninghom, architect Buckminster Fuller, and poels Charles Olsen and Robert Crasley. It wias af Black Moun-
tain that Rauscheaberg first conceived fis object-plus-canvas composites. One morning Rauschenberg was
stunned by @ canvos he had been working on the night before. He called fellow student Cy Twombly fo see
whot had hagpened. Tropped in the thick black point s a white butterfly. The “combine” was bom.

HANS HOFMANN (1880—1966) was an early advocate of freely splashed pigment. A
highly influential teacher, he influenced a generation of disciples with his “push-
pull” (repulsion/attraction of certain colors) theory. One of the first to experi-
ment with pouring paint, the German-American painter is known for rectangles
of high-keyed, contrasting colors that seem to collide.

Hofmann, “The Gate,” 1960, Guggenheim, ¥Y.




