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Space in Ab•traot lxprea•loal•• 

Tb••i• directed by fpofeaao• lobe.rt Hawkin• 

Tb• •1• of thl• tbea1a la to ahov tbe Abatract 

Expreaaloalat uae of apace•• part of the art1at•• lnvolv•­

••nt ln the vo•ld la wblcb h• 11•••• In art1o~lat1~1 tbeir 

aen,al and eaotional P••••no• aad phyaleal actuality, 

Abat~aot Expreaaioniat artlata have dlacovered a fpeedoa 

and 41raotneaa of plotorlal atat••••t not hitherto •••11•••• 

The •lrtue of Abatraot Expreaaioni•• la tbat lt ••••••• tbat, 

ai••n thi• freedoa and 41Hctaeea, a ■o•• ooaplete aharina 

and 1nterlock1na of the ••P••lence of tb• artlat aad apeota• 

tor la poaalble. A-•traot Expreaaionl ■t p1ctur•• 1nvol•• 

the apeotator by •tap11oatln1• the ap•ctator•• apace ln the 

total •1eval experience. Tbey do th1• by eapbaaiain1 tb• 

prooe■■ of aaklaa the p1otu••• in particular th• 1•■ture of 

th• artiat, •• th• atronaeat •l•■•nt in th• palntin1'• 

■tructure. Throuab tbe particular way in wbicb th•J attack 

picture ■pace and the apace a4joln1na it tbey eaphaalae the 

value of action•• th• aourc• of picto•i•l unitJ, above that 

of th• foraal •l••••t• of piotur•-••klna. ly forcing 

attention on th• ■oale relatlonablp• b•t•••n the pictorial 

apaoe and the apectator•• apace Abatract Expr•••loniaa 

brina• tbe two into• coaplex and lntiaate relation wb1ch 

11e-clefln•• th• contlau1ty between palnt1111 and buaan valu••• 



Thia abatract ot about 200 wo~d• 1• approv•d •• to 
fora and content. I recoaaend its publioa~ion. 

Sian..t ~, '¥;, )ht.ul.i.Le,S 
Inatruotor ln aLara• of dlaa•r~atlon 



TABLE OF COITEITS 

CHAPTER PAGE 

I. THE PICTURE PLAKE PllOll TO ABSTRACT 

EXPlESSIOIISl!I. • • • • • • • • • • • l 

II. SPATIAL VALUES II ABSTRACT EXPRESSIOIISM. • • 12 

III. 

Tl\e tine. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 12 

The Color •• • ••••••• 

Th• Texture ••••••••• 

Perapect1•••• •• • • • • 

• • • • • • • ll 

• • • • • • • 16 

SCALE II ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM. • • • • • • 29 

JU BLIOIIAPHY • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 38 



CHAPTBI 1 

THE PlCTUl\E PLAI& PllOI TO ABSTRACT &XPR.ESSIOlflSM 

Sine• tb• lena1•••••• and "P to th• •nd ·of th• nine• 

te•nth o•at,u•y tile artist in aarz.at.lve • portrait• and. land,. 

acape pai.n1in1 ••• •••u••d to inhabit,•• nearly•• posaibl•• 

th• sa•• apatial sy.1tea •• th• one .operatla& in the picture 1 1 

until Cez.anne '• plastic topoaraphy et nature, Gat&&llin• • 

Synthes!•• and Van Gogh's explicit reduction of .land.acape to 

a •eetlng around between reality an4 emotion betrayed an 

entirely new view of natural and pictorial apace. After 

Ceaann• aad the Poat•I■preaa!oaista 1 through the progreaai•• 

loaa ot obj•ct•quallty in repreaentatton; the break between 

pictori•l and natural apace was dra•ati••d to !ta full•st 

•xtent. To the •tdeated,' psychic dlatance fro■ 1 th• repre~ 

eented' • physical diacontinuity :between the apatial syate■ 

of the pJ.ctui-e and the spectator was add•d• 

1Herbert Read, l C9nci•• Hl•t•~f of_ Mod•~• Paiutlnl• 
llew Yo_rJo Herbert Pr'-•a•r (lii9 J, p. ~or. 1 Tne atruaai• to 
represent realistically, to •r•ate an illusion of reality. 
cause4 tb• artist to dia•naaae fro• hi• vaaue field of sensa­
tion; fi~•t th• volu•inouaneaa of phyaical ·•ntities like 
huaan beinaa, tben the relative poeition of auch entitles or 
groups, and finally a felt and substantial spac•• welling up 
between such entities and bin4in1 tb•• toaetber in a ap,ac• 
"'ti•h 'a :1•0 ttl• •e•c• 11ithi,ll wbi~h th• •e•ct~ti'P I! . 
a tuate. 
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Th• vi•w of th• picture•• a •window• throuah a fr••• 

had allowed for differeat peaetrationa into depth• but reaard• 

l••• of th• width of th• tract ef apace used &ad th• exprea­

aive diatortiona which occurred within th• liaita of enlara•• 

••nt and diainution, apatial orientation in tb• picture apace 

waa possible and invited alona atereoaetric lin••• The thr••• 

dlaenaional cube conception of the picture preaupposea a 

siailar cube around the spectator, that ia, space extendina 

in both di••ctiona accordina to the•••• prlncipl••• Even 

thouah in the picture it waa •111uaory," fro■ looklna at thia 

"illusory apace• in the pict\lre one could have de•l••d •noraal• 

spatial expectations in respect to real apace. The effect 

of the "illusion" depended on a •continuity!! nor■al expecta­

tions• in respect to the object•• position in apace and their 

autual interr•lationa and aoale. 

After the Manneriat interlude in which tbia continuity 

waa underaln•d by th• introduction of spatially 1ndetera1nate 

and a■biauoua areaa fro•• atereo■etric point of •1••• the 

objective reality of th• world in the picture••• clraaatiaed 

to auch a clear•• by Car•••aaio tbat in th• ooaplete realisa­

tion of the continuity betwe•n th• two spatial ayat•••• the 

concept of th• pictur• plane aa boundary betw••• th•• was 

violated. Thia aaauaed continuity of apatial experience 

between picture apace and apeotator • • apace, a4h1abra'tecl to 

different dear••• in th• following centuri••• ••• ahatt•r•d 

coapletely by the Poat•Iapreaaioalata. Vltb dlfferina ••· 

ph•••• the "•utono■y" of picture apace waa ••••rt••• 
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eaphaa1a1na the intereat in co■poaition and th• a■otiona in 

tb• creation of pictur••1 that ia, any interest in the 

poaiti•• relation between picture apace and spectator apace 

bee••• aecoa4ary to other coaaicleratioaa. 

I (a) Ce&ann•'• tight and architectonic co■poaltion baa 

i■portance for Abatract Expr• ■■ionla■ b•c•u•• of the conaiat­

ency of hi• reapon•• to the whole of tbe canvas. Whatever 

his reaaona, Ceaanne activat•d every part of the canvas by a 

auatained and total reaponse. He disposed his eneraiea, 

whether becauae of co■positlonal concern•• or aa • response 

to perceived ■ tr•cturea of experience, with•• auch spontaneity 

and •innocence of the •Y••" and th• hand••• his world •i•w 

p•r•itted. In fuaina the f&c•t atructur• of hia for■• with 

th• actual aeot1ona of the canvaa,2 Cesa~n• forc•d attention 

on lli phyaical part which th• canvas plays in th• process of 

pictur• aakina and!!!.!, act¥al . ■akina process of picture••• 

such, but it 1a th• vitality of his sustained •ffort and his 

aoral deter■ination in the physical preeenc• of th• can••• 

that aarke hia aa an anceator of Abstract Expr•••ionisa. 

l (b) Althouab th• Cubiet aRalyaia of obj•cti•• reality aad 

their •circulatiaa• viaion teleaooped into one aultlpl• or 

a1aultan•oua views of objeota ancl ••••••d a csontln ity of 

vision iR th••• ter■a, it pro•idea • link between th• spatial 

2Cl••••t Qreenbera, Art and Cultur•• Bostons Beacon --Preaa (1911), P• 55. 



world of observer and of the picture only by a •reference,• 

referenoe to th• kind of evidence we have in real apace, 

reference to the baala on which•• decide in real apace that 

there are thr•e-diaenaional objects. In abort, it provided 

only an oblique reference to either the apace of th• picture 

or that of the apectator, and aaauaed between the• a continuiti 

2!, interpretation. 

The avareneaa of the canvas•• a flat aurface, which 

overtly ancl conaiatently influeaoea the arran1••ea't of the 

picture ele■enta, 3 reached it ■ oliaax in Synthetic Cubi••• 

but with curioua reaulta. The articulatioa of th• aurface 

into depth by••••• of color plan••• and the diatribution of 

object quality over a aeries of planea by •••n• of tran•• 

parency. section■, ei■ultaneity and poaitive-ne1ative reading 

of abap••• eapbaai&ed the nature of the picture plane•• a 

literal plane1 but it alao helped to de■aterialiae it. Tb• 

canvas beina an object of one pla11e aa■ian• it a difficnalt 

place in the Cubiat univeraei that 1a 1 the fact that it 

3;reenbera 1 Art and Culture, P• 70. •there 1• no 
question but that Brique'""ind flcaaao were concerned, 1n their 
Cubi••• with holdlna on to paiatina a■ an art of representa• 
tion and illuaion. But at fir■t they were ■ore crucially 
concerned, in and through their Cubi••• v1th obtainina aculp­
tural result by atrictly nonaculptural •••n•• tbat 1• 1 by 
findina for every aspect of three•diaenaional vlaioa an ex­
plicitly two-di■enaional equivalent, reaardl••• of bow ■uch 
veriai■ilitude alaht aufter in th• proo•••• Paintina had to 
■pell out 1 rather than pretend to deny, the phyaical fact that 
it••• flat, even though at th• •a•• ti•• it bad to overco■ e 
this proclaiaed flatn••• •• an •••thetic fact and continue 
to •report nature.• 
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conalata of only oae plane ••ke• it: spatially neutral, except 

in relation to othet' plane• i11aid• and outa14e the pictu••• 

It w«a th1• fact that led tbe Cubist to "texturise• it and 

th11• lavolv• it ooaalatently not: only with the kind of apace 

presented on lt. but also with tbe actual apace iaaediately 

adjoining. While adhel'ioa to th• concept of plane they 

introduced t•xtv.re !! ~eptb dl••n1io!, ln order to spatially 

looaliae it and alao to aake it concr•te. While the conoept 

of "transparency"••• crucial in accoaaodatt11a the pictui'• 

plaa• to it• dual role••• traaaparent plal'le an4 a aaterial 

pl•••• the aaterial. introduced on it and the eapbas1• ol the 

••t•rial oonat1tut1na it• ael''f'a-d to ••k• it ooncr•t•• The 

a•n•r•l aatai-ial anrichaent of th• p1oture surtaoa ia Syn• 

thetic Cubiaa is "apat&allz" j•atltiad, aa lt la In Abatraot 

Expraaaioni••• Paradoxically• Ctahi•• baa belpecl to point out 

th• object quality of tb• canYa• and th• aatarlal• of pictur• 

aakina, "the ••diu••" ln a way that carries over into Aba'traet 

Expreaaionl••• But ita aoat ai1"'1f1cant contril>\ltioa 1• tbat 

1t baa helped to••• the picture plane not only•• flat, t'lfo• 

cli•en■ ioaal • b11t also •• • spatially nau'tl'&l field, •• • void• 

•• a "tab111a r••••" Th• treadoa and. •••ia1att1 whieh it 1atro-

4uoad in the traataent of planes haa affeetad. the ai-tiat•a 

att1tu4e toward the picture plane u4 haa ainoe toroed ••• 

pe.rl•ant to •••rob for other •••n• to •••• 1t • •special 

plane.• 

I (o) Heoplaatlci■• can b• ••Id to h••• ••4• of pictures 

•aodulea• of two•dl••••1ona1 oraanlsatloa, hence tbe f•el1na 



that they could be repeated•• el•••nta in the appropriate 

archit•ctural cont•xt, i.e., •ct•• walls, they baYe ao 

exbau•tively detlaed their apaoe that only by repetition 

or arranae•ent could vari•tY be produced. Put differently, 

the oraan1sation of apace in leoplaatic picture• l• ao taut 

and poverful that it •e••• to •xtend into the adjoining, 

l••• defined apace. lt 4et1••• this •P••• •• it •o••• into 

it lat•rally, portionina and e11oloain1 apace•• a plane. 

Abstract Expreaaionlat plotur•• are not doainated by an 

architectural role. Th• tel'II •wall-painting" ha• not 

helped to better place Abatraot Bxpreaaionist pioture•1 oa 

the whole it does aore hara than good by reduoina th•• to 

•wall decoration." True •nouab Abatract Expreaaioaiata 

reapond to the picture pl••• aore a• to a part of archit•otu~e 

than aa to a fia••• of plane 1•o•etry1 and Abatraot E,cpre•• 

alonlat piotvrea ba•e • ••t•ona• relation to th• apace of 

the ob••••••••• atrona a■ leoplaatie pictwrea, they botb 

define it, Meoplaaticla• bJ prlnoiple, Abatraet lxpreaaioaia• 

by intruaion. E••n when Abatract Expreaaioniat pictures 

are not overt ••lief• tbey include tactile differentiation• 

and ••t•rlal differentiation• la the picture to a dear•• 

that it plays up the contact of the picture surface with th• 

apace of the observer rather than the flat•••• of the plct~re 

aa • break in real apace. Because of the tactile value ot 

its tor••• it aaaerta tactile apace around it. la addition, 

the execution•• ••phatleally ahowa th• preaenoe ot th• band 

that it cannot help aaaertin1 th• apace in which it •o••• and 
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.. 
feela. In Neoplaaticia• th• ai•• of the ahapea uaed ia ao 

interrelated into a rhJtha, ao ooapletely incorporated in a 

relation aufficieat to the pict•re •• a whole that even when 

tbe picture ia bi& it doea not project the ai•• eleaent in 

relation to th• apace of the obaerver, it la not aonuaental. 

Ia Abstract Expreaa1on1•• th• aiae of the ahapes ia uaed in a 

way which refer• to actual apace perceptions, to their rel•• 

tion to the apace of the obaerver, and in thia tbey can be 

aonuaental. Th• p!ct•r• plane 1• thus again frontally related 

and becauae of the atrenath of thia frontal interrelation the 

probl•• of what to do with th• eda•• of th• plct•r• plane is 

not aa paraaount •• with Cubisa and Meoplaaticiaa. The actual 

coatoura of tbe canvas in leoplaatic pictures are integral to 

the borisontal•Yertical ayatea which atructurea their eoapoai• 

tion, whereaa la Abstract Bxpreaaioaiat picture• of th• Pollook 

variety they act aa arbitrary ~oundari•• to an activity,•• 

pbyaical rather tban foraal boundarie•• Hence alao the 

feelin1 that th••• Abatraot Expreaaioniat pict•rea co•ld ao 

on beyoad their actual•••••• where leoplaatic pictures could 

proliferate alona their ed1••1 but even in linol••• they 

vo•ld look differently and act differently. 

-W. M. lYina, Art!!!!. Qeo■etrz, Caabridaea Harvard 
University Pr••• (l91tiT;" p. 8. *factually, thin&• exiat in 
a ••rl•• of h•r•'• in apace, but where there are no thina•, 
apace •••n thouab e■pty, continues to ••i•t• bee•••• tb• ••­
plorlna han4 know■ tbat it ia in apac• even wb•n it 1• in 
contaot with notbina. Th• •Y•• contrarivlae, can aee only 
thinaa, and when there are no thlnas there is notbina. not 
even. eapty apace• for it cannot b• ••••." 



8 

I (d) Fol' Supre■ati■• to 4w•ll on the flatnesa of th• picture 

plane would have been to ■ake too ••ch of it• objective nature. 

Freed fro■ an objective fr••• of reference, reference to 

recoaniaabl• objeota and traditions, •••n in regard to th• 

picture plane, Supreaatl■• proce•ded to ■ake it th• ataa• for 

objective diaeabodlaent. The veheaenoe with which the 

Supre■atiata approached their aia has not tailed to attach 

to the plet,n•• plane an aura of th• hallowed ll'Oun4 of highly 

■otivated action. Thia .ta not to say that other •rtiata 

before had not felt a■ strongly about ■akin1 p1oturea. With 

the Supre■atlata one a•t• th• feeling that the canva■ acted 

on th•• aa a aignal to a co■plex ooabat. Th• word •arena• 

ha• been•••• of th• picture plane by Abatract Expreaaioni ■t• 

frequently, but Supreaati■■ fir•t de■on ■trated the preoario~•­

n••• and daring i■pllcit in the decision• invol~•d in tb• aot 

of paiatlne. Van 011\ ••Y h••• shown the paycholo91ea1 feat 

which a••• into the paii,tlna of pioturea and which can talc• 

plao• on the eds• of •••n•••• b•t Supreaatiaa plaoed off1• 

cially the painting of pioturea ln relation to actlona they 

abowed it to be on• kind of ■oral action, and thus introduced 

into th• painter•• action the d••••• the freedoa and the oon• 

••4uenc• vbioh pertains to ■oral aetion. The •1t••• and 

■oral reaponae to th• plct•r• plan• of Abstract Expreaaioai•• 

is her• prefigured with great force and can help to aa under• 

atandlna of th• Abstract Expreaaloniat attitude to th• pio• 

ture plane, not jll■ t in relation to history, but also in 

relation to its apecial ai••• 
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Looking at Supreaatiat pictures superficially, one 

finds them very close to sche•atic textbook illustrations of 

the t•naion of pictorial elements on the picture plane. Thia 

siailarity has aade it easy to interpret Sllpreaatiaa aa a 

streaalined exercise on the principles of pictorial tension 

and bard to see its contribution to later atylee, The eo•­

pression of means in Supreaatis• draaatizes the 1aperaonal 

force of exemplary pictorial action rather than isolates 

spatial tensions peculiar to the picture plane. In contraat. 

to Neoplastlciam which marshalled pictorial tensions inter•• 

of the plane as architectural eleaent 1 in terms of one uni• 

fied spatial system, Suprematis• presented tension on the 

picture plane as conflicts of two kinds of spatial cate• 

gories-•of real, architecturally undefined space, and of 

a•o■etrically digeated apace. The dlaaonal which it u••• ia 

not designed to eerve •• th• path of recession into the c~b• 

of three•di■•n•ional apace, but indlcat•• th• penetration of 

r•al apace adjacent to tb• picture thr~u&h the pioture aod 

out a• a path of action; tbia non•a•o••tric diagonal ia 

cont~aated with the aeoaetric value of the pictur• plane aa 

a shape; the atraiaht line in the one case ia taut, opti■al, 

individual action, in the other c•••• aeoaetric definition, 

aeneralised action. Soaeti••• the picture plane ia treated 

••rely•• that which 1• "aiven," in contrast to what aan'a 

actions add. Thia contrast 1• aade with breath-takina 

econoay in Nalevich'• •whit• on White." The •l•••nta in 

ter•• of which the nature•hlatory opposition ia stated a~e 



identical•• tar•• pictorial l•nauaa• ia eoacerned; they 

are both whit•• both ld•ntioal in ahape and diaenalonal 

Yalu•• 1•••• tbey are botb flat. 

10 

Withoat i•••raina ltaelf in the projection of i4eo• 

loaical ooateata 1 •• th• S•pre■atiata did 1 Abatract Expr••• 

a1oniaa baa aapired to th• •r•adtb of atateaent which 

Supreaat.ta■ introd11ce<1. Tb• t■portance of Sv.pre■atia■ in 

relation to Abatract Expreaaionia■ ia that it cl••·••<l tb• 

f1e14 of the pict\lre plane of th• elaboration of th• conflict 

between the two-dl■enalonallty of the c•nvaa and tb• thr••­

diaenalonal projection of apace whiob preoccupied Cubl••• 

After Supre■atia■ tl\ia conflict ••eraed aa •••ninatul only 

lat•••• of th• different painter•• action ■ which it peraitted. 

On the whole 1 Supre■atia■ showed the artist la an •active• 

relation toward th• •l•••nt• of experience which •~•tract 

Expreaaioniaa alao olai■• to do. 

Abatract Expr•••1oa1ata baYe• on the whole,• variable 

and flexible attitude toward the picture pl•n•• For their 

purpoaea it• two-di••naioaality doe• not ••oluaively or 

exbauatively define it. The uae of th• •action" lietaphor of 

painting of picture• h•• ■ade lt poaaibl• aad d•airable to 

11v• it •••e• auch •• •tield of action• and ••r••••• alwaya 

in refereace to the kind of action th• artist in ••ch caae 1 

or aeeerall~ cono•i•e• to be engaged in. It• character aa 

■aterlal reaiata11ce •• ••11 aa gl'ound for aaterial app11ca• 

tion obvloualy and aonacioualy influeac•• hia •actlona,• in 

a narrow and in a wide•••••• He needs to treat it•• a 
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plane only when 1\e ia thinkina of it 1n t•s-•• of pl,an••• 

A aood. ••••Pl• of th.la coaplex an4 rloh attitude toward th• 

picture plane i• Hof••an '• "The City .. (1951). In pard,cnalar 

here the piot11r• aul'face .ls •expoaecl'" to aa interpl.ay wJ.tb 

the li&ht !!_ !!!.!. apae• of the observer whioh ia a ohal'aoter• 

1st1c of Abstract Expr•••ioaia• In a•n•r•l• 



CHAPTEJl 11 

SPATIAL VALUES IH ABSTRACT EIPRESSIOIISN 

~-I --(-tt, The spatial laplicationa of th• pictorial el•••nta 

have •••ra•d out of Abstract Expreaa1on1at practices with 

areat force, they have been 1aolated and ••phaaised to an 

unprecedented dear•• ~Y the attention of the critics for 

lack of other intellialbles to deal with. But their a•neral 

•action• can b••• aoae ■ore elaboration.1 

The Line 

The line function• here in three vayaa (l) •• a 

1rapb,2 •• a kind of kin••t-•tic record, a record of aoveaent 

which baa tak•~ place in front of!!!!, picture plane. (2) Aa 

a path!! aoveaent alona th• picture plan•• which i■pli•• a 

lH~rold Roaenbera, Arahile Q(i;1• lli Nan, th• Ti■•• 
th• ld•• J, lew Yorks Horison Pr••• 2), p.-n'. -.Yt~ 
ultiaate aubjeot ■atter of all art ia th• artiat•a psychic 
atate or tenaion (and this ••Y be the c••• even in non•indivi• 
dualistic epochs) that atate ••Y be preaented either throuab 
the 1••&• of a tbina or tbrouah an abatraot aign. The innova• 
tion of Action Paiatina ••• to diapenae with the repr••••tation 
of ~h• atate in fa•or of enaGtina it in pbyaical ■o•e■ent. 
The ac~ion on the can••• b•c••• its ova repreaentation.• 

2Gyoray Xepea, Laaauaa• of Viaion, Chicaaos Paul 
Theobald (1918), P• 116. - . 
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field ot apace diaplao•••nt i•••diately next to the picture 

plane and point ■ to a ••ction of apaoe outaid• l.!!!, picture 

plane. Ca) A• a boundary between areas or contou•• of ahape•• 

aa void• of variable and lnoialonlik• dl■en ■ ion. The apace 

i•••diately before th• picture plane la •taplicated• by dint 

of th• specific aotion of th• artiat which enters•• deflni• 

tion into th• lin••• function. (Tbta ■ight •••• like a 

special c••• of (1) but 1nolud•• r•f•rence to the relation 

of line to ar••• which 10•• ~•yond th• a1tuatioA in (1) abo••>• 

Thia quality of line received apeoial elaboration ln Ceaana• 

in connection with hi• uae of color to create three•di■•n• 

aional projeotiona of volu■•••to intensify the •volu■inal 

juap• of color, and it plays• areat part in the work of 

Qorky. E••• when uaed to create fora, auoh a line inoorporat•• 

the ■ua1•■tion of the a••ture which o~lainatecl it and it• 

Ol'istn in the •2•0• !!. fpoat !! th• elctllr• 2l•n•-

The Color 

Th• color 1• utilised in lta receasiv• and advaaolaa 

properti••• The "juap" of color i■pli•• spatial equivalent• 

referrina to apace behind or in front of the p1c1rure plane. 1 

1The abaenoe of aotual apace behind the picture plane 
1• clearly indicated as it interact■•• reaiatanoe of a aur~ 
face with th• painter'• aotion■ in the ••••ltlna oharacteria• 
tic •••k• of the drip, splotch, incision or scribble. Th• 
spatial oonf1auration• on th• oanvaa ••• •taolated,• •tocuaed 
on" by the reference to the apecial aort of action, that ta, 
the action of paiatlna, wbioh oriainat•• th••• They do not 
••••• to universalise apatlal condition ■ or ■od•l• •• lenaia• 
■ an•• perapeoti•• and Neoplaat1c1•• cloJ tbe •P••• behind in­
vitee ■peculation only it th• picture fails aa a unity in it­
••lf. 



While in Cesann• and the Neoplaaticiat• thia "juap" 

ia oontrollecl 1 polaed 1 balanced• witbila • ••••ur•bl• dlatance 

defined by tbe other eleaeata in the pictur•• thi• "juap• or 

"push and pull" has a aore i~d•terainate cbaracter her• and 

aervea not•• a aeaaure of distance between plane• in tbe 

picture apace, but as a demonstration of "color action,• of 

a tendency!,!.!:, aove••~t. and of tensions •~roe■ and alona tbe 

picture'• surface. Th••• color actions h••• value in Abstract 

£xpreaaioniat picture■•• part of the iaaglnative action of 

the artiat. lt would not be far-fetched to ••Y that throuah 

the variova experi■enta with color prior to Abstract Exprea­

aloniaa •• have acquired alaoat an object•feelina for colors 

and accord the• autoaatically a wider field aa their "life• 

sphere,• literally, than the concept of the picture•• •plane• 

would allow. Wherever Abatract &xpres ■ ionista aake ~•e of 

color areas or "the action of color,• "the life of oolor.• 

thia kind of spatial field operates, not as a foraal ele■ent 

of the picture, but la treated aa a ••ediu••" •• ••aterial," 

aeen •• •paint•" and with the concret•n••• of paint it• -
exiatence !!!. real ■ pace is underscored. 

The Textllre 

The texture functions in three wayas (l) the aeavy 

iapaato, the raised drip, the slash and thruat-aarks and all 

the other aarks of the ••lleability ef the picture surface 

take away fro• the feelina for the picture plane•• geoaetrio 

plan•i tb•y ••aae■t or point to the aoveaeata vhicb originate 
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th••• the apace dlspl•c•••nt involved in it and the spatial 

field ot aoveaent !!_ front !!,l!l!, pictur•1 (2) thia arti­

culated aurface, by th• light-and-shadow-play upon it, drava 

in th• whole spatial universe of liaht•-the origin of light• 

the path of light fro• source to picture plane, the reflec­

tions of the spatial properties around the picture which 

i■ pinge on it by the nature of tbe "light•array•,~ all i■ply 

space, the apace adjacent !2. the picture and the apace of 

the observer. In thia instance th• feeling for the aaterial 

and it• articulation through the play of light coaplement 

the■ aelves in articulating the apace !!, front !!_ !!!.!, eictur.•1 

(3) textural differences of th• aurface suggest through 

tactile responses a different degree of permeability and 

thus different epatial pen•trationa .2!. !!!.!. apace!!_ front of 

lli pf.ctur-e plane into !!!.!,. picture •e•ce. Th• enlarae■ent 

of the surface involved in thi• quaai•relief character of the 

picture plane alao ••r••• to present directly lli, particle•· 

!!!!_ !.!, !!!.!, •p•c• ln ,front !.!, the plct11re plane !!, !!t!, apace 

!.! lli eioture. 

Perspective• 

Tne different perspectives which Abatract Expr•••ion• 

lats ••k• use of includeaa (1) a special ••nae of the 

principle of receaaion deri•ed fro• the cubea the vertical 

tion," 
Conn. a 

- . Jaaes J. Gibson• "Picturea, Perapective and Percep-
in The Visual Art• Today, ed. Qyorgy Kep••• Middletown, 

Weaieyan Unlveralty Pr••• (19&0) 1 p. 225. 
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pll•••p ot •h•P••• Aaala thl• ••••i•• a a1nn1 ••&l••tloa of 

tbe •••••••t •• aotioa ot b•inalaa tb• •orlaontal (th• 1•••• 

bord•• of th• p!ct•r• whioh •••••• •• •••••4 pl••• and•• 

tlr■ t ot tb• lat•r•l• of no•••ion Into depth)•~••••• an4 

aplllla1 !!!• .!!.t do!•• all objectl•• real4••• or ton• 

alon1 l!!.!. front!!~~• 21otu~• £lane. Tb• spectator la aot 

left un••••• ""•••••• tbia •briaal•a arova4" of the horlaoa-tal 

to• ••rtioal aot•ally h•• ocou•r••• be i• abowa ~, t~• 
s 

•r-an1oa• of pa1Dt !!!. a1atlal e••t1 reoal11aa ll••'• ••Jl ,I ~ 

to th• effeot that •••1•1 • point reault• 1A • 11••• •oviaa 

• 11••, inapl•••• ao•l•I a pl•••• 1a Yoluae, ••• oaaaot llelp 

•••••ki•1 tbat thl• prlaelpl• i• at work ~•r•• Wbat•••r 

f••liaa f 41eptll oae tta1 ln fHat of• •• rraaeta 1• ••• •• 

•••b 'to tla• v•• of •••tloal &l'r•••••••'• •• to the aotloa of 

palat ••• te •••lty. (2) A••l•l P•~•p•ctl•••• or rather 

aoae ••pecta of it& d1atlnc't foi-•• oaa ••,_.••••••to be 

••r•• than blv•r•d o•••• l11t •&•1• 1»111i-re4 abapea ••• t»• 

•••• •• olo••r• when ••••1•1 tbe rovah••l•a of te•t•~• •• .. , 

••l•~•••••t• la •~ort •~•• tb• pa•••••••• ~t •••oaao4at1oa7 

••• •• uoclePatood 'tO b• la efteet, which 0011nta to aaylaa 

t'bat tit• •Y•• "f••••" dlftereatly for 4l1ff••••t 41ataaoee 1• 

•P•••• Tll• •••1111!t1 hetweea ••rial perapeot1•• ••cl 

s,aul Kl••· '~••1•11••1 ·k•t•hboek •••• Yorks , •••••• 
(1951)• PP• 11•20. 

tol'lct 
1V1lliu H. lttleaon• Yla11al St••• ,eroepiloa• Mew 
Sprlaa•• (1110), P• 97. 

7 1a.1c1. 



•ccoaaodation require• a b•i&htened awareness and spatial 

adjustaent of the obaerver !!!. relation 'to the painting. 
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(3) Overlapping. Overlapping planes are used, again in• 

special way, linear element• overlap or rather "run oYer,• 

"are brushed over," "thruat over," one another, strokes are 

"laid over" another, but in a way that accord• th•• the a1ai• 

mum of auggestion of a plane and the ■ axiaua ~ "flow" or 

"thrust." (~) Si••• Th• lava of perspective in general 

iaply that lara• objects are seen nearer the obaerver. 8 This 

depth value ot siae may or may not be made use of by Abatra•t 

Expreasioniat•• but tor tbe aoat part size controls ••otional 

values•• much as it •••sure• physical distance, and tends 

to ■ake the world of the picture physically iaainent !.!!l!. 
the spatial world outside. In ordinary life eituationa we 

are aeldo• exposed to auch large color surface• at such close 

distance aa •• coae to ~iew th•• in th••• picture•, and it 

bear■ ao■e consideration bow auoh thle si&e depend ■ for it ■ 

effect on a fa■ iliarltf with th• enlarged el&e•proxiaity 

aetapbor and how aucb on the lack of taailiarity of just au•h --
•confrontation ■." The reading of slse within the picture 

depends naturally enouah on the spatial eoatext. In ao•• 
instances (to oonfira good •Qeatalt• princlplea) lara• ••••• 

are ot felt as lara• until they are puahed into a "figure 

readina,• which ••k•• the• •1~•p• not only ••••••d location 

but also di■enaioa aa well and this aakea for added •action" 



18 

of _tb• apac• in the picture. (8) Th• Ftaure-Qround Pheno■enon. 

The fiaur••around pheno■enon or poaitive•n•1at1•• apace ••l•• 

tiona play a pro■ inent role in the •patial action in Abati-act 

£xpreaa1on1aa1 it 1• uaed ■ore freely than 1 ••Y• in Neoplastic 

creation ■, but apart fro• its 1aportance vitlli• th• pict11r• 

it 1• laraely reaponaibl• for th• apec1al relation■ of plotur• 

•p•o• and obaerYel' apace ia Abstract Bxpreaaioni••• Fro• th• 

point of view of tb• obaerver, •picture•• a whole la •••a 

•• • •t11ure• a1ainat the around of a wa11, that ia, th• 

•l•••nta of th• picture apace ar• already•••• at one r•■•v• 

fro■ the 1■ag1n•4 plan• which continue• tb• wall under it. 

Put differently, th• •l•••nta in th• picture. •P••• eleaenta 

incl11decl, h••• a diff•••nt Yalu• by itelna vit_hin tb• •tiaure" 

of th• paintina. than th• adjacent••••••• Th• "•11tono■y" 

of picture apace ••Y be accounted fo~ 1n this special relation 

of picture and 1ta backaround. Fro• Cubi•• on• throuah 

Heoplaaticiaa and Supr .. ati•• to Abstract Expr•••io11i••• the 

definition of the picture in relation to 1t• .,,aoent apace, 

it• baokarouncl 9 beco••• crucial to• th• treat■••t of th• apaoe 

within th• pictur•. Abstract Expreaaionia■ •••k• tor !ta part 

to ••tabliab a •~•c• condition or apac• articulation •lthin 

or fl"oa th• pic't11r• whloh ••k•• the oba•r••r obli•iou.a to th• 

fiaur••around relation in order to ••k• th• relation of pie• 

ture apao• to Yiever apace at one• ■ore direct, ■or• oontret• - _____ .....,. -·-- ... ___ ......,_ 
and 1••• ••chanicai. _ ...,._..,-... ___ _ 
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Th• a■ biauity and eluaiveneaa of apaee in Abatract 

Expreaaioniat pictures derive• to a areat dearee fro■ the 

poaitive•neaative reading of shapes in the picture. There 

again it la aot a ■eaaure of depth, but a ■eaaure of the 

intention of the artiat-•of how ■uob apatlal a■biauity h• 

would produce or tolerate while ■akin& hi■ other point ■, 

That ia, its readina ia not deaian•d to yield a plane•• 

location for an object or to place an eaphaaia oa any one 

plan•, bu~ predo■inantly •• !. aeana !!!, chan1!.111 cUr-ectioa, 

direction of the action of th• artiat 1 direction of th• 

attention of the obaerverc it has no stationary effect, no 

arreatina effect, but th• opposite. Coapare the poalti••• 

neaatiYe reading of shapes and line ■ 1n Picaaao'a •Qirl 

Be,fore the Mirror" (1932) 1 with that of Pollock'• "Circular 

Shape• (19-8). ln Picaaao•a picture it 1• part of tbe con• 

teaplativ• ■ode of th• aubj•ct and it act••• a atop w1tb1n 

a certain area. In Pollock•• picture it ia a aeana of adding 

further •o•••ent within u area. In beth its ••• aakea for 

co•preaalon of eneraiea, but with a different e■pbaalas in 

Pica■ao'• picture it increaaea apatial definition and ••••ina1 

in Pollock•• it adds ■or• apace to act on. 

II (b) Th• view of pictur•• aa •windows,• ••irrora 1 • •pro­

aceniua open1naa• point• to apace relation••• perceived f•o• 

an interior, fro■ aoae architecturally aivea li■ ltation. 

And we can •••u•• that th• architectural dlvlaion between 

"interior" and "exterior" account ■ in great aeaaure for the 
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concept of the picture•• "boundary between two worlds,• aa 

auch aa th• function of th• door aa a •pa•••&• between tvo 

vorlda,• for doors ■ore often thaa no~ act as •window••• 

Th• differentiation of the picture fro• th• different 

architectural openinaa and their different actions baa 

oecupie4 ••tiata down to th• pr•••nt and iafluencea our 

•iaual "approach" toward pictu•••• B\lt pietul'e aakina re­

flect• another reapona• to th.• arcbitecture/011tdoor contrast, 

to th• wall•• auch. Aa a piece of vall decoration, pictures 

aot as aedlu•• of adjustaent between the carry•over of visual 

activity (after i■aa••• phaataay i•••••• •••••b•r•d i■aae ■ ) 

and tb• viaually inarticulated wall (tbia ia giving horror 

vacui a positive interpretation). In any ca••• th••• two 

different architectural reference• influence our a•n•r•l 

concept ot th• picture plaae an4 aera• very different apatial 

expeotatioaa in our auticipatlon of vhat the artiat baa aad• 

of the picture plane. The Cubiata ln their lnalatence on the 

literal flat•••• of the picture plane ••d• the aoat of it• 

role•• "•ntlcli■ax" to thr••~diaenaional experi•nce, aakina 

it tbua v•ry •••Y for Dadaiata to parody it as "Bab•rellet.•10 

In isolation fro• other qualities of th• picture plane, 

flatn••• is experienced•• actual deprivation not just of 

visual depth• but ot tactile experience also. To celebrate 

thi• d•privatio• •• victory 2.!, •1aual !!s,!. over "illusion• 
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i• oae of the perver•• outco••• of fonali•• which Abatract 

Expreaaioniaa la pitched a1ainat. 

The diacuasiona of ~ictur•• are atill do■inated by an 

uncritical use of th• word "illu■ion" and fro■ the• th• 

artiat •••ra•• •• little aore than a perfor■er in a aideabow 

of illuaions. 11 On the one aid•• the critics••••• "ai••n" 

the thr•••di■enalonality of th• real world• on th• other ■ id•• 

the two-diaenaionality of th• canva•• and to aee th• two in a 

•••ninaful relation••••••• difficult•• a•tting the caael 

to paaa throu1h th• needle•• •Y•• On the picture•• are 

told w• ••• thr•••di■en. aionality ••• illuaion. • 12 Even when 

dealing with non-objective art. any depth•readina• on th• 

two-di■enaional plane •r• •••n ••• illuaiona.• If perception 

allows ua to P••• with •a•• fro• looking at the thr••­

di■enaional world to lookiag at two•dlaenaional pict•re•• it 

is worth the while to aak if perception in real life doea not 

••brace botb ~the thr•••di■enalonality and two-iiaenaionality. 13 

11Patrick Heron• The Chana1n' For■a of Art• Bew Yorka 
The Noonday Pr••• (1955)7'p. 47. • alatlna-;-.-:-. 1• ••••n• 
tially an art of illuaion. and •pictorial acieace• 1• aiaply 
that accuaulated knovled1• wbieh enable ■ th• painter to con­
trol tbia illuaion. tbe illuaion of for•• in apaoe.• 

12 Ibid •• p. ao. "Pictorial apaee • •• i• an 11luaion 
of depth liiiirnd the actual caavaa. It aay also be a projec• 
tion--of plan• or ••••••apparently in front of th• canv•••• 

13audolf Arnheia, Art and Visual Peroeptioa, B•rkeley 
and Lo■ Anael••• Univer•ity or'°callfornla Pr••• (111,), p. 
221. "All perceived apace raaae• aoaewbere betveaa two••• 
tr••• situation ■• At one extr••• it i• equal to it ■ projec• 
tion •pon a tvo-di■eaaioaal aurfaoe • •• in the other extr••• 
apace look■ infinitely deep.• 



If, •doptina the "window view• toward three•diaensional 

reality, we look out of a rooa with• view, we see within 
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tbe fr••• th• view of tbe thr•••d1aena1ona1 world outaid• 

adj~•t•d to the plan• which connects the vindow•a edaea. Ve 

••• it, contrary to knowledge, aa two•diaenaional •tiaure• 

•aainat the aurroundina around, or ve can be said to aiv• 

ourael•e• to the "illusion" that it 11•• as a picture aaainat 

this around and because of this aaeuaed overlay it appears 

at rouahly the sue distance as the backaround. (the vall). 1 ' 

What aattera here 1 ■ our indifference to the depth clues 

perceived except _aa they present tb••••l••• inter•• of th• 

plane connecting th• window' ■ eda••• Our attention to the 

"fiaur•" •• a whole outveiab• our attention to detail• of 

depth perception within it. Odd•• it ia •• could speak here 

of •two-diaeaaionality• "•• illusion"& and if we were not 

versed in auoh tvo-di■enaional reading of the thr•••diaen• 

aional world on aeein1 in one plane, 1n thinking in on• plane, 

ita two-diaenaional presentation would be ••aninal••• to ua 

in pictures. Tb• pictyre-windowa in ■odern houaea pro•id• 

for aucb "two-di••naional" vie~of tbe world an4 in the 

Ro■ antic landscape• of Caspar David Friedrich, th• aubli•• 

views (viewed by apectato•• ln the picture) ar• viewed at a 

1-Ittleaon, Visual Seaoe Perception• PP• 1,-1s. •two­
cliaenaioaal fora perception can ■oat properly be coaaider•• a apeoial c••• of three-diaenaional perception rather thaa 
the rever••• Siace al■oat any plane fia~r• ha• •o•• apparent 
depth it reaains a aoot 1uestion what to label such appar• 
ently th•••-dia•naional physically two•d1aen•lonal obj•~t.• 



23 

cli•~•noe aaa1nat vhioh th• figure• act•• a fr••• ancl turn 

th•• into two•diaena1onal "plctvrea• within the picture. 

E•tr••• depth as an area 1a r•ad a, a •whole" inter•• of 

the indifference!! possible huaan experience, and by dint 

of this "unifor■ity• it act••• a plane and la d~awo into a 

fiaure-arouncl reading whloh is two-diaenaional. Thia ia why 

th• flat backaround 1n Bysantine paintina ts read as "in• 

finity•1 yet it cannot be ealcl that there we are experiencina 

depth••• illusion•• nor that the fl•t backarogn4 "ayaboliaea• 

infinity. It ia i■portant to dwell on juat this ••biauity 

between extr••• depth conditions aud two-diaen,ionality 

becauae without it we cannot appreciate what Rothko, an4 to 

a certain extent, Barnett and Still are doina. Without 

wantin& to overaiaplify their intentions and the vhol• coa• 

plex effect of th• pictures, one could reach a aiailar con­

cluaion to that of Roaenbluas 15 that they have articulated 

the perceptual condition• of th• Infinit•••of infinite depth 

and it• eaotional valu••• The part which ■ oal• play■ in tbi■ 

will be diacu•••d lateri now it la 1aportant to net• that 

15Robert Roaenblua, "The Abstract Subliae,• Art Mew■ , 
Vol. 59, llo. 10 (February, 1961). "In the abat.-actTa'niuaie 
of Rothko such literal detail•-• bridge of eapathy between 
the real spectator and the pr•••ntation of a tranacendent•l 
landaoape ia ao lona•r nece ■aary, we our■•l••• are the ■oak 
before the•••• standing silently and conteaplatively before 
th••• h•1• and aoundl••• picture• ••• the floatiaa ti••• 
of veiled light in the Rothkos ••e• to eonceal a total reaote 
presence that we can only intuit and never f•lly 1r••P• 
Th••• infinite, glovina voids carry u• beyond reason to the 
Subli•••• 

• 



where Ro■enbla■ ■peak• of the fiaurea in the Ro■antlc land• 

•c•p•• a• •brlda•• of eapatby• it 1 ■ poa ■ ible to Yieually 

interpret thea aa •tra••••••their looatioa eetabliahed a■ a 

plane la a r•f•r••c• a1■11ar to that of th• fr••• in tb• 

•window view• in relation ll•r• to the •xpan••• of the •tra••­

oendental landacape• beyond. Put differently• tbe fiaur•• 

in Friedrich'• pict•r•• act•• •repouaaoira• in th• picture, 

th• apectator act, aa a •r•pouaaoir• before aothko'• picture■• 

Conditioas of extr••• depth and proxiaity were 4ealt with by 

the ••nner1at■ with apecial fondn••• but alao appear a■ a 

aatter of special intereat io th• early ph•••• ot linear 

perapective application. It is very ooa■on in both case• to 

use the ed1• of a fiaur• (juat •• th• eda• of th• window in 

th• •window view•)•• tbe line or coaaon contour of th• 

clo•~•t Yiaual pl•a• and of the ■o•t dlatant plan• ln the 

picture (in linear perapectiY• thia la often the vaaiahina 

point alao). How tbl• oond1tion of apace i• re•olved in 

th••• pict•••s of th• Reaa1eaaaoe tradition 1• o••i4• tb• 

point beret the workina of extr••• depth peroei••d •a•i••t 

a near eda• a■ a percept•al oue la, bovever, extre■ely 

int••••tina. It 1 ■ a caae of overlay with which we deal 

conatutly in life and which intlveace ■ our Yiaual au••••• 
in relation to tb• depth of the picture plaza•• Th• fra■e 

of a picture •••n when barely an•••• is• •repo~••olr" •• 

well a■ a aeana to atr••• tb• •alae of th• can••••• on• 

pl•••• whether because of o•• acquaintance with pi•torial 

tradition, beoauae of th• •unlearned" overlay aeaban1•• in 



25 

perception, or ~•cauae of our carry-over of expectatioaa in 

regard to architectural openina•• In any c••• tb• aabiauity 

of extr••• cleptb and tvo•di■e11aional surface 1• uot conjured 

11p by th• artiat •• part of the tricks ot th• tr•••• 1>11t i• 

an unavoidable condition of visual perception. In picture• 

auoh a• Kotbko'•• Barnett•• and Still'•• th• actual prox1a1ty 

of the obaerver acta •• on• eleaent 1 the flat canvaa indicated 

•• a11ch 1 •• the other el•••nt that 1•t• th• aabiaui'ty going. --
Unl••• we enlara• •pictu•• apace" her• to include tb• -----
speota~or !!!!_ !!!!. apace, w• cannot aae1an to it any •depth 

illuaion.• Beoauae of the faot that•• perceive deptb paat 

eda•• or line• aotina a• auch 1 in ■oat Expr•••loniat plotur•• 

•• don't find lin•• aotlna aa eda••• Ona can view Quston'• 

cl~•t•r• of lin••• huddles of 11•••• •• an atte■pt to P••••nt 

aoaetbina akin to objeotlv• 1roupin1 while ••oidiaa tb• 

"•daina in• of for•• wbioh would ••k• the cl•ptb ar.ad two• 

d1aeaaionality a■biauity •xplicit. 

We can ••Y that in Abatract Exp••••loni•• two•cl1aen­

•ional1ty ia not aivea "for■ally.• •abstractly,• but it 1• 

atate4, ianored• ••diacove••• in a auooeaaion of approach••• 

It ia atrilcina bow in de Kooalna • • plo'tlil'ea tvo-dlaeaaionality 

1• perceived•• th• result of tbe •rtiat•a action• rather --- - - · ---- ----
than an unavoidable aapeot of tb• oanvaa. In bia •vo■ea• 

••ri•• for 1natanoe 1 it wo•ld not be "aa1Ye• to prot••t tb• 

way be baa baahed in th• tlalirea and liter.ally flattened 

th•• out. Tbe abook which th••• •woaen• prod~•••••• aaialy 

du• to what cl• Koonina did to th• concept of plaatiaity in 



26 

his pictol'ial wol'ld. Al.thouab one could ao on talking a• if 

flat treataent of tbree•dlaenaional objects 1• dictated by 

the conte■porary •truth to ■ater1ala• (in thia c•ae th• 

can•••>, de Kooning showed that tvc,-di■enaionaUty oan be 

enacted •• a bit of vandal!••• Distortion and fl .atte1aina of 

tisu••• ha• occurr•d previoualy in equal violence in Picasso, 

but th.ere the for•• oonve, an anau.tsh !! the 2rln~i_ple !! 
p1otur,aakltti 1 •• ~•ll •• at th• emotions (ot the artlat), 

which f~atten and con•olute th•• like paperatrlpa around the 

1929)• vher••• here not th• eKlaene1•• of the aurfaee, but 

the 4ecia1on to ala• down a plane on the tiaure baa the upper 

bani. Plaaticity• however, aurvl•••• not beaauae of an 

"illtaa1on 2.£. tbPee•d1••••1o~•l1tl• e>n th• pictul'e aux-face, 

but be4ause ot th• strength of the ••terial presenoe of paint. 

It ia thia ■aterial preaeuce of paiat which qualifi•• the 

effect of depth which tbe •l•••nta of the pSotur•••akina 

po••••• l to e1n1■er•t• these el••••t• 1 aiae • sh•P•, color• 

bright••••• position ln th• ft•ld, overlay (includina figure~ 

aro11nd tt•latl.011•• eo••o• oon1:ouJt e.nd cloaure)--t• to list 

depth ouea of •iaual perceptioa •• such. Their observed and 

recoanisable ua• in everyday perceptual 4eclalons re1nforcea 

thel~ effect in plctur•• in a•n•ral. 

The lacreaaed faaillarlty with the elements of dept~ 

perceptioa ••Jc•• for the greater plasticity of Abatra.et £x­

preaaioniat pictu»•• •••n wben th• depth ausa••t•d is a■all~ 

On• o•-• ao •• far as to say that given our inc•••••• visual 
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experience and ou• enli&htened attitude tovard th• el••••t• 

of pioture-aakina whatever ak1lla tb1• aort of paiatina baa 

to claia goea into avoiding.!!!, atereotYJ?•• !.! clept~ illuaioa. 

There is a greater denalty of depth cu•• in Abstract Exprea• 

aloniet picture• b•t th•lr total eff•ot la felt in teraa of 

quality ratbel' than in terae •f quantity•-••lnly beoa11a• 11'•1 

are•••• to contradict each other and are pitched aaainat 

th• atrona presence of paint. •111uaioa• ••••••• after 

Abstract Expreasiorai•• as a ■ iaplaced and 1■1osaible coaaiat• 

•ncy !! tw,terpretatioi, ,of depth !!!! ancl it aiaply doea no~ 

work. lnatead• the unltlea of dr•••• place, ti••• and 

aetion of the painter or4er our perception• in the pietvre. 

"Honesty" in reaard to th• pieture plane 1• P•••erv•d not•• 

a l'itllalised ackaovleda••nt of !ta •tlatne••" b11t in aakiaa 

overt its ••t-r• aa ••pport by undiaauieed applioatioa of 

••t•rial OD 1t. 

It i• debatable bow far the wi,trda••1•• vlev of apao• 

hold• for Abatract Expl'eaaioniat palntJ.naa, but the experi•••• 

of fliaht baa eaphaei••• the nature of th• earth aa • aroaa4, 

•• a tray alaoat on wbich objeota •i-• ait11ated. Thia visual 

aenae of aro•a4 •• auppol't •• 1•f.ned fro• above baa helped 

to appreciate th• plan• of the picture•• aupport without 

aotually iaaatnlna that on• 1• ataadina above lti •• kaov 

of aany Abatl'aot Expreaaioalat pictul'ea 'that 11er• paiated 

fro• within, fro• above, that ia, and not fro• the aide, 

which h•i•a• atteatlon to th• pillna up of aaterial on top 

of the pl•••• rather than 1ta a4hereao• to• ••l'tical. plane. 
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It aigbt be argued that the Cubiet device of tiltina up table 

tops aaou~t• to th••••• effect, but again this waa dictated 

as a ••ans for a location of objects in apace which pel'aitted 

the aaxiaua, or the aoat aianificant, view• of object•• which 

th•n allowed itaelf to be incorporated into a •toraal1y" un• 

probleaatic way of arranging th•• on the picture'• plane. 

Here the awareness~ l!!!. actual elace fro• which the paint 

iapinged on the surface and the fact that it was ao placed 

ia sianlficant. 

Where th• 4uality of •writing• predoainate•• th• situ&• 

tion ia obviously a bit different and the natur• ot the canva,a 

as a around need ■ no further elaboration~ But in viewing 

paintlna aa "writina on the wa11• soaehow a destrue1ive ia• 

pulse in relation to the wall also 1• •ade aanlfest. After 

all, the picture aurfac• is a boundary of our forward iapulaea, 

•• a wall la, and lnasaucb •• one cannot tear it down one can 

at leaat scribble on it. If one found au Abstract Expres­

sionist paintina of the Helen Frankenthaler variety, not to 

say Pollock, on on•'• wall unexpectedly• it would ••ke sens• 

•aeatheticallyn to aay "What have you done to •Y wall!" with• -
out co••entiaa on th• quality of the perfor•ance 1.n other 

reaarda. Thia la really puttlna th• canvas in a live an4 

quite lntiaate context vith th• painter, and this inti■at• 

and direct relation between artist and th• pictur• plane la 

distorted in vlewin1 larae Abatract Expreasioniat pictures 

•• ••urals.• 



CHAPTER III 

SCALE IM ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM 

Th• hugen••• in ala• of Abatract Expreaaioniat pic­

tures, toaether wlth th• a■biauity of alae relation& within 

th• pictur••• have caused areat diaoo■fort. Sine• their aise 

relationahipa do not conaiatently define depth conditions of 

th• pictures and do aot atan4 for objects nor is it under• 

stood that they are to be aivea interpretations in real 

apace literally life•siae,1 th• effect of the picture is a 

coaplet~ chaos. Thia la not helped even when un1for■ity in 

the •1•• of the •l•••nta or aoveaenta predo■in•t••• Heither 

do coapariaona to aoientifJ.c enlara•••nta I bacterial oultu.-ea. 

alid••• aerial pbotoaraphy 1 aatrono■ical photoaraphy• X-ray 

pictures, or any other aspects of "The Mew Landscape" naaed 

by K•p•• place th••• figuration• in any •viable" con~•xt. 2 

Superficially th••• i• • resublaace to 'the faacinatina 

docu■entary tbat •c1ent1ata have ao diliaently produced. B~t 

in viewina th••• ac1ent1tic reoorda, the act~al ai&e ia ■ade 

1rrank O'Hara, Jackson Pollock, New Yorks Qeorae 
Brasiller (1959), pp. !i-1§. 

2Gyoray kepes, Lan1u•1• !!_ Vision, Chicaaos Paul 
Theobald (1958). 
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clear and we are told what•• are looking at and where in 

relation to our •••ryday experience it 1• to be found. The 

d1sayin& effect of Abatract Expresaionlat pictures deriYea 

froa the fact that there la no special location for the 

viewer fro• which to look at the pictures. no anal• froa vh•~• 

it would fall in plaoe. Thia ■ay be true of Cubist. Fut1,1ri•'t 

and other dyna■ically conceived picture■ also• but here th• 

coaplete lack of eonsiatent scale add■ to the confusion. 

Critics have •••n Cubie■ aa an llluatratlon of the principle 

of relativity and nothina prevents th•• fro• aeeina Abati-act 

Expreaaioni•• •• such• except statements fro■ th• artist di•• 

avowing any interest in acientlfic space. Neither is talk 

of "private apace" and "payohological spaoe• helpful in 

brinaina one in cloaer contact with Abstract Expresaioni•t 
,, 

picture• because of th• aaaocia~ed cliches of anti-sociali••• 

aolipai•• and anarcbi••• "Private apace" is aot aiven as a 

scale to a ••P• It stand• for the sequence of decisions 

which i• irreversible (which thus places it te■porally as•• 

act) but which can be recaptured (as a whole) because it has 

been diaenaaaed fro■ its temporal context. In order to keep 

th••• deciaion• literally graphic, Abstract Expreaaloniata 

take a tree recoura• to scale ayat••• out of every walk of 

experience, includlna art traditions, that is, of atlll•life 

■cal•• of landscape seal•• of portrait scale, of battle 

scenes. of aaoro• and ■icroviewa of nature. ot handwritina 

and print, and of aeoaetrical ratio ayat•••• •Private space• 

does not define a special area ot huaan experience, 18 not a 
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•etapbor for a hidlna place, but vaye of aovina in an4 out 

ot all area• of huaan experience; henoe ita Pl'•cloainant 

character of kinesthetic record. Thi• freedoe of transition 

is indicated in the tree uae of scale. Scale works eao• 

tionally, by association rather than deseript!vely. The 

difference between the Abatract Exp,:i,eaaio-niat use ot scale 

and Tobey••• for inatance, i• that Tobey ecale 1• qsed as• 

"local color" to certain kinds of experienc:e•• and even 

thouah it is arbitrary it baa a •ttxect• -baracter in creattna 

a certain spac•• of ecta,y, of ayat1e 1•••~•1on. In Tobey 

scale and apace aive a phenoaenoloay whereas 1n Abstract 

£xpreaaion1•• they are part. of a ovltural history. 

Scale in Abetract Expre ■•1oniat pictures ia not a 

aet ••taphyaical scale nor a ••t nat~ral scale nor a definite 

acientific scalin1 up or down of experience, it is• aix'ture 

which is given di•enslon by the activity of the artiats aoae 

work big, so•• work ••all within a 11••• area; yet thia ia 

not all there ia to it. Even it one approaches the painti•a• 

without definite scale axpeetat1ons, one tends to Yaclllat• 

between 'the desire to see th• s■all in big t•••• ·(still life 

orientation) or the vast brouaht dovn to scale (land•oape 

orientation). Ab•t~act Expreaeioniats •••• to rely on thia 

avitch•oYer fro■ outdoor to indoor acale and its opposition, 

in a cultivated •juap" of soalet ••••es are built up by 

writina ■otiona, letters are blown up to act•• areas, hua• 

b~u•h strokes are hud4l•d like objects in a still life 

fashion. wide tracts ot color thrusts are dwarfed by ~uae 
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scribbled ■eaaaae• <•• ia Motherwell'• •Je t*ai■e• [19$5]), 

in an ani■ated ■oaaic atruot•r• dot• auddenly •••••• tbe 

•c•l• of pert~••• (To■llD'• No. s, 1952), detail• dwarf 

arudly conceived P••••a•• and 1raadioae unlforaity drt~•l•• 

off into calllarapbic incoherence. Apparently here tb• 

artiats are aiviaa chaotic tendencies (and devices known 

fro■ Dada) tb• ut■oat f•eedo■, but are holdlna th•• at bay 

by their conatant C011Yeraion into "hu■an a••ture.• Hot vio• 

lence of aeature i• ••pbaalaed, but ta• extent to which bu■an 

aeature ha• to be ■ob111••4 to ■aater all cateaorl•• in which 

a■blauity and diaorder can ■anifeat itaelt. 8 In thia ••n•• 

picture apace beco■•• an •arena• 1n vbich th• •autono■y" of 

picture apace 1• chall•naed •• a for• of tyranny juat aa ita 

lnterpl"etation in t•r•• of aeo■etric perapectiY• vaa ohal .. 

lena•d by Naaneri••• wbioh articulated th• a■biauiti•• which 

picture apace proffer• apart fro■ b•in1 • place wher• one 

space conoeptioa can be deaoaatrate4. The oaalauaht on a 

one-aided interpretation of the p1ot¥Pe apace bad already 

been atte■pted 1~ ter■a of the depth••tvo•di••••ioaal a■bi• 

auity by th• Nanneriata and by th• Cublata. All that w•• 

3£. H. Go■briela, Art aad lllualon, New York1 Pantheon 
Book■ (1960), Bolllna•n lerl•• xixv s.p.282. •tt thia , ••• 
has a function in our aooiety, it aay be that it help• ua to 
"hu■ani••" the 1ntricat• &ad ualy ahapea with which induatl'ial 
olvlllaatlon avrrovada ua. Ve •••n learn to aee twisted wir•• 
or coaplex ■achinery &a th• product of hvaaa action. Wear• 
trained in a vlaual olaaalfication. The deaerta of city and 
factory are turned into tanalewooda.• 
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left to revalue vaa uaacknowleda•d acal• conaiatenoy vbich 

do■ inated all ■oclern art except the later kancUnaky and the 

later Noaet. Tbia vaa don• pri••rily by ai•ina fre•do• of 

aeatu.,• an4 ot •writing" the upper band. Yet thia ia not a 

queation of tappina new poaa1b.1liti•• of beauty froa oalli­

sraphy •••n though a■aociat1oaa of "elegance• in writing 

geatur••• of •atyle,• creep in •••n where ran•••• tougbn••• 

of phyaica.l approach precloainat•. 

Vbil• in Kandinaky•• early abatractiona th••• ia a 

pre4o■inant acale, that of landeoape, in hi• later worka bi■ 

for■a au11••t a wide scale of ori1in1 fro■ th• ainut• to the 

coa■ic, fro■ a wbiaaical, playful, concrete "hu•••• act1Yity 

to a oonoeptval orderina activity, a•o■etrlo an, 41■ena1on­

l•••• fro• a fee11na for th• piotorial •l••••t• •• hu■anly 

available aad phya1oal.ly ■aaipulable object• to •• attitude 

towaPd th•••• abaolute oate1oriea of feellna of oonatant 

and unalt•rabl• di■enaioa ancl •al\l•. .leca••• 1a thi• l&ter 

phaae there la no intrusion of• •painterly handl1n1,• thl• 

freeclo■ in reapect to aoal• i■ ■oat clearly and ■oat co•­

pletely atated. ancl baa bacl aucb a ar••t i■pac:t •• a• •abatraCJt" 

attitude. lut tb1• freedo• in reapect 'to aeal• h•• •••1' 
here, in Kanclinaky, an 111\latra-tive Yalu•• •••n if it 1• 

illuatrative of "the treeclo■a of •••traction.• la Ab■traot 

Expreaaloni•• it ia incorporated in th• picture•• ••ateria1.• 

There this fr•edo■ in r•apect to acale 1• explicitly the r•• 

ault of the painter'• aeature and this, in effect, aak•• it 

lea■ coapl•t•• b\lt the eaphaei• of th• origia of thia freedoa 
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on tb• painter'• a••tur• aak•• it ■ore direct. 

Th• i■portanc• of the laier Monet in relation to 

Abstract Expression!•• 11•• in bis artioulatina thia freedoa 

ae incidental to the painter•• a••ture. In hie fervent 

atte■pt to paint what be aaw, Moaet puabed painterly action 

to auch an extr••• that evea though he did not depart tro• 

the appearance of hie object•• its articualatioa in paint 

aaau■ed a separate existence and could be viewed inter•• of 

tbe painterly action and it• ecale. The val•• of brash 

stroke a■ an •l•••nt of a ecale of action beoo••• in Monet 

ao insistent, •o rich and vivid, tbat it divert• our attention 

fro• th• scale of the objects depicted, hence th• i•preaaion 

that hie picture• are enlara•••nte, tbat a ohana• of acale 

baa taken place even when thi• is not th• case. It 1• ir• 

relevant here wbeth•~ bi ■ brush strokes stand for abbrevia­

tions of aenaatioaa, what aattera ia that be hae ■ade it 

possible to view th• b•••h atrokea in iheir actual ai•• •• ----- .................. -
well and to read their uaifyina aotion •• •• vbole.• We can 

speak of •visual curtain" and •veil• of •••••tion bee•••• of 

the conaistency of hie painterly action, and th• iapreaaion 

that so•• of hia pioturea •contain no solid point of refer­

ence•- la due to th• split of our attention ~•t•••• the 

brilliant surface aa a place in apace and the rhyth• of th• 

activity which we •place• in the artist. What aa enor■ous 

-Villiu Seit•, Claude Noaet, Seaaona and No■eat•• 
New Yorka Nuaeu■ of Modern Art. Oard.en clty Tvl>llcatlona 
(1910), P• 21. 
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viaual riak to h••• on••• w•ll• decorated with an •quatlc 

landacape done by Monetl Th• aabigulti•• of aoal• inherent 

in tbia ent•rpri•• were ■atched with Monet•• power■••• 

painter at their height. And it 1a touching that th1a lnti­

••te co■■ iaa1on should have had such revolutionary iaplica­

tlona. For in the •water Lili••" we tind the stronaeet 

state■ent prior to Pollock of the apatial conflict• in modern 

painting& viewing the picture as an object our attention ia 

located on the aurface1 •••ing it aa a work of art 1 our 

attention ia loet in• apatial recapitulation of the painter'• 

actio11a--th• apace which our awareness covez-a ta also in 

front of the picture. Th• opposition• in which we evaluate 

.Abatract Expl'esaioniat pictures and which are ■aaifeated 

here are not tboee ot two-di■ensional versus thr•e•di••naional 

depth values but between the aeale of the paintina •• an 

obje4t and the acale of the painter•• action• whlob haye 

different point• of 1pat1al reference. tbia side of the pie• 

ture plane. Hence the "crowdlaa" we aeea to experience and 

the attribution of "•aaresalvene••" to Abstract Expresalonlat 

pictures. 

The adverae attitude of Abstract Expressionl•• toward 

de Stael Illustrate• how deep going their break with 0011• 

s1stent scale is. their lack of ay■patby for his work ia 

not d•e to the fact that he uses figure• in hia later style• 

but that he brinaa "scale" back into painting. His case 

ahowa especially clearly that because figurative reference 

involves above all co~aiatent scale experience th1a can be 



isolated and aade an "abe'tract• concern. The abstract value 

!!, acale and its fund•••ntal alliaaee with fi&ure experi•nce 

are equally dra■a~i ■ed in tbia work and account for its 

•c1aaalolaa.• Hi• o•ert reference to those two principl•• 

which have doalnated painting traditions up to now contrast 

stronaly with Ab■ tract Expre■eioniat orientation. 

To weigh th• tensions within the picture so aa to 

favor a particular scale, ot landscape, of the fi&ure, of 

still lite, ha• in traditional art been one of the ■oat 

effective and reliable ways of giving unity to the pictu~e. 

It is poasible to••• thia •• too •••Ya victory, and Abatraot 

Expreaaionlata have sought to show that no general, pre­

conceived, for■al unifying principle ahould be applied to 

creat• unity within the pleture1 it baa to co•• tro■ the 

unity which each particular artist eetabliabea within his 

experience. Ve aove between different spatial fra•eworka 

and between different functiona at a\&Oh a ■peed that we can­

not look to th• continuitz 2!_ spatial fra■eworka to scale 

our experience for us. Man,•• Kepea aays," ••• ••••u••• 

and organi••• up, down, left, right, advance and recession 

in a single eyetea of which hie body 1• the center, and 

identified with th• ■ a1n directions of apace." 5 Yet, unl••• 

we stay on the around, and do not ohooae to orbit, dive, fly• 

dri•• at hi1h apeeda, or penetrate into nature ar■ed with th• 

new devices expanding ■an•• Tiaion in science which ia 
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d1rect1onleaa 1 we disreaard the main direction ■ of apace 

•ore often than not. We cannot deny that we are facing the 

belated effects of scale disorientation atem■ina from the 

aachlne •a•• a dlaorientation which Futurlaa only perceived 

as aovement and visual aweepa of 11ove■ente. Thia is not to 

say that Abatract Expressionism is the latest reportage 011 

the ill• of industrial civilisation. It deals with th•• 

because they are with us. To the fluidity of seal• allch •• 

it pres•nta itself in Abstract Expressionist pictures is 

opposed the artist•• active and enlightened presence. This 

is what is at stake in Abst~act Expresaionis■, not the end• 

less elaboration of the qu1~k• of personality nor a parody 

of vitality. For this reason alao 1 it ie •istaken to••• 

the •i•e of the canvaa as expr•asion of illusions of 

gi-andeul' oit as reflection of "th• •1•• of A■erica as a 

continent•1 6 rather one ~ust allow that the artist ooncel••• 

experience and its conflicts on• scale coa■ens~rate with 

his povera. 

6aryan Robertaon, Jackson Polloek 1 New Yorks Har•y 
N. Abrus (1960), P• 5 ... 
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