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This thesis stems out of a desire to understand more
fully and explain the contemporary vanguard of American
Art known as Abstract Expressionism. The scope of this
thesis includes the nature of our ingquiring and agnostic
age and the personality variances that such an epoch pro-
duces, Its attempt is one of investigation into the pur-
poses, means, variability of style, background and devel-
opment of Abﬂmt Expressionism; and to establish fur-
ther a framework of exemplary artists and their work that
best form an Abstract Expressionism born out of the West-
ern Vorld's most significant artistic movements of the
twentieth century: Abstractionism and Expressionism. The
final portion of this thesis is given to an examination
of the possible advantages and weaknesses of Abstraet
Expressionism and the possible future of such a style in

our century.
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SPIRIT, TIME, AND ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM

Painting traces icon and idea throﬁgh several stages
of dxpanding development of human awareness of reslity:
from a modern awareness of the "self" and a new realiza-~
tion of a constructive pnttori embodying all previously
accumulated intuitions about space back to a paleolithiec
awareness of animals; a neolithie (Cretan) realization of
geometrie pattern and sbstraction; a classical Greek real-
1:$t10n of the human type; and & Renaissance awareness of

an external natnro.l

The Middle Ages emphasized a hier-
archy of the divine and the pre-eminence of God. The Ren-
aissance proclaimed the task of art to idealize upon na-
ture. The Classicists (Prench Academy) asserted that
moral values made it art. The Romantics emerged out of
the pure fantasy of the artist, i.e., the imaginative ex-
ploitation of # gspecific situnation or experience. The
Realists sought to teach man acceptance of nature's supe-
riority. Art, generally, existed in the past as a vehi-
¢le to propagate the ritnalilfic, didactic, or moralistie
by way of national, collective, or commissioned benevo-
lence. (Of course, there are exceptions for as esrly as
the Barogue eontent and style that interested the artist
expanded and pictures were no longer painted "to order™
8o to speak. Rembrandt is considered the first to paint



plctures entirely to his own liking, followed by Goya.
These men developed an independence to paint what they
felt urged to.) The artist today is not bound to any
external origin nor has his art become a vehicle for any
extrinsic cause. Rather he is motivated by his own in-
trinsic desire to discover the "self", i.e., to expend a
human awareness of experience; to experience and reincar-
nate an unsatisfied fulfillment toward the demiurgic; to
alleviate an agnostic, searching sttitude so marked in
our age; to find the marrow, the essence of things and
ideas.

Modern man's search for the "self" has instigated an
annexation of the visible present to the past to build a
world apart and self-contained, existing by itself, until
its autonomous spirit and the complete independence of
its abstraction become overtones of style and content in-
divisible and inseparable from one another. In seeking
the "self" and the individualistie, art today is not
fixed but a free, personal, visual expression, and emerges
in a great variety of styles and approaches as extreme as
the personalities of the artists who create it: involving
the intellectual, or the courageous, or the ascetic, the
sensual, the agnostic, the pious, the neurotic, the emo-
tional, ete. Since art today is so very personsal and
since our time inspires a complex of types of persmmalities,



it is quite natural to find as many stylistic variances
in today's art as there are personality variances, even
within s specified "ism". Such a development very logi-
cally prompts the contemporary artist to look upon his
supreme work as "not the one in best accord with any tra-
dition - nor even his most complete and 'finished' work -
but his most personal work, the one from which he has
stripped all that is not his very own, end in whieh his
style reaches its elimex, In short, the most significant

work by the inventor of a ltyle."z

This tone of personal
and individual "signature” continues to be significsnt in
the Western World's most original artistic statement -

that of Abstract Expressionism and in so doing belies the
assumption that Western Art is based on a hero-worship of

one artist for another.

Generally, Abstract Expressionism combines the chief
formal discoveries of twentieth century abstract painting
with the intensity of emotion and profound content char-
scteristic of the Expressionist movement around 1910.s
Abstraction indicates general form inguiries into design,
pattern, movement, color, spasce, line, ete. Expressionism
refers as it originally did, to Emil Nolde, Max Beckman,
Ernst Kirchner, Oskar Kokosechka, Edvard Minch, Georges
Rouault; to the artist's feelings about an idea



emphasized ~ underlined; to explosiveness of self and
vital expressiveness, and, in the case of the "Germans”,
to violence, physical torment or mental agony exaggerated
and reinforced. Abstract Expressionism, thus, becomes an
avoidance of conventional representational imagery and is
replaced by a commitment to visual impulse; by a desire
for the intensity of personal commitment with or without
specifiec reference to visual reality - with or without
the "I" or first person .cnuitncns.‘ (Sueh a personal
commitment within Abstract Expressionism takes on emo-
tional or intellectual dominence depending upon the per-
sonality of the artist; Willem deKooning exemplifying an
emotional "I", Robert Motherwéll or Mark Rothko an intel~
lectual "I" or introspectiveness.) Pablo Picasso's
Guernica emerges as perhaps the first significant work
of our age to synthesize these two main trends of twen-
tieth century art, the Abstract and the Expressionistiec.
And, begimning in 1946, Rufino ®mayo combined his mas-
tery of abstract, geometric design with a tremendously
moving and dramatic content: Women Reaching for the Moom,

Cataelysm, and Total Eclipse.
Essential to Abstraet Expressionism is that all the

elements of abstract or objective form (design, distor-
tion, foreshortening, movement in spasece, color, ete.) sre
used to express a significant content rather than being



ends in themselves &8 they are in their original "ab-
stract" epplication. In Abstresct Expressionism, distor-
tion and modification take place to achieve a more power-
ful personal or emotional expressiveness., In such an
"abstraction", Expressionism becomes the creation of a
world foreign to Jjust the visusl or physieel world; not
ite expression but its parasllel or symbol, which, stemming
from our culture, aims far more st transfiguring the
world of appearance than at adapting itself to its envi-
ronment (as was the case in the nineteenth century) or
even at accepting certain chosen elements of it. Such a
world is abstracted from appearances, and its style, like
that of the Byzantine, is based on a conviction that the
only world that matters is other than that of appesrances.
The roots of Abstract Expressionism are not in the
Classical tradition which in Greek form is born of an an-
thropomorphic and humanistic vision of the world whiech
~ erystallizes movement and distills emotion. Rather it
stems from the Celtic and Germsnic ("Barbarian" art of
Northern Europe), which dissolves the "concrete"” in order
to search out the germ of an idea or the cause of things
in a subjective way. And in so doing resches an abstrac-
tion of the infinite, claiming vaulting lines, gratuitous
ornament, indifference to "beauty"”, and excited eruptive

color and form. Abstract Expressionism thus becomes a



reiteration of the Celts and Germaniecs, the Negro, or the
Easter Islander, a reinstatement of direet emotion by way
of ite own, by freedom from the freeze of academic cubism
or the brutal imitation of neo-plasticism. In such an
Abstraet Expression forms and rhythms are derived from
the earth. Contact becomes the meaning and labored paint
and seratched out calligraphic line or ambiguous form
gesture a subjective or introspective reality through an
sutonomous, inner-eye image which is often couched in a
language of the child (Archile Gorky) or primitive sav-
agery (Willem deKooning) for greater force; often & high
pitched excursion into fantasy, an urgent, explosive de-
sire to reincarnate the poetic, the mystiec; often strong
dynamism, foree, even a certain smbiguity (William
Baziotes).

Abstract Expressionism unleashes a pigment born of
an unfettered and searching brush - a direct and immedi-
ate primary sensation where speed, immedisey, setion, and
pure paint matter exploit a "rhythm of life" in an Orien-
tal sense; where the sensation of paint paste, the ases-
thetics of automatism, discursive, improvisatory tech-
nique and a preference for spontaneous, even impulsive
qualities of experience reaffirm an abstract-expression-
ist eredo that the "very effort of painting is what
paintings should be t\”ﬂt.'6 Suech an expression claims



no cultural or eategorical tradition, only the explora-
tive, an uncharted path of experimentation which knows
only a starting point, methods, and bearings. It allows
the artist's personality to become the vehicle of a high-
ly individusalistic art which disowns the visual world and
becomes an uneasy guestioning of the scheme of things,
probing deeper than visual surface -~ a passionate inter-
rogation of the meening of life rather than just the
sight of it, vwhere guestioning serves as a means of fur-
thering life. "Here ies individuslist art, a confirmation
of the autonomy of pasinting, as precarious as it is spec-

tacular."’

Yet, in seeming contradiction, the forms of
vanished civilizations become common language in our idea
of art even if we have no inkling as to their original
social symbolism for to us they become what they sectually
are, form, or works of art. The "new painting" bases the
unity of all the arts on a kinship of form and idea,
rather than upon the idea that forms become akin to each
other upon service to a certain sccepted system of val-
ues; where art doees not sponsor any "invented"” absolute
but takes its place; where Abstraset Expressionism does
not propagate a religion but becomes a substitute for
1t.8 It does not sponsor an absolute but itself has be-
come the absolute and as such becomes fetishistie., And

it should be added that for this reason "talk of s modern



srt of the masses is mere wishful thinking for srt sets
on the masses only when it is at the service of the
messes' absolute”  which todsy has been conditioned by
a social desire for "easy reading” rather than the more
difficult and complex. ‘

In annexing the fetishistic, Abstract Expressionism
has rediscovered the Persian color pateh, a Celtic exu-
berance in calligraphy, the forceful "savagery" of the
European Middle Ages, Buddhist frescoes, the mystery of
Sung washes, and the Brague~like scrolls of the Tairas.
So the fetishes force their way into our culture and art

in much the same way as the Japanese print was learned
- and absorbed by the Western VWorld. Yet a new application
transcends the forerunners until all past forms are "vis-
ible” in a formal sense because art is now its own value
and not, as before mentioned, a vehicle for social, reli-
gious, moral, or political systems of values; until, by
way of agnostic searching, all the glories of the past
become available to the contemporary artist, so that art
is no more an emotionalized world than a glorified world.
Rather it becomes another world, a dynamiec otherworld, so
that today's art continues past works but only on the
surface. Its content, meaning, snd style point up a dy~-
namic otherness (Georges Mathieu "acts" out in paint this
dynamic otherness) which in the vocabulary of Arshile



Gorky (Gsrden of Sochi, 1947), Jackson Pollack (She
Wolf, 1943), Williem Baziotes, Adolph Gottlieb, Willem
deKooning, Philip Guston, Robert Motherwell, or Mark
Rothko has achieved a poetry heretofore sesocisted with
imagery. These artists have achieved an effect of imme-~
discy, sensation, motion organization, pure paint matter,
light, and an sectivized surface, sesthetically unproc-
essed, whose purport becomes that of giving power of
speech to the basic elements of painting, where abstraet
fundamentals (grammar) become the syntax of its poetry.
This power of speech assumes an expressive kinesthesia
(einfiihlung) into paint matter which re-creates the
painting process and which is not incompatible with an
Eastern concept of "vitalism™ that reaches into an under-
standing communion with all things and transcends visual
surface to relive the experiences of an object or idea.
Thus, Abstract Expressionism suggests something beyond
itself, an otherness which defies precise definition, a
spiritualism (like that in the "light" of Rothko) which
more thui Just echoes a scientifiec age that can dissolve
golids into moving energy or travel faster than the waves
of sound. "Truth" now lies in something hidden, some-
thing that exists but remains intangible, something iden-
tifiable but inexplicable, equivoecal, and in Abstract
Expressionism something which becomes daring and restless,
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where sction, motion, maatien. or mood becomes the
touchstone of 11fe.1?

Thie "otherness” and "sensation" that set the tome
for Abstract Expressionism, and the immedisey end speed
with whieh it ie registered, with its indeterminate and
rudimentary expressive vocabulary of brush stroke-ecallig-
raphy and setivated surface of pure psint metter and exu-
berent vitelity, colors the imerican painting scene with
en excitement not experienced since the irmory Show; end
in en idiom predominently native in chsracter. (Dore
Ashton, Arts and Architecture, presents a negated picture
of Abstraet Expressionism’'s gquest for sueh an otherness.
As Ashton puts it, in its aembiguous "liberty" from the
bounds of reason, streseing immedisey, instantaneity, end
uncontrolled geasture the "new painting" becomes the very
stuff of poetry based on the prineiple of ambiguity, mys-
ticism, and a ealligraphic conception of the world, the
act itself becoming & kind of enormous signature wherein,
to ishton, Mark Tobey's "white writing” is uo@lm.u
But one should add that though sensationalism and a
large-sized signature might become mere slogasn or acedem-
icism for those with little to say, to the true artist
they are vehicles by which to express his own searched
for message, best, and by way of his own mesns, which,
in the case of Abstract Expression, becomes en impulse

»



energy through abbreviated means and direct impaect of
sensation.)

The new dynamics and exuberance of Abstract Expres-
sionism where space becomes actual instead of illusion-
istie, where calligraphy tekes on a life of its own,
where paint matter and content become indivisible and
introspective, where bruahvurk; tone modulation and color
are freed from traditional obligations to modeling and
chiaroscuro (such a shift deemed basic for the operation-
al energy necessary in such dynamics) indicate a "school"
at its best attended by such painters as Frans Kline,
Gorky, Pollock, deKooning, Baziotes, Gottlied, Motherwell,
Soulages, Mathieu, Rothko, Guston, Kenzo Okada, Carl
Morris, and Hans Hartung. The variety of style suggested
in such a "school™ (from deKooning's gustiness to Guston's
coolness) is in itself a strong indication of the move-
ment's vitality and individualism, sdveancing in a number
of different directions at once: Hartung presents s for-
mal structure and calligrsphy. Soulages' expression
seems an expanding, blown-up version of Hartung, an im-
mense and forceful signature, so to spesk. Xline, influ-
enced by Oriintal calligraphy, presents great, grave,
black eiphers that enter and liavc the canvas at oblique
angles; bludgeoning form, aggressive pigment, penetrating
proportion an; space concepts. Mathieu acts out in paint
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a dynamic otherness. DeKooning's image becomes violent,
almost frightening, in its orgiastic, vehement, agitated, -
diabolical excitement, and reaffirms the credo that the
very effort of painting is what paintings should be

sbout, (Plate 1.) Rothko snd Guston present a new de~
velopment in Abstract mruuxuim, that of softening in
the direction of poetie finesse, mood, suggestions of thc
atmospheric, and in Rothko's case, veritable walls of é"\s
1ight, through washes that give off vague, watery a.zth;"‘g
and velled distences.’® Rothko subordinstes color im s
guest for light sensation and a glimpse of an ethereal, 7

spiritual world. (Plate 2.) Guston imparts a mild, aoo;};‘.f
abstract "impressionism" reminiscent of a "blown-up"

o
™,

b

 Momet. (Plate 3.) Close to Rothko snd Guston is the )
poeticizing mood of Kenszo Okada, who, through vague and
flat washes, dripping brush, rubs and stains, creates a
harmonious and varied play of felicitous discovery.
Gottlieb and Motherwell think in large, rigorous, painter
ly terms and achieve a tremendous flow of energy. Mother-
‘nn haw developed away from earlier distracting hiero-
glyphs témd a synthesis between the conscious (designed
shapes, calculated color) snd the unconscious of obsecu~
rityl and sutomatism; a combination of reasoned and emo-
tional-intuitive elements, and in so doing becomes the
intellectual l;ahr of the Abstract Expressionists.



{Plate 4.) Gottlieb combines a certain emotionally col~-
ored memory-image with a sense of structural disecipline
and a personalized system of hieroglyphs. (Plate 5.)
Gorky and Baziotes are pioneera in fluidity of exeeution
and are instrumental in merging the ambiguities of imags,
symbol, and surrealist-like fantasy meaning by means of
expressive ealligraphy and undulating space in Gorky,
{Plate 6) and elose, sensitive color symbolism in
Baziotes. (Plate 7.) Theirs, like the fantasy of Xlee,
becomes lyrical in that they speak to themselves in their
own voices. Gorky uses Miro-like free-form to express a
naive, ﬁnatfum memory. (Miro establishes his image
by way of outline undulation while Gorky establishes line
undulation). Baziotes exploits a sophisticated abstrae-
tion of symbols to prompt his fantasy. 7Tobey's "white-
writing” and Polloeck's "personalized skywriting" present
a ealligraphy vital enough to prompt the onlooker to re-
ereate the painting process. Theirs is a lineal-impasto
excitement so active as to defy either the purely decora-
tive or completely contemplative but imparts a tactile
excitement where paint and meaning become one. For Tobey
and Pollock space is actual rather than illusionary and
their cholce of 'ocxor like that of Afro and Tamayo im~
plies space without deseribing it. (Plate 8.)

The Abstract Expressionist, like the Chinese painter

13
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or the medieval mystic, is obsessed with the processes of
nature and the spiritual: expansion, contrastion, growth,
decay, dissolution and flow, manifesting itself in flow-
ing washes or line, agitated, impassioned brushwork,
scratches, rubbings, translucencies, personal impastoes.
These, like the physical bodies of nature, are realities,
the content and the pigment indivisible; the process
equally as enriching as the product.

In consideration of the possible future of such an
abstract expression 2 speculative investigation inte
arguments both for and ageinst should ensue:

Abstract Expressionism is as precarious as it is
spectacular, and its introspective expressiveness has its
opponents who abhor the "eave-mentality" (emotional) ap-
proach and seek an engineered clarification instead.
These abhorrents sre the "constructivists” who point to
the expressionist as one who "wallows in the mire of an
orgiastic harassment of self” while they, the construe-
tiviets, reconstruet visual environment in terms of the
de-personalized but "mystic"™ potentialities of the fu-
tuo.u This becomes the battle cry of the purist: enter
emotion or nature, exit art.

Abstract Expressionism and Constructivism represent
two distinet poles of twentieth century art, and in their
most extreme applications are perhaps equally fatal to
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modern art. This can involve submission to convention
and intelleetual procedure -~ rigid abstinence, coerced
submission, tightness and mechanical efficiency on the
one side (construetiviem), and dissipation, incoherence
and aimless indulgence or regurgitation of the self on
the othor.u (Academic reason without emotion can be-
come cold, static decoration - emotion without asim can
emerge as uncontrolled chaos.)

Today's Abstract Expressionism produces vigor, vi-
tality, growth and flexibility. 4And if it remains an art
of imagination and discovery, and not merely of license
or "academics", it will continue to offer strength and
personal poteney. If, however, it chooses to become too
"tru-ﬁoithg’, i.e., disassociated from rnftroithl‘
content, it will lose identificstion and become anonymous,
solely decorative and just another collective aggregate
of the mechanics of modern society rather than individu-
elistie. “If it becomes completely non-referential and
diffuse in ite non-committal attitudes, it then will be
deficient in regard to any intense, ideational involve-
ment or personsl point of ﬂa"u and become "aimless"
doodle - an escapist void -~ nmr perhaps, but not
poetry. (Vat‘hinking' or automatic sdoption of the methods
of Abstract Expressionism becomes "modern scademicism"
but not understanding or the individuslistic.)



"Modern academieism," if given dominance in today's
art, would see saile set to any fashionable wind and by
so doing would blot out the very vitalism of Abstract
Expressionism which is the force of personal impact. Cer-
tainly, this sort of academicism does exist to a degree
and as such sees a decorative submission to fashionable
style at one extreme and a pseudo-emotional, therapeutie
"regurgitation” of the self at the opposite extreme. Ei-
ther of these activities are too sutomatic or aimless to
permit an understanding or sense of what they are about
or where they are going. Rather they seem bent on tech-
nical, mechanical efficiency on the one hand or the de-
struetion of all positive inhibition on the other. The
modern "academy" stands for paint for pigment's sake, un-
inhibitedness for the sake of being different, insincere
ambiguity for lack of something conecrete, "regurgitation
for the soul's sake."” These attributes become mere rule
or licence rather than vitalism, & compromise rather than
personal necessity and points at much of the "art" being
produced todasy; that which is "decorative,” in "good
taste,” or "automatic." Such an academy is attended by
both those who write about and do not understand and
those who do and become fakers.

The strengths of Abstraet Expressionism are the

greater expressiveness of the immediate effect, the

16
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seductions of pure paint matter, the unity that urgency
imposes in registering sensation, and the explorative,
imaginative need for discovery; its vigor, vitality,
growth and flexibility. The weaknesses lie again in
academism in that "the subtler uses of the language of
painting may degenerate as artists choose to exercise s
painting vernacular of expletives and mere license alone
and that the absense of personal style or content may be-
come something of s fetish.'® In adaition, the artist
could "transcend” to an ambiguity so remote as to be un-
sure of his portrayal or his purpose in so doing. He
could reach a complete denial of a culture rich and di-
verse and limit his function to the titillation of the
eye. ("The world is filled with good design, but hungers
for praphocy.")l'

Art must continue to absorb moral issue as well as
aesthetie problem. It must continue to be the artist's
feelings about an idea emphasized ~ underlined, in order
to perform a vital imagery and expressiveness, reinforced
by a compatible form and paint spplication so that eolor,
texture, shape, mood, ete., become an integral part of
the meaning of the work, and Abstract Expressionism can
embrace all of these things.
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(Plate 1) Willem de Kooning



“SUMMER"

Philip Guston, 43, has trouble finding
[ titles for his pictures, decided on Sum-
mer for this one because he happened to
paint it in the summer of 1954. Milder
than Claude Monet, Guston might best
be described as an abstract impressionist.

.
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i “POMPEII"

William Baziotes, 43, paints absti¥
are symbolic rather than expres
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(Plate 2) Mark "Rothl;:o




“"GOTHAN
Willem de Kooning, 51, the m«
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(Plate 3) Philip Guston







(Plate 4) Robert Motherwell






(Plate 5) Adolph Gottlieb
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(Plate 6)

Arshile Gorky
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(Plate 7)

William Baziotes
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(Plate 8) Jackson Pollock



“WESTERN AIR"

Robert Motherwell, who at 41 is an intellectual
leader of the abstract expressionists, finished
this dry, decorative canvas in 1947. Its straight
lines and geometric figures give picture a still-
life repose against an airy, sunlit background.
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