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Piet	Mondrian,	Victory	
Boogie	Woogie,	1943-44



Piet	Mondrian,	Composition	with	Red,	Yellow,	Blue,	and	Black	1921
Painting	and	the	GRID	



The	American	Abstract	Artists	Portfolio,	Title	Page:	Exhibition	April	3-17,	1937,	
Squibb	Galleries,	New	York



Piet	Mondrian,	Victory	
Boogie	Woogie,	1943-44



“A	Life Roundtable	on	Modern	Art,”	October	11,	1948
“late	bohemian	enterprise”	

Peggy	Guggenheim,	Art	of	this	Century	Gallery



Jackson	Pollock,	Cathedral,	1947



“Avant-Garde and	Kitsch”	(1939)
Clement	Greenberg

• “Where	there	is	avant-garde,	generally	we	also	find	a	rear-guard.”
• “...Kitsch:	popular,	commercial	art	and	literature	with	their	chromeotypes,	magazine	

covers,	illustrations,	ads,	slick	and	pulp	fiction,	comics,	Tin	Pan	Alley	music,	tap	dancing,	
Hollywood	movies,	etc.	etc.”	



1. The	layman	should	guard	against	his	
own	natural	inclination	to	condemn	a	
picture	just	because	he	is	unable	to	
identify	its	subject	matter	in	his	
ordinary	experience.		[Layperson	should	
disabuse	himself	of	immediate	rejection	
of	difficult	work.]

2. He	should,	however,	be	equally	on	
guard	against	the	assumption	that	a	
painting	that	is	recognizable	is	no	good.		
[How	to	deal	with	non-objective	
painting.]

3. He	should	look	devotedly	at	the	picture	
rather	than	at	himself.		If	it	conveys	
nothing	to	him	then	he	should	
remember	that	the	fault	may	be	in	him,	
not	in	the	artist.		[Painting	is	
autonomous.]

4. Even	though	he	does	not	in	general	like	
non-representational	painting,	this	
open-minded	attitude	will	very	much	
increase	the	layman’s	enjoyment	of	
artistic	works,	ancient	or	modern.		
[Learn	to	appreciate	art,	regardless.		Be	
open	minded.]









“This	tremendous,	
individualistic	
struggle,	which	

makes	modern	art	
so	difficult	for	the	
layman,	is	really	
one	of	the	great	
assets	of	our	
civilization.”

LIFE Oct 11,	1948



We	should	think	about	what	this	
means	to	an	avant-garde.		What	

happens	to	an	avant-garde	when	its	
resistance,	its	critique	of	the	

bourgeoisie	through	its	marked	
negative	dialectic	(its	difficult	form),	is	
co-opted,	packaged,	and	made	readily	

consumable?



In	1948,	William	Baziotes, David	
Hare, Robert	Motherwell and	Mark	
Rothko	founded	the	Subjects	of	the	
Artist	School,	which	held	artists'	

discussions	in	a	loft	at	35	East	Eighth	
Street, Manhattan which	came	to	be	

known	as	Studio	35.



The	Irascibles,	also	know	as	the	
Irascible	18.	The	moniker	was	given	
to	a	group	of	18	American	artists	

who	signed	their	names	to	an	open	
letter	protesting	the	Metropolitan	

Museum	of	Art’s	juried	
exhibition American	Painting	
Today-1950, claiming	that	the	
selected	jury	was	“notoriously	

hostile	to	advanced	art”	and	had	
demonstrated	a	clear	bias	against	
“modern	painting.”	The	letter	was	
published	on	the	front	page	of	
the New	York	Times on	May	22,	
1950	and	sparked	a	subsequent	
barrage	of	media	attention.



Theodoros Stamos,	Jimmy	Ernst,	Barnett	Newman,	James	Brooks,	Mark	
Rothko,	Richard	Pousette-Dart,	William	Baziotes,	Jackson	Pollock,	
Clyfford Still,	Robert	Motherwell,	Bradley	Walker	Tomlin,	Willem	de	
Kooning,	Adolph	Gottlieb,	Ad	Reinhardt,	Hedda Sterne

The	Irascibles were	photographed	and	appeared	in	the	January	15,	1951	issue	of LIFEmagazine.



Hans	Hofmann,	Landscape,	1942



Hans	Hofmann,	The	Gate,	1959-60

In	his	search	for	the	real	(as	he	titled	
his	book,	“The	Search	for	the	Real	
and	Other	Essays”	[1948])	Hofmann	
produced	a	new	type	of	landscape,	
one	that	is	composed,	not	of	trees	

and	land,	but	of	the	tension	between	
its	space,	form,	color	and	planes.



Arshile Gorky,	Artist	
and	His	Mother	#1,	
1926-36





Arshile Gorky,	The	Liver	is	the	Cock’s	Comb,	1944



Corner	of	Hedda Sterne’s	studio



By	1945,	Hedda Sterne’s	work	began	to	reflect	her	immediate	surroundings,	inspired	by	her	feeling	that	"the	United	
States	was	more	surrealist,	more	extraordinary,	than	anything	imagined	by	the	Surrealists.”	Between	the	late	1940s	
and	early	1950s,	Hedda Sterne	began	to	focus	on	the	anthropomorphic	qualities	of	machinery,	from	rural	farm	
equipment	in	Vermont,	to	massive	contraction	cranes	in	New	York.	As	she	would	later	recall:	"I	had	a	feeling	that	
machines	are	unconscious	self-portraits	of	 people's	psyches:	the	grasping,	the	wanting,	the	aggression	that's	in	a	
machine."

Hedda Sterne,	
Machine,	1949,	
oil	on	canvas



Hedda Sterne,	Machine	5,	1950



Elaine	and	Willem	de	
Kooning



Willem	de	Kooning, Pink	Angels,	
c.	1945	oil	and	charcoal	on	
canvas,	52	x	40	inches



Willem	de	Kooning,	Woman	I,	1950-52
1952.	Oil	and	metallic	paint	on	canvas,	
6'	3	7/8"	x	58”

“Beauty	becomes	petulant	to	me.	I	like	
the grotesque.	It’s	more	joyous.”

De	Kooning once	summarized	the	
history	of	female	representations	as	
“the	idol,	the Venus,	the	nude.”

In	1953,	The	Museum	of	Modern	Art	
acquired	a	new	painting,	De	Kooning’s
Woman	1,	which	prompted	its	
collection	committee	to	state:	“The	
Committee	found	the	picture	quite	
frightening,	but	felt	that	it	had	intense	
vitality	and	liked	the	quality	of	
the color.”	



Willem	de	
Kooning,	
Gotham	News,	
1955



In	Gotham	News,	an	abstract	urban	
landscape,	he	dragged	charcoal	

through	wet	paint,	“churning	up	the	
surface	to	create	a	heated	

atmosphere	that	pulsates	with	an	
intense	metropolitan	heat.”	The	
title	Gotham	News gives	us	a	

reference	point	for	interpretation.	
"Gotham"	refers	to	the	city	in	the	
Batman	comics,	which	in	turn	
referred	to	New	York,	where	de	
Kooning lived.	"News"	perhaps	

refers	to	the	newsprint	seen	on	the	
lower	left	and	the	top	center	of	the	
canvas.	The	artist	had	been	using	
newspaper	to	help	the	paint	to	dry,	
and	in	that	process	some	of	the	
print	came	off.	He	liked	the	effect	

and	left	it.	



Elaine	de	Kooning,	Man	in	a	
Whirl,	1957



Elaine	de	Kooning, Untitled	#	16,	1948



Mark	Rothko,	Number	18,	1949



"	I	think	of	my	pictures	as	dramas,	the	
presentation	of	this	drama	in	the	familiar	
world	was	never	possible,	unless	everyday	
acts	belonged	to	a	ritual	accepted	as	
referring	to	a	transcendent	realm.	Even	the	
archaic	artist	who	had	an	uncanny	
virtuosity,	found	it	necessary	to	create	a	
group	of	intermediaries,	monsters,	hybrids,	
gods	and	demi-gods.	The	difference	is	that,	
since	the	archaic	artist	was	living	in	a	more	
practical	society	than	ours,	the	urgency	of	
transcendent	experience	was	understood	
and	given	an	official	status....	with	us	the	
disguise	must	be	complete.	The	familiar	
identity	of	things	has	to	be	pulverized	in	
order	to	destroy	the	finite	associations	with	
our	society	increasingly	enshrouds	every	
aspect	of	our	environment.	Without	
monsters	and	gods,	art	cannot	enact	our	
dramas:	art's	most	profound	moments	
express	this	frustration.”	Mark	Rothko,	
1947



Mark	Rothko,	Untitled,	1949

“The	Romantics	Were	Prompted
to	seek	exotic	subjects	and	travel	
to	far-of	places.	They	failed	to
realize	that,	though	the	
transcendental	must	involve	the	
strange	and	unfamiliar,	not	
everything	strange	or	unfamiliar	
is	transcendental…They	have	no	
direct	association	with	any	visible	
experience,	but	in	them	one	
recognizes	the	principle	and	
passion	of	organisms.	The	
presentation	of	this	drama	in	the	
familiar	world	was	never	
possible,	unless	everyday	acts	
belonged	to	a	ritual	accepted	as	
referring	to	a	transcendent	
realm.”

Mark	Rothko,	“The	Romantics	
Were	Prompted,”	(1947-49)



In	November	1958,	Rothko	gave	an	address	to	the Pratt	Institute.	In	a	tenor	
unusual	for	him,	he	discussed	art	as	a	trade	and	offered	"[the]	recipe	of	a	work	of	
art—its	ingredients—how	to	make	it—the	formula.	I	measure	these	ingredients	
very	carefully	when	I	paint	a	picture.	It	is	always	the	form	that	follows	these	
elements	and	the	picture	results	from	the	proportions	of	these	elements."

• There	must	be	a	clear	preoccupation	with	death—intimations	
of	mortality...	Tragic	art,	romantic	art,	etc.,	deals	with	the	
knowledge	of	death.

• Sensuality.	Our	basis	of	being	concrete	about	the	world.	It	is	a	
lustful	relationship	to	things	that	exist.

• Tension.	Either	conflict	or	curbed	desire.
• Irony,	This	is	a	modern	ingredient—the	self-effacement	and	
examination	by	which	a	man	for	an	instant	can	go	on	to	
something	else.

• Wit	and	play...	for	the	human	element.
• The	ephemeral	and	chance...	for	the	human	element.
• Hope.	10%	to	make	the	tragic	concept	more	endurable.



Mark	Rothko,	Rothko	Chapel,	Menil
Collection,	Houston,	TX,	1971



Barnett	Newman,	Vir Heroicus Sublimus,	1950	
Oil	on	canvas,	7'	11	3/8"	x	17'	9	1/4"

“If	we	are	living	in	a	time	without	a	legend	that	can	be	called	sublime,	how	can	we	be	creating	
sublime	art?...	It’s	no	different,	really,	from	meeting	another	person.	One	has	a	reaction	to	the	
person	physically.	Also,	there’s	a	metaphysical thing	…	and	if	a	meeting	of	people	is	
meaningful,	it	affects	both	their	lives.” Barnett	Newman



“The	present	painter	is	concerned	not	with	his	own	feelings	or	with	the	mystery	
of	his	own	personality	but	with	the	penetration	into	the	world	mystery.	His	
imagination	is	therefore	attempting	to	dig	into	metaphysical	secrets.	To	that	
extend	his	art	is	concerned	with	the	sublime.	It	is	a	religious	art	which	through	
symbols	will	catch	the	basic	truth	of	life	which	is	its	sense	of	tragedy.”

Barnett	Newman,	“The	Plasmic Image,”	1945





Barnett	Newman,	Onement IV,	1953



Franz	Kline,	Rice	Paper	Abstract,	1949



Franz	Kline,	Chief,	1950



Franz	Kline,	Mahoning,	1956



Philip	Guston,	The	Young	
Mother,	1944



Philip	Guston,	Painting,	
1954



Philip	Guston,	City	Limits,	1969



Jackson	Pollock,	Going	West,	1934-35



Arts	of	the	West,	1932.	Thomas	Hart	Benton	(1889-1975).	
Tempera	with	oil	glaze,	96	x	156	in.



David	Alfaro	Siqueiros,	Portrait	of	Eugene	Jolas,	1936

Beginning	in	1947,	
this	application	of	
paint	would	grow	
into	his	famous	drip	

paintings,	a	
technique	also	
known	as	the	

allover	technique.	It	
is	certain	that	he	

saw	a	variant	of	the	
drip	technique	at	
the	New	York	

workshop	of	the	
Mexican	muralist,	

David	Alfaro	
Siqueiros,	where	
Pollock	worked	in	

1936.	



Jackson	Pollock,	Guardians	of	the	Secret,	1943



Jackson	Pollock,	Cathedral,	1947







Hans	Namuth,	Photographs	of	Pollock	for	Life,	1950



Jackson	Pollock	painting	through	glass



Jackson	Pollock,	Lavender	Mist,	1950



Jackson	Pollock,	Blue	Poles,	1952
6'	11"	x	15'	11"





Jackson	Pollock,	Portrait	of	a	Dream,	1953



Jackson	Pollock	and	Lee	Krasner



Lee	Krasner,	Blue	and	Black,	1951-53



Lee	Krasner,	Celebration,	1959-60



Lee	Krasner,	
Imperative,	1976



“Jackson	Pollock	is	the	Greatest	Living	Painter	in	the	U.S.?”	Life,	August	8,	1949



Jackson	Pollock	Painting	with	
Model,	Vogue,	1951



FREE	ENTERPRISE	PAINTING

Mark	Rothko,	Robert	Motherwell and	Bradley	Walker	Tomlin	at	the	Rockefeller	
Guest	House,	1949

During	the	height	of	the	Cold	
War	in	the	1950s,	the	CIA	

secretly	promoted	AbEx-ism	as	a	
means	of	discrediting	the	

socialist	realism	of	the	Soviet	
Union.		The	Agency’s	scheme	
was	really	two-fold:		1.)		to	shift	
the	center	of	the	art	world	away	
from	Europe	to	the	US,	2.)	and	
to	create	a	national	art	that	
would	extol	unfettered	liberty	

(without	challenging	the	political	
status	quo	in	the	US	of	course).		
The	CIA	organized	a	group,	the	
CCF	[Congress	for	Cultural	

Freedom],	which	brought	action	
painting	to	the	attention	to	

Nelson	Rockefeller,	whose	family	
ran	MoMA.	





On	August	11,	1956,	
Jackson	Pollock	was	killed.	
He	was	involved	in	a	one	
car	auto	accident.	He	was	
driving	drunk	and	had	
overturned	his	convertible.



Condolence	Letter	from	Mark	Rothko

Jackson	Pollock		1912-1956



“The	Legacy	of	Jackson	Pollock”	(1958)
Allan	Kaprow

• “He	[Pollock]	created	some	magnificent	paintings.		But	he	also	
destroyed	painting.”
• “I	am	convinced	that	to	grasp	a	Pollock’s	impact	properly,	we	must	be	
acrobats,	constantly	shuttling	between	an	identification	with	the	hands	
an	body	that	flung	the	paint	and	stood	‘in’	the	canvas	and	submission	
to	the	objective	markings,	allowing	them	to	entangle	and	assault	us.		
This	instability	is	indeed	far	from	the		idea	of	a	‘complete’	painting.		The	
artist,	the	spectator,	and	the	outer	world	are	much		too	interchangeably	
involved	here.”
• “Then	Form.		To	follow	it,	it	is	necessary	to	get	rid	of	the	usual	idea	of	
“Form,”	i.e.,	a	beginning,	middle	and	end,	or	any	variant	of	this	
principle	– such	as	fragmentation.		We	do	not	enter	a	painting	of	
Pollock’s	in	any	one	place	(or	hundred	places).		Anywhere	is	
everywhere,	and	we	dip	in	and	out	when	and	where	we	can.”



Allan	Kaprow,	Penny	Arcade,	1956	



Allan	Kaprow,	Baby,	1956



1957-59



Allan	Kaprow,	Rearrangeable Panels,	1957-59

Allan	Kaprow,	18	Happenings	in	6	
Parts,	1959





Allan	Kaprow,	An	Apple	Shrine,	1960



Allan	Kaprow,	Words,	1961	



Allan	Kaprow,	Push	and	Pull:	A	Furniture	Comedy	for	Hans	Hofmann,	1963



Allan	Kaprow,	Push	and	Pull:	A	Furniture	Comedy	for	Hans	Hofmann,	1963



Allan	Kaprow,	Yard,	1961





Allan	Kaprow,	Push	and	Pull:	A	Furniture	Comedy	for	Hans	Hofmann,	1963



Jean-Claude	Wrapped	for	Allan	Kaprow’s
“Calling”	(1965





Allan	Kaprow,	Household,	1964	



Kaprow,	Fluids,	1967,	photographs	by	Dennis	Hopper





“Happenings”	in	the	New	York	Scene	by	Allan	Kaprow
Art	News	60(3):36–39,58–62.	1961.	Reprinted	in	Allan	Kaprow,	Essays	on	the	Blurring	of	Art	and	Life,	ed.	
Jeff	Kelley.	Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1993.	

If	you	haven’t	been	to	the	Happenings,	let	me	give	you	a	kaleidoscope	sampling	of	some	of	their	great	
moments.	Everybody	is	crowded	into	a	downtown	loft,	milling	about,	like	at	an	opening.	It’s	hot.	There	
are	lots	of	big	cartons	sitting	all	over	the	place.	One	by	one	they	start	to	move,	sliding	and	careen- ing
drunkenly	in	every	direction,	lunging	into	one	another,	accompanied	by	loud	breathing	sounds	over	four	
loudspeakers….	

In	addition,	outside	New	York	there	is	the	Gutai group	in	Osaka;	reported	activity	in	San	Francisco,	
Chicago,	Cologne,	Paris,	and	Milan;	and	a	history	that	goes	back	through	Surrealism,	Dada,	Mime,	the	
circus,	carnivals,	the	traveling	saltimbanques,	all	the	way	to	medieval	mystery	plays	and	processions.	

Happenings	are	events	that,	put	simply,	happen.	Though	the	best	of	them	have	a	decided	impact—that	is,	
we	feel,	“here	is	something	important”—they	appear	to	go	nowhere	and	do	not	make	any	particular	
literary	point.	In	contrast	to	the	arts	of	the	past,	they	have	no	structured	beginning,	middle,	or	end.	

Happening	is	not	a	commodity	but	a	brief	event,	from	the	standpoint	of	any	publicity	it	may	receive,	it	
may	become	a	state	of	mind.	Who	will	have	been	there	at	that	event?	It	may	become	like	the	sea	
monsters	of	the	past	or	the	flying	saucers	of	yesterday.	I	shouldn’t	really	mind,	for	as	the	new	myth	grows	
on	its	own,	without	reference	to	anything	in	particular,	the	artist	may	achieve	a	beautiful	privacy,	famed	
for	something	purely	imaginary	while	free	to	explore	something	nobody	will	notice.	


