Ouachita Baptist University
Scholarly Commons @ Ouachita

Honors Theses Carl Goodson Honors Program

1972

Abstract Expressionism: An American Phenomenon

Judee Thompson Royston
Ouachita Baptist University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses

b Part of the Painting Commons

Recommended Citation

Royston, Judee Thompson, "Abstract Expressionism: An American Phenomenon" (1972). Honors Theses.
446.

https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses/446

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Carl Goodson Honors Program at Scholarly
Commons @ Ouachita. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses by an authorized administrator of
Scholarly Commons @ Ouachita. For more information, please contact mortensona@obu.edu.


https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F446&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1339?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F446&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses/446?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F446&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:mortensona@obu.edu




ANSTRACT RYPRESSIONISM: AN AMERICAN PHENOWMENON

I. Introguctlon
1T, 1Hiatory of the Movement
I111. Types of Abstract Expressionism
A. SBftructural Peinting and Hans TTolmann
e Ackion Painbing
l. Jackmon Pocliack
2. (teorge Mathieu
C, Symbolist Painting snd Robert Wotherwell
IV. Goeneral pefinition anu Charscteristles

Ve Concluesion



ABSTRACT TXPRESSI1ONISM: AN ATITLRICAN PHENOMENON

One of the newest types of painting in the modern
tragiftion 1s Abstract Expressionisw. It begen in NMow York
arouna 1944, All the experlences of Americans with mousrn
art haa been poured Into the melbting pot of the cilty.
Present were not only eminent native artists, but alsc
Turopeasns with eshtablished reputetions - refugees from
Taxcist 8paln, Nezl Cermeny, and Occupisd France. Thelr
mootings with sach other brought sbout Inteorchanges on all
tevels of thought aund practice. Oub of this mixbure camo
noet nn adeptation of s brend formelised sbroad but a new
style of palnling cresateut in America,l

It is true Cthat Kendinsky 1s pliven creuit for having
producau the firat entirely alstrach palnting 1n the sarly
years of bhis century, bub the family tree of abatrnct
expresalonlst con be tracew back to pelacroix anug beyond

him Lo the fTreauaitions of which French romantici=m wes a3

lLeonaru Freeuman, Looking atbt Modern Peinting (Vew
York, 1961}, p.72.
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Kendinsky, and Lhe Surrealists .

At Fivst the more importsnt artists working In Wew
York 1n the sarlier. fortics werce all . roaped unuoer Lhe
label "Schoel of New York", wot all of them, however,
welre sostract expresslionlsts, Soue of Ghewm, Cor ocxample,
sou_ht to exploit bhe style ol mMondrian, hul Monuriants
techrique did not polnt btowsrds ebstract expressionism.

A bremendeous amount hags been writhen concerning tha
characteristics of abstract exprescivnisin, Indeed, one
ot the phenomena connecteu wilth the slyle is thes amrount
of verbalizing by artisls, criftica, snd interested hystan
sers,., The mere exligtence of works of fthnis wind zeems Lo
have becenn 8 challenge to bhelr creabors anu exhibltors to
explain bthem in print., A&t thls polnt, te avola confusion
angd complicated terminolougy, a deflnition of gbstract
expreasionliam will be posbponed until after analysis of
the worlt of several artists who belong to the movement.
his is all the more sssentlal becsuse theres 1z more Ghan
one kino of peinbing which helonps Lo the style, Three
types wlll be singled outbt, more In an effort to provide
Tnsight and comprehension than to be arbitrsry about

clesslficetion, Undoubtedly, some plctures it inlo wmore

than one of the catepories uwet up. In any event, sn approach

bFreedmen, Pt
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abstratt expressionlaw. Bulb if one balks about struecturs
in "X, 19566", one's first impression thet there is only
chaos here muslt bo re-exnmlned. &% a gecond look, a wealth
of detells catches the attention. 1In fact, the psinting
has been so carsfully bullt, so deliberstely organizad,
that it may heve a closer simlilsrity to Cubism than bo
BNUINSKY

This may not be lmmediately apparent of cone looks
back to Brayue's "Man wibh a Guiter". Compsrea tLo ths
Hofmann the DBraque paintlng is strikingly limltcd 1n its
use of color and motif, wlth monochromatbic brown orgeniza:d
throwsh predominntely short, streipght llines and sharp
angleas malkdlng planea which tilt, overlap sand blend. The
elements of design rfelected Dy the Cublisi are not those of
the sbatresct expressionist. The Lexture of his surface 1is
entively different. And Ersque 8tlll holds on bto refer
encaa Lo visual phencomena, whicii have been banisheo fron
the Hofmenn. Yebt Ethere are lmportant slmilaritles. Doth
bypes of pelnting focus attentl n on the substance of
palintin, an a mediwa., The composition is constructed inp
gach case out of the qualities of the craft itself. In
both ecases Cthere ls carefully organizrd structure,

In Hofmann's congbruction "X, 1256" projects Torwnrd
plving; the representatlon of spece. £11 the pigmenta rest

on the surface equally snd move bowards the eye rather than
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vy Lhe Twdslinta, who made of the fortunstzs, the sutomatic
nnurl the accluental a posltive element for the modern tra
nibion., Polleck and Webhlen ralsed thig non-retionel
glement wf the creative sct Lo the position of 8 mejor
principle. In order to apply 1t fully, Pollack sbandoned
the nore normel mcthods of wmanipulabing palnt, as can be
geen repdily in "The Cockatoe" and "Painting 49-9 ".
Talking cans Insteau of brushes, he dripped peint over the
canvas in longz arabesquss Interwovern scrogs the total
surface accompanisd with blothes which conbrast to Lhe
asgential llnearity of his effect., Parblislly Dbsescsnse of bhe
requirements of tho geztures used Lo fliwg Lhis palint
nerosy A Lwo dimensional gurface, the artliab resorted to
even larger canvases, untll dimenslons of ten fset or more
wers not urmsual., The slze of the palnberly projechion 1s
a alzgnificant charscherietle of abstract exprossionlsm, g
These gigentlc murals, which would Lskoc up most of an
ordinary wall, offereca merns [or & superb display of tho
movemenbs of the psinter, Invoelving not only the hand and
wrilst bulb the aro and entire Lorso.

With meang continually more inventlve and radical,
Pollack pushed a wide range of expresslve ubttarances to

remarlable pursonsal lengths, TL i1z, of course, his pessslon
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derivad from an abstract expressionist nalnting, 1t may
sear thet an amphasis on symbolism might boe s contrediction
of bhe purwnnse of the style., DBul jusb as the other
characteristics have been talken from the modern tradition,
so thia one follows trom Jmda or Surreallst preceaents,

Robort Motherwell in parblicular has done research
in the area of slpgns and sywbols and arrived at an olffect
Jifferoenlt f'row those of Hofmann or Pollack, There is not
much repgard for great complexities of color relations
nor ls much achieved by the manner in which the surfsce
of his palnting is developed. DBoth Ghese factora are
present, but what counts are the implicalions of meaning.
It is the possibillity ol a more uellnite meaning wnich
attracts Lhe observer to the lew sna simple arsss, lines,
snd stripes, and Flnsally fa tho inlbcerrelaticonshlips »f those
elementn,

Confronted by s Mothsrwell pnintlng, the cbserver
will begin Lo search [or sssoclatlonzl velues partialliy
Implied by the "lmage" he uses on the ecanvas, Dut Lhey
are hlghly esmblguous images. No posltlvely recognizable
reminiscences of experience occur in the painting, and yot
one 1s hauntbed by the posalbilifty or implicetion of
woaning 1t offers. On the other hand, sn experience of thils
cype way be intensely frustrating; own tbthe olthar, the

proceag of crsabing meaning; oubt of Lhe pletorial clamenta



i

inay he deeply satisfying.lG

What has been ssaid sabove about the symbollat
caboapgory of abkatiract oxpressionism can be elfectlvely
demons tra ted by lookin: at Motherwell's "The Voyage, 1949",
With respect Lo the method by which the picture 1s
organized, 1t 1s clenr that it perallsls the approach of
structural abstract expressionist painters rather than
that of mction painters. A very definice, almost aynmet
rlcal balance 1s developed arcund the centrasl circle and
vertlcal blaclk band. A green strip at the botbtom right
anda the angle of the white line on the lsft, dlagonally
ncrosa Lhe bBleck recltangle, hold Lhe other sreas and colors
in typlcal tension, assistea particularly by a tall, yellow
rectangle to the right or center, The mabhou is essenbially
structural in effect bub the incerrelation of the areas
and Lhe greater definitlon of shape sliclt a response {rom
the aobserver in Loarmg of such gquesbions as; Whet is
happening? Why sre these shapes in this contexty This
lasrda to the conclusion Lhsb there muist be some meaning,
which is s yolU elusive, bubt which wmny be tLropped if only
more wWould be known about or seen in the palntlng, In
this wny the relationship of shapes In a composition 1lm

plies slgnificence obher then the klnu te be found throu.h

61p1d,
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an analyzis of structure or through the evidence of the
creafive proccsco,

In contrast to this pleture, which Motherwell
nelinbed in 1949, is his "Je G'slme, IV" datod 1955-57.

The background Is in the zbrucbtural ebsfract sxpressionlat
atvle. Buperimposed upon bhis the words "Je t'alme" serve
to wrench Lthe spectator psychologlcelly betwesn Ltwo dif
ferent and lrreconcilsbls spheres of existence; that of
the created object, and that of his sveryday life. Placing
the writing on the pleture nlane ls, of course, a8 revival
of an old 1dea; for it hag the same sirnificance as the
bits ol newspaper, wallpaper, theater tickets, and so on,
which appear in the later collages of Cubism, Lypified

by Gris's "Breakfast" and Picasso's "Man with s Hat".27

We can now provide a eneral deflinition of abstrach
expresslonism, whlch we shall stabte in terms of subject
matter, form, snd content, Abstract expresslonlsm is a
type of palnting with the following characherlstlcs:

a) 1t is "abstract" in the asnse that 1t does not
contarin specitlic visunl references, Thus 1t has no
subject matter --unlesd cone changes Lhe definition of
subject matter and suggests that the subjsct mstier of

the painting 1s the painting itsell,

171114,
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b} The bang:ible morks of the creatlve process remein
on the palnting's surtace, whlch has strong tactile quell
Eles.

¢} The content consists of 2 non—speclflie but powerful
ezpression of the pslnter's Intulition of reality.
The Jdefinition cannotbt in ltself glve one a complebe undar -
standing of abstract oxpresalonist painting; 1t does
glve primary characteristics, and serves to help one
distin,uish it from other typss of peinting., Thus, whlile
many of the other achocls of modern paintlng possess one
or bwo, none ol thém possess all Lhree.lB

The inmpact of the style has been (eep and almost
unlversal, Although 1t haos not been the only type of
palnting practiced in the past twenty-eigzht years, 1t has
certalnly been the dominant movemsnt of this period,
By 1950 it was flrmly established with numerous partlecl-
pantsg, dealers, critics, and amuseum olrectors, as well
ag Lhe srtista themselvea. International in scope and
appeal, 1t has adberents 1n rll parts ol Lthe democratle
world. Even behind the Iron Curbtain some abstract expres
sionlst pelintlngs have been secretly palinted, smuggled
across borders, snd exhiblited in Paris.

A voat spparatus In Awerics hes helped paln public

laFreedman, Pad4,
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attentlon oy abstract expressionism. MNew York Cibty has
bwo major museums dedlcated to fosterivg modern arb:
Fhe huseaum of Mouern Art and Lhe 3olomon R, Guggenhelm
ML @101,

hApparently, too, scme of the ertists practicing the
style have become dissatlasfied, perheps becauae of the
disrerard Tor tredltionsl aubject references or because
vaszt nroduction on a world scele magde the movemont teke
on a Juallty of sameness or monotony., iLe Koonlng turned
back teo subect matter; Motherwsell burned back o Cublsam
and Uaéeism.

Another example ol Lhe current reaction Lo abstract
expressionism mlght be Lae 1960 axhibition, "New Imapes of
Man", presented by the Museum of Mouern Art. The new
imepges were concelved In Lermz of axpresslvae veformatlion
of the numan {igure and rigorously exeluded the completely
apstract type ol painting. Another straw in Lhe wind is
the remzsrkabla revival of the Leda movament, which led
Lo an esphemeral exlslbence from 1816 Lo 1G23,

Whatever the future holda, 10 1s eccritein that
abstract exXpresslonism hre slready hau 3 significant role
ard thet America hau bhe wejor leaag in ito formabion.
Critic Wichel Seuphor mede Lhe cobservation that "Lhe
contribution of the .3, to abstract sxpressiorism is

today 28 Ilmpostant as Lhat of Trance., l'or several years
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croateod rbstrosct expressionism, the firsai new mode or
atylistic possiblillity to be Ilnventeda in the Unlted Stetes,
In the years since it come to meturiby it has become the
most inlluential styls everywhero, and New York hrs become
the censer ol worlu arlt wlth younger Buropean ond Asian
painters choosing 1t a3 che place Lo sbtugy instezu of
Paris. [or some Lime now it hss no longer besn necessery
Lo look to BEurnpe for examples that woula be only pertlially
nnuerstooc, The culture is now local, Lhe conteit Anmerlcon

and unuerstﬂndabLe.ao

QOHanry ¢eldzahler, American Palnting in the. Twentleth
Century (New York, 1965), p.177.
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