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The religious man wants to be saturated with power.

Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 11-13

What did Pollock think of the interpretations of his work by 1956: “they
never get the point anyway; they always change things around.”
Document 114, 1956

Introduction

Jackson Pollock codified the tensions and issues of his era through his
own consciousness. Those tensions and conflicts came to the fore at the same
time that his personal problems did in 1938-41. As Pollock associated his
psychological needs with the central themes of those conflicts, his work and
thought assumed a public rather than an exclusively private meaning. To be
sure, Pollock recognized that he had problems resulting from his drinking. To
be sure, he might have shared his era’s belief that alcoholism was a product of
inner character conflicts and moral failings rather than a tendency to physical
compulsion as was thought later, but he nevertheless indulged himself in
imaginings that connected his inward thought with the cultural situation of the
day. Pollock’s solution to his problem -- conceptual introspection -- led him to
his chosen answer -- cultural change and metamorphosis. In other words,
Pollock investigated and described what he famously called the “unconscious”
not for its own sake but for an end — psychic cultural development or healthy

growth. Pollock’s concept of the unconscious, formed and shaped by



contemporary thought, had a teleology. Pollock sought a transformative
inwardness, a conception that he shared with his Abstract Expressionist
colleagues whether they articulated it as psychological or not. In short, Pollock
psychologically recast himself and his world as a kind of therapy for mankind
as he attempted to reconstruct and renew the problematic man of his time --

mass marnmn.

How did Pollock do it? With eclectic combinations of Mexican,
Bentonesque, and Native American forms; theosophy and the mythic methods
of Eliot, Jung, and Joyce ; the ideas of his fellow artists, as well as those found
and dispersed in Benedict, Bergson, Spengler, and Lawrence; modern man
philosophizing; mass man criticism; European modernism; the English
philosophical criticism of Herbert Read; the culture of thirties America; the art
and intellectual life in New York, from the Museum of Modern Art to the
American Museum of Natural History; the culture and rituals of non-Western
peoples, particularly shamanism and sand painting; and Pollock’s own life
itself, driven by his and his time’s need for creative change. While representing
the recasting of his psychic personality in his art, then, Pollock drew on much
more than psychic theory alone. He drew on the culture of a mythic method

for his American, and actually the entire Anglo-American, world.

Four remarks from very different and seemingly unrelated sources
suggest how very different arts and cultures came together in Pollock’s thinking
to make his statement of the contemporary crisis as perceived between the

wars and to articulate a conception found in cultures from Paleolithic animism



to modern psychotherapy. One of these remarks was made by the classic
American writer Thornton Wilder in the epochal play “Our Town,” which he
describes as being about “our [that is, the American culture’s] living and our
dying.” Another was made by the critic Jose Juan Tablada about Diego Rivera,
an artist Pollock watched at work at Rockefeller Center and admired: “Rivera,
inspired and backed by the old Aztec Sun God Tonatiuh did nothing more than
paint on the walls of Radio City the historic moment of today, the unstoppable
and universal between what is dying and [what is| being born . . . amplified in
the Paradigm of the World War.” The third was made by Peter Homans about
Jung: “As with liminality, much of the imagery of [Jungian] individuation [that
is, the self expresses the themes of birth and rebirth. It seems inevitable that
such a motif would appear in the mental life of persons who experience
themselves as ‘betwixt and between—in transition from one order of becoming
to another.” And the fourth was made by Andre Breton, a surrealist leader:
“The Second Manifesto is the surest way to appreciate what is dead and what is
more living than ever in Surrealism.”i Altogether, these statements express a
contemporary recognition of a crisis that would eventually end in war and the
need for renewal, the living and the dying.

Key influences in Pollock’s era then saw most events as the product of a
conflict of “life” with “death” coexisting in a kind of bipolar unity where one or
the other struggles constantly to prevail. Ultimately the source of this view was
World War I, which put an end to the 19t century popular idea of linear,

uninterrupted progress. Now, darkness had to be acknowledged as a



component of history, although not enough to ultimately destroy the idea of
change and progress. Besides the words of and about Wilder, Rivera, Jung and
Breton, perhaps the most widespread statement of this dominant new duality
was made by Sigmund Freud who in Beyond the Pleasure Principle of 1920
(that is, in the wake of the First World War), restructured the workings of the
mind to illustrate it. Eros and Thanatos, he wrote, are in perpetual conflict; the
archetypal human drives and the instinct to live create in competition with the
will and instinct to destroy and kill as primal human nature.

Ultimately, this new duality took biomorphic form in the new twentieth-
century histories of Oswald Spengler and Arnold Toynbee, and also perhaps in
the most famous “history” of all, Sir James Frazer’s anthropological history of
human cultures, The Golden Bough. In Frazer’s widely influential mytho-
ritualist scenario, the gods of vegetation as the king enact a cycle of living and
dying known as death and rebirth for the good of society and the principle of
life. The living and dying are part of the cycle of life, from birth, initiation,
maturation and death, old mythic conceptions revived in the twentieth century.
Thus, for Pollock’s generation, the evolution of history is that of the life cycle’s
creation and destruction.

Concepts of “creation and destruction” join to foretell or contribute to
Pollock’s project, and indeed, to those many in the era. Dying had to be
superseded by living, destruction by creativity, and death by rebirth to bring
about the transition to a new historical epoch. This was a common idea of the

period expressed, from the economics of Joseph Schumpeter’s famous



definition of capitalism as a form of creation and destructionv to myth where
many cultures that Pollock and the Abstract Expressionists were interested in
from India to Egypt to Christianity itself incorporated a dead and reborn God.
It is what was meant by Mark Rothko in his famous introduction to an
exhibition by Clyfford Still, when he said that Still partook of the “Persephone”
culture of myth-making that was dominating New York. Although Still objected
to being included in any group, he himself said that his own work referred, to
the “earth, the damned and the recreated.”

In general terms, Jackson Pollock’s art seeks to represent this intricate
duality of living (life, germination, becoming and rebirth) and dying (death,
destruction, chaos, torment, pain) with an emphasis on the former as much as
on the latter although the art world, because of his fall-down drunkenness and
his occasional less than temperate behavior, has luxuriated in the latter. Let us
be clear. Pollock’s difficulties were projected, as everyone in his era’s often been
and are, on the world at large, and vice versa. His difficulties he saw as his
culture’s and era’s difficulties. Thus, his work is not a detailed autobiography
of his psychic life, as traditional psychologically oriented critics and
therapeutized modernists would have it. It is a generalization of inner life as he
conceived it for himself and for his era. Pollock sought psychological health —
why else would he or anyone go to a therapist as Pollock did? — and his work is
full of creative symbols of a new hoped-for psychic life combined with the

difficulty of its creation or birth. With Pollock, then, his new birth required and



was intertwined with the symbolic “death” of his troubled self, his creation with
personal “destruction,” and his “living” with “dying.”

Before we begin our examination, it is important to state what will
become obvious in our study and what will differ sharply from almost sixty
years of thinking about Pollock by scholars and critics. It will be seen that
Pollock’s work is symbolic, that is, it is full of meaningful forms that can be
understood. Those forms refer mostly to mytho-ritualist images and processes,
Pollock’s primary source. That is, the forms express a set of beliefs or ideology
that, as we shall see, is shared by his time. Pollock’s originality is to employ the
symbols and ritual forms of the peoples of Native America to symbolize those
ideas.

In contrast, most of the literature on Pollock argues, or rather, takes for
granted what is the interpretation of the 1950s — which Pollock’s work consists
of forms that welled up spontaneously from his unconscious, that are strictly
individual and subjective, and that cannot be understood. In this traditional
interpretation, Pollock’s basic belief that art comes from the unconscious has
been taken to mean that his forms and images are mostly inaccessible and
illegible to meaning and understanding. This is a fundamentally mistaken
interpretation that has kept back Pollock studies almost from the beginning.
This study will argue that the opposite is true — that Pollock’s forms and images
are legible, that they have meaning that can be determined and that we can
thus understand his work. In other words, Pollock’s forms are conceptually

chosen and not accidental, arcane fantasies. Pollock’s art consists of a
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repertoire of forms, symbols and images that he repeatedly used such as fire,
copulation, babies, x-rays, incorporations, emblems of magic flow and ecstasy,
allusions to altered states of consciousness and many more. This repertoire
consciously derives from and can be understood from his chosen interests.
Those interests can be studied, and they offer a circumscribable set of possible
meanings that Pollock used to make his statement. Pollock articulates the
struggle of life and death in the history of his time in images drawn from his
culture of psychology, anthropology, literature, art criticism and more.

It is high church for Pollock dogma that he said that he believed art
comes from the unconscious. Regrettably, that statement was so broad as to
open a Pandora’s Box of speculation about Pollock’s work, especially the so-
called abstractions. In his way, Pollock’s was responsible for the wide range of
contradictory interpretations of his work. Just in the 1980s, for example,
Pollock’s abstractions were described as exploding A-bomb images created
because he was unhappy with American foreign policy, tangles of projected
umbilical cords because he may have been born with the umbilical cord
around his neck, and the results of pissing contests with his brothers.
Ultimately, Pollock has meant whatever the critical author has brought to the
table and because he was so important, Pollock is the subject of some of the
greatest disputes in modern art. Authors have tried to prove their
methodology/ideology through an interpretation of Pollock’s drip “abstractions”
(the reason for the parentheses will be discussed in the next chapter), treating

them as, besides forms from the unconscious, and a tabula rasa, uniquely
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illuminated by the critic’s approach. The Marxist-Leninist T.J Clark writes up a
reactionary psychoanalytic Pollock so as to open-up a self-serving social
critique.

In contrast, this book argues that we can understand Pollock because he
kept repeating himself, or rather, the same motifs, again and again, and that
those motifs were drawn from his milieu. To be sure, no understanding or
interpretation is written in concrete; but Pollock’s work is legible and an
accessible repertoire of motifs and images. Unlike many studies, we will look
very hard at Pollock’s images and forms. While Pollock believed that art came
from the unconscious, rather than invent from it willy-nilly, he used forms and
images to explicate and represent it, that is, he used forms to represent the
current cultural understandings of the unconscious. Pollock’s art represents his
idea of the unconscious, not the unconscious itself. He did not need to suffer to
show suffering just as a filmmaker or writer does not have to die to show a
death scene.

Pollock was self-conscious about inward life and his work consists of
repeated combinations of themes and ideas from several sources. Thus, rather
than simply being “fantastic,” Pollock’s forms and images are meaningful. (Keep
in mind that Pollock never supposedly began with a subject.) Many will differ
as to their meanings, but in the end, the responsible art historian must try to
understand them rather than walk away under the rationalizing umbrella that
his images came from the unconscious and thus are pure fantasy and one

therefore need not bother to try. Pollock’s idea of the unconscious is thus
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differentiated and comprehensible in terms of the ideas of his time, including
those of self-healing, and the repair of his historical and cultural world of mass
conflict, strife, war and the threats of mass man, his personality and psyche.
Ultimately, it attempts to make a new “satisfactory way of living,” and this is
not only personal and subjective, as all art is, but social, historical and

cultural, addressing the artist himself as part of his environment.

Although Jackson Pollock has not suffered from lack of attention, major
parts of his work have been under-investigated. To be sure, it is generally
believed that his work has been thoroughly researched and vetted for its ideas
and themes, but most understandings are variants of one interpretation: that
of the fifties belief in the subjective, "damaged man" as cultural hero that
dominated the period. It is mostly unrecognized that the damaged man
paradigm was a product of World War II, after which many men and civilization
itself felt crushed by the horror of contemporary history. It is also mostly
unrecognized that this was the period when psychology was largely popularized
as something more than permission for sex, and that its great and dominant
power in American culture was achieved. The damaged man was very much a
psychological man, his psyche the battlefield of therapeutic rehabilitation for
himself and for civilization.

Meaning in Pollock’s work became trapped by this topical equation of his
time, and although there are many seemingly different takes on Pollock, the
personally and psychically tormented paradigm underlies most of them. This is

not to say that this subtext is not relevant, but rather that the idea of a
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psychopathological Pollock biography does not begin to address and come to
terms with the Pollock that is of his time, a Pollock richer and deeper than has
been imagined. It is this Pollock that I will examine, that is, as something more
than the autobiographical.

The standard understanding of Pollock’s modernist drip paintings is that
there are no ideas at their center other than unpredictable outpourings of the
unconscious. In other words; there are few concepts that give them coherence.
However, examining the origins of his work will bring clarity to its complete
structure, pre- and post- abstraction as well as the so-called “abstractions”
themselves. This book will thus challenge the conventional view Pollock, as the
expressive alcoholic, as a construct that incorporates the following:

1. That Pollock was such a disturbed character that his art came strictly
out of his disturbance. In contrast, we will see that Pollock’s illness was most
probably genetic alcoholism and long-standing friends say he was quite normal
when he did not drink and when he worked. In other words, Pollock did not
drink when he painted and his paintings are thus limited, if any, in the effects

of alcohol.

2. That his unconscious was just irrational and fantastic, period, and
that it cannot and should not be interpreted. Rather, Pollock’s “unconscious”
was an intellectualized conception that he held and it was made up of parts
that can be demonstrated and that give the viewer understanding. Some of the
parts make up deliberate and intentional themes that have been discussed in

my earlier book, Abstract Expressionism and the Modern Experience (New York:
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Cambridge University Press, 1991). Michael Leja has also noted the
deliberateness of the forms in Pollock’s “unconscious” in his book Reframing
Abstract Expressionism/Subjectivity and Painting in the 1940s (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1993), although Leja’s concept indicates a pop psychologizing
from general culture. In contrast, we will see that some of the elements of
Pollock’s idea of the unconscious include Jungian concepts, primitive rituals,

shamanic processes, and cultural hopes.

3. That Pollock’s art is thus only personal and subjective, about himself
and his life. On the contrary, Pollock’s art is a social and cultural art that

addressed both himself and his world together. The two cannot be separated.

4. That Pollock’s art and his persona as represented by friends, media,
and the “movement” of Abstract Expressionism (mostly the Club with its de
Kooning-centered bias and others) was about more than the coming of age of
American modern art. We will show that it is about that coming of age, but not
because of the understandings, or, indeed, misunderstandings of the Club.
Rather, because those understandings half-represent the cultural change of
America and the emergence of a new view of man that dominated and still does
the intellectual life of the second half of twentieth century and beyond:
“psychological man” and the “therapeutic state.”

Pollock’s art reflects a deep sociality; that is, it reflects its context. But it
is not the conventionally understood context of newspaper headlines or his

position on leftist critics’ issues that are paraded as such as though he had a
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newspaper in one hand talking of the Cold War and McCarthyism, and a drip
can in the other. Pollock’s context is more than the topical; it is the deeper
issues that course through American society as a whole, and which precede
and postdate the specific concerns of his time. The currents that make up
Pollock’s art and thought run throughout modernity and twentieth-century
culture.

This study contains a minimum of biographic information. The artist’s
life has been well-covered in four biographies and the excellent chronologies of
Francis V. O Connor. What has not been covered and what is the thesis of this
book is that Pollock’s biography with its emphasis on his alcoholism is of
limited value in understanding his art. Pollock was intelligent, sophisticated
and not simply an emotionally rent man when he painted and viewed art with

his close friends. Let us consider his alcoholism.

Pollock's Alcoholism

With a hospitalization in 1938, Pollock has made his emerging struggle
with alcohol the dominant theme of his biography and criticism of his work. It
was seen to be an evocation of his “personal failings” where turmoil and
disorder are at the center. Yet Pollock's alcoholism has seldom been
investigated in any serious way. Fundamental questions at to its nature,
causes, duration, and effects have been assumed but not studied. For
example, was Pollock's drinking an indication of alcoholism or rather alcohol

abuse? It has always been assumed to be the former but the latter shares
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many symptoms with alcoholism. Someone who abuses alcohol without
actually being an alcoholic is someone who drinks too much and too often but
still is not dependent on alcohol; that is, he can do without it at times. Pollock
could do without it. Further, like alcoholics, those who abuse alcohol also
cannot meet work or family responsibilities, are involved in drunk-driving
incidents and arrests, never mind car crashes, and suffer drinking-related
medical conditions. For such a person, even social or moderate drinking is
dangerous. Thus, Pollock's drinking could have been alcohol abuse. However,
the traditional assumption seems to be true: Pollock was an alcoholic or, at
least, he exhibited most of its four symptoms.

The first of these is a craving or strong compulsion or need to drink.
Pollock seems to have displayed such a compulsion from his youth. When he
originally traveled to Martha's Vineyard as a young man to summer with
Thomas Hart Benton in the 1930s, he never made it. He got drunk and was put
in jail before he arrived at Benton's home. When he was hospitalized at
Bloomingdale's Hospital in Westchester, New York in 1938, he was only twenty-
six. And, of course, we have the incidents of drinking throughout the 1940s,
which became worse in the 1950s. Obviously, Pollock had a compulsion to
drink.

Secondly, alcoholism (and alcohol abuse) means an inability to limit
one's drinking on any occasion. However, the hospitalization at
Bloomingdale's in 1938 and the subsequent four years of Jungian

psychotherapy followed by other medical efforts such a homeopathy in the
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1950s are indications that Pollock was trying to control his drinking. In fact,
he tried to stop drinking completely and was moderately successful at doing so
during the late 1940s, the period of his “classic” drip paintings. Yet, over his
truncated lifetime — he died at forty-four years of age in 1956 -- he was not able
to give alcohol up.

Thirdly, alcoholism means a physical dependency evident in nausea and
anxiety when the drinking stops. Much has been made of Pollock's anxieties
and depressions -- over his alcohol, over an alleged competition with Picasso,
over professional success. Pollock was an anxious man but there are no stories
of imminent great physical effects such as nausea, sweating, and the like after
he stopped his drinking. This suggests that he was not a complete alcoholic or
alcohol abuser.

And, fourthly, another symptom of alcoholism or alcohol abuse is the
need for ever greater amounts of alcohol in order to get a buzz. This may be a
symptom of increased tolerance. Pollock seems to have drunk in quantity but
how he did so is unknown. We will discuss this presently.

Whether as an alcoholic or an abuser of alcohol, Pollock displayed the
classic alcoholic’s capacity to endanger himself or others from an early age.
There were many incidents that demonstrate this: not only with Benton and at
Bloomingdale's, not only with the famous incident of Pollock's turning over a
turkey-and-fixing-laden Thanksgiving table in 1950 after Hans Namuth
finished filming him, and his motoring down the East Side Drive in New York

while drunk. Another, sadly, is the best known -- the killing of himself and a
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young woman, Edith Metzger, who had come to visit him on Long Island.
Metzger was a friend of Pollock's lover Ruth Kligman. If Pollock had survived,
he probably would have been tried for vehicular manslaughter, never mind
DWI (although laws were not as stiff at that time, no pun intended) and
sentenced to jail, if not sued to extinction. That his drinking led to a motor
vehicle crash is frequently considered one of the worse but predictable
consequences of heavy drinking. It is repeatedly cited in studies as a standard
indication of alcoholism as well as alcohol abuse. Interestingly, though, despite
generalities about Pollock and "violence," there is no other known example of
Pollock physically hurting someone while drunk, nor is there much evidence of
his fighting with others. Yet, no doubt Pollock exhibited the "rock-bottom"
behavior that characterizes alcoholism.

Interestingly, too, continuing drinking usually leads to or expands
relationship problems. In this case, however, Pollock had Krasner, who was
famously able to deal with his alcoholic squalls. As she said, "think of it as a

"

storm that will pass." Throughout their relationship and marriage (1942-1956)
her strength and support appears to have been simply extraordinary and there
is no evidence of Pollock’s physical abuse of her. When the marriage did begin
to disintegrate in the 1950s shortly before his death, he had at least two affairs
neither of which could stem the tide as Krasner had -- the larger one with

Kligman, and an earlier shorter one with the new art dealer Grace Borgenicht.

He drank even more during these times.
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Alcohol often causes premature death and destruction of organs such as
the brain, liver, and heart as well as other traumatic events. Pollock seems to
have brought at least some of these on himself. The autopsy report at his death
may suggest possible cirrhosis. Liquor can cause brain damage, too, as it may
have with his colleague Willem de Kooning.

In America, currently, nearly 14 million Americans -- one out of 13
adults -- abuse alcohol or are alcoholic. Several million more adults engage in
risky drinking including continuously heavy and binge drinking. Furthermore,
fifty-three percent of men and women in the United States report that one or
more of their close relatives have a drinking problem according to National
Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. Ultimately, almost ninety-five
percent of untreated alcoholics die of alcoholism. Percentages were probably
the same in Pollock's era --- or worse, for alcohol was the drug of choice of his
generation.

Beginning with his hospitalization and recurrently throughout his life,
Pollock tried to cut down on his drinking. He tried treatment, psychological
analysis and pills. Obviously, he felt anxious and guilty. (It is not clear that
these feelings existed before he drank or after.) Given that, however, several
questions arise. Why did he not stop? His family and friends as well as the
culture of the 1950s supposedly knew why. He suffered from moral weakness
or internal problems that caused him to drink. This is the standard
explanation for Jackson Pollock's difficulties and for his work which, because

he said art came from the unconscious, has assumed that his drinking was the
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result of personal problems. Such a view privileges the unconscious as the
explanation.

The idea of the unconscious thus took the form of Pollock’s personal
behavior. For example, Pollock was alleged to have had problems because of
his mother. Lee Krasner asserted this in 1967 when she said she assumed in
the early 1940s that Pollock’s drinking was associated with “his mother’s
arrival.”v This explanation has been repeated constantly. And when thinking in
the 1950s made personal problems the largest interpretation of psychology,
that is, when the Freudian theory that childhood explained everything was
almost universally embraced, this explanation became fixed. Pollock's problem
with alcohol would forever be a question of his family problems -- and the
reason for his interest in the unconscious, too. This is a limited, if not clichéd,
view. [ am reminded of an episode in the television sitcom Frasier when Niles
Crane, his brother, hosts Frasier’s radio program. Both men are psychiatrists.
He tells listeners that “while my brother is a Freudian, I am a Jungian, so
there’ll be no blaming mother tonight.” Niles Crane gets the pop cant that
“blaming mother” is. And after fifty years, nothing much more substantial has
convincingly been advanced regarding Pollock, leading one to realize that after
all this time, no one really knows what “caused” Pollock’s drinking, if “caused”
is the right word.

Today, however, we think of alcoholism differently. It is no longer looked
upon strictly as a question of moral or personal psychological failing issuing

from the unconscious but as a chronic disease with genetic and environmental
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factors influencing its development. Significantly, alcoholism is now
considered an addiction and an involuntary disability. It is estimated that
genetic factors lie behind up to forty per cent of hard drinking and
environmental factors account for the rest. It was revealed recently that the
artist’s father, Leroy Pollock, an alcoholic, moved Pollock on the path of
drinking to excess so, in one sense, Pollock physically inherited his habit. His
brother Frank, too, was an alcoholic.vi Yet I asked Jason McCoy, a surviving
nephew and son of Jackson’s brother Sande, this question and he related that
his father did not drink much while raising him, although that was after
Jackson was dead. Vi Of his earlier life with Jackson and the rest of the family,
we know little, although Jackson did drink with his close friend Reuben
Kadish.

Alcoholism is a patho-physiologic state that is progressive and fatal. That
is, it is a disease and Pollock's behavior expressed its classic symptoms:
impaired control, or the inability to limit alcohol use, the quantity consumed,
and the adverse behavioral consequences of drinking. Pollock was
physiologically addicted to drink and could only periodically withdraw. It was
unlikely as thinking in the fifties had it, and art criticism has had it ever since,
to be a failure of willpower due to psychic "problems." In the early 21st century,
some alcoholism is newly being addressed with a patch on the arm rather than
a visit to the analyst.

Yet, aside from this fifties' fashion, we can return to the fourth symptom

of alcoholism here - tolerance, or rather intolerance, of drink. It has always
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been simply assumed but never much discussed what kind of drunk Pollock
was. However, we have the beginnings of another possibility. The critic Clement
Greenberg, who knew Pollock well, has made telling remarks about his
particular nature as an alcoholic. In the biography of Greenberg by Florence
Rubenfeld, for which she interviewed him often, Greenberg is quoted as saying
that Pollock was the most radical drunk he ever knew.viit And Greenberg
himself drank heavily so that is a strong statement. But it became even
stronger when, in conversation with me, Ms. Rubenfeld clarified the remark by
saying what Greenberg meant, she said, was that he was the most radical
because he went off after only one drink. In other words, rather than downing
large amounts before he became inebriated, Pollock became drunk almost
immediately and, as we know, shortly became incapacitated. That it took only
one drink to become drunk means two possible things -- he had drunk so
much over his lifetime that he needed little to go over the line (although this
contradicts the experience of alcoholics who need more and more drink to get a
reaction) or that Pollock had a powerful physiological reaction to drink. The
former cases would not be unusual, but neither would the latter. In either case,
it is evident that Pollock precipitously reacted to alcohol. He himself felt that
his alcoholism was physical. He tried desperately to stop drinking throughout
his life — he himself noted “medical treatments, analysis, chemistry,
everything.”* He told his friend Jeffrey Potter, “With me, it’s some kind of

chemical derangement. Once my chemistry is figured out, alcohol will find its
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own level. Anyway, I've proved I can do without it, can turn it on and off like a
beer tap.”

Indeed, that Pollock had a physiological reaction to liquor only confirms
the understanding of today's medicine -- that addiction to alcohol can be
genetic and not a question of character or psychological weakness a la Freud,
as the fifties preferred to believe. Compellingly, such a view undermines much
of the traditional case of Pollock's alcoholism as a product of psychological
problems. And with this weakening, it also substantially subverts the
traditional interpretation of Pollock's art as only emanating from the
unconscious of a troubled man. (Further study today has begun to indicate
that drinking is a creative stimulus and not simply a depressant. As Winston
Churchill said, “always remember that I have taken more out of alcohol than it
has taken out me.” That seems to be case with Pollock’s colleagues such as de
Kooning and others.)

It must be said that one does not want to over simplify or rather, turn
from one “one and only” cause to another. Why people do things is in the end
mostly unanswerable. No one perhaps can accurately unravel the relationship
between the artist’s personal life and his work. It is a little naive and absurd to
ascribe Pollock’s artistic expression to his drinking. It is like saying that
Churchill and Boris Yeltsin chose their policies based on their heavy drinking.
Did Yeltsin have a few vodkas for breakfast and say let’s invade Poland? For
Pollock, drinking was an embarrassment and a distraction, not an artistic

expressive choice. Pollock’s art is more than episodes in his life. The idea that
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he had to live a certain kind of life to make the art he did is false. While no
doubt in his work because he was interested in the unconscious and he was an
alcoholic he may do the unconscious in general terms, ultimately Pollock is
doing a story and one can make a story of anything. Pollock’s work shows
distance from most things personal; instead it is about interiority in the
broadest terms.

If Pollock’s alcoholism was at least partly physical and not exclusively
psychological, then the heavy emphasis on biography and on his personal
subjective experience in the later American Freud- and therapy- saturated
culture is thrown into question. Pollock's hospitalization and subsequent
problems, then, can be considered possibly physical and not simply
psychological. Indeed, he seems to fulfill the National Institute on Alcohol
Abuse and Alcoholism's principle that “people who are not alcoholic sometimes
do not understand why an alcoholic can't just 'use a little willpower' to stop
drinking . . . alcoholism has little to do with willpower. Alcoholics are in the
grip of a powerful 'craving,' or 'uncontrollable need, for alcohol that overrides
their ability to stop drinking. This need can be as strong as the need for food or
water" and Pollock reached this point even with one drink.

Besides an incurable desire to drink that was at least as physical as
psychological, Pollock also had an environmental impetus, too. Pollock's
culture encouraged him to drink. Interestingly, his wife Lee was not an
alcoholic. However, we do know that most of his friends drank, as did most of

the Abstract Expressionists. Many of the latter were alcoholics, too, but no one
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has been reported to be the radical drunk that Pollock was except for late de
Kooning. There is no doubt then that Pollock had a primary, chronic disease
with genetic, physiological and environmental factors influencing its
development and manifestations.

Pollock’s allegedly psychological alcoholism, however, can also be
delimited by the realization that, according to Kadish and Lee Krasner, there is
no evidence that he was inebriated while working. * That is, he was "normal"
when he painted. Alcoholism can prevent one from working, but it did not
prevent Pollock. His artistic career was remarkably productive before the end
with one one-man show after another. And not only was he productive, but he
was responsible when not drinking. This is attested to by many people, e.g.,
Betty Parsons, his future dealer, who said he was never drunk in her gallery (in
the 1950s!). Indeed, his friends, particularly his lifelong friends such as Kadish
and Harold Lehman, describe an artist and a man with whom it was fun to go
to galleries, see shows and talk about art. Pollock could talk when and with
whom he wanted. For example, Holger Cahill, WPA director and husband of
Dorothy Miller, would visit Springs, Long Island, Pollock’s home, and they
would talk for hours. Cahill had a demanding intellect and their long talks
meant that Pollock could converse in depth. Pollock was articulate and did not
drink all the time, despite the “romance of despair” lore. Kirk Varnedoe, late
curator of The Museum of Modern Art, summed it writing that the person who
emerged on his canvases was antithetical and more complex than the person

who comes to us in fragmentary and clichéd sagas of binges at the Cedar Bar
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and resulting wild and heedless spontaneous painting. Perhaps the
relationship between painting and drinking can be summed up in remarks by
his friend Kadish. Kadish said, “Every artist is carried away when the work
takes over, and when that happens, it’s pretty exhilarating I can tell you one
that thing that he rarely, if ever, worked when he was drunk. When he drank,
he drank, and when he worked, he worked. That was one of the things I can
truthfully say. His drinking was a full-time job when it took place, that was his
prime performance occupation.”xii

All of these elements -- his radical response to alcohol, the possible
physical source of it, and the normal behavior elsewhere suggest that his art is
more than the personal ravings and fears of a disturbed man -- the "idiot
savant" of lore. Rather it is the product of a man and artist harmed by his drug
culture and experience but still capable of functioning normally, much if not
most, of the time. How “normally” he functioned was described by his brother
Charles, who said of Pollock in this period that "he knew all the issues." He
knew all of them and he painted them. His art is a representation of the issues
intensified and strengthen by a disability. This book concentrates on the issues
and not on the romance of the disability.

Just as Pollock’s alcoholism has been celebrated, so have his cultural
responses to it and the issue of 1937-38 — that is, to the depth psychology of
Carl G. Jung. Let's look at his encounter with psychology and analysis at this

time.
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Pollock’s Psychotherapy

In 1939, Pollock entered the care of a Jungian analyst, Dr. Joseph
Henderson, who treated the artist for more than a year before departing for San
Francisco in 1940. A second Jungian, Dr. Violet Staub de Laszlo, then took
over care of Pollock until 1941. Such care reflected Pollock’s trouble with
alcohol but it was also indicative of the emergence of psychotherapy and
Jungian thought and its themes on the American scene. Indeed, it is also
indicative of the emergence of the dominant figure in American culture in the
last half of the twentieth century, “psychological man.” Pollock’s statements in
1944 and 1947 that the source of art was the unconscious declares his
commitment to that man and that epochal belief.

Nevertheless, with this decision, Pollock seems to have devoted himself to
depth psychology. Today, we can no longer be so sure about the usefulness of
making that commitment. As alcoholism may be genetically and not simply
personally induced, the assumption under which Pollock entered therapy no
longer holds, either. Indeed, the solution for his drinking — psychotherapy - is
equally uncertain today. Despite the fact that “the talking cure” was Pollock’s
choice and that of the era and culture that first discovered him -- the forties
and fifties — and of the milieu that has long affirmed him, the art world, today

psychotherapy is not the certain force it was once thought to be.
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That Pollock saw psychotherapy as a way to understand, heal and
transform his personal alcoholic tendency has largely been taken for granted
for fifty years by scholars and critics because, in one sense, the art world is a
very therapeutized one. Even though in the 1980s, the individual was
“Theorized” out of existence for an emphasis on capitalist social forces — a
recapitualization of the Marxist-Leninism view of the 1930s -- much of the art
“class” still assumed that individual behavior can be explained by personal
history. Furthermore, because Pollock also believed at the very beginning of
his therapy that art comes from the unconscious, it has also been assumed
that he thought his alcoholism and his art would be challenged by its
investigation. But as we have seen, contemporary thought does not see these
as so directly related.

Recent historical investigation supports the loss of confidence in the
more unexamined assumptions of the decades, of Pollock’s life, and of his
class, of an unconscious shaped by the simply personal and private. First,
depth psychology, that is, Freudian and Jungian thought, the dominant
conceptions of his time, is no longer considered the pure “science” its
practitioners, or at least the Freudian art world, thought it to be. As with
Marxism, confidence today in Freud is seen as a period piece of the twentieth
century as its premises, processes and methods have been called into question
and its conclusions have been shown to be false. In the 1990s, the popular
Time magazine ran a cover story that asked in its leading manner - “Is Freud

Dead?” and indeed Freud’s work has been challenged in the heart of
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therapeutic New York on the very pages of The New York Review of Books.
Scholars republishing the complete collected works of Freud now treat
Freudian thought as perceptive, insightful, and useful creative fiction and not
much more.xiii From women’s criticism of his grasp of their lives and
motivations, to the sexual explanations of human behavior, to the flip-flopping
of desire from adult to children in the specter of the Oedipal complex, to his
emphasis on childhood at the expense of adulthood, Freudian psychology no
longer holds sway as it did in Pollock’s time. Even its general methods — the
therapeutic technique of “suggestion” and the trust in memories or free
association led by a guru, the therapist, are doubtful. Jung’s fundamental
conception, too, of shared archetypes or the collective unconscious, the
centerpiece of his psychology, is held by few in contemporary society.
Furthermore, of course, it is now recognized that neither Jung nor Freud
“discovered” the unconscious as the latter claimed. Instead, they gave a new
look, structure and process to something very ancient — the tradition of
inwardness that had persisted in the West for centuries.xV In this cultural
process, thinkers became aware of man’s own faculty of consciousness and
then balanced it by inferring a different realm for man’s motivations. One can
go back to the Greeks for awareness that rational consciousness does not cover
all feelings and actions. One can also go to Galen, to St. Augustine, Meister
Eckhardt, Paracelsus and Jakob Boeheme, as did Jung and the surrealists, to
recognize that the psychic will was a source of human action that was natural

and vitalistic and that was to be found, by Boeheme for example, “underneath”
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rather than “above.” Shakespeare, too, wrote in Troilus and Cressida, “My
mind is troubled, like a fountain stirr’d; And I myself see not the bottom of it.”
He also wrote in Midsummer’s Night Dream that “lovers and madmen have such
seething brains, such shaping fantasies, that apprehend more than cool
reasons ever comprehend.” For all his restriction of science to the math of a
stationary universe, Newton saw the realm of creation, formation, and history
as the direct expression of what he considered to be the divine powers of the
mind. Shaftsbury, too, saw a forming power pervading everything: matter, life
and mind, and according to Liebniz: “our clear concepts are like islands which
arise above the ocean of obscure ones.” The result of this longstanding Western
tradition is that the idea of the unconscious as a mental process in many of its
aspects was conceivable around 1700, topical around 1800 and effective
around 1900. Indeed, As Von Hartmann’s powerful Philosophy of the
Unconscious of 1868 indicates, the idea and very word of the “unconscious”
was commonplace by Freud’s time. As a contemporary of Freud, W.M. Mundt
held that our proper activity is the unconscious and he was keenly interested
in an unconscious creative synthesis: “This unconscious mind is for us like an
unknown being who creates and produces for us, and finally throws the ripe

”»

fruits in our lap.” Most of the aspects of modern psychological theory were
thus in place by the twentieth century before Freud and Jung — the irrational,
the greater power and potential of inner life, the independence of unconscious

purpose, the possible “divineness” of inner, renewing force and the profound

secrecy of it all. As Montaigne believed, each man was recognized as carrying
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within himself the entire potentiality of the human condition. He simply had to
realize it from within.

Ultimately, too, critics today understand psychotherapy as part of the
intellectual, cultural and personal landscapes of its makers, that is, psychology
is now understood as historically created and historically sited rather than the
discovery of ahistorical, timeless principles always the same and always equally
applied to everyone through therapy. Indeed, in its long march in the twentieth
century, psychology has acquired principles strongly dependent on time and
place. There are many psychologies now from Freud and Jung to William
Reich to Julia Kristeva and Jacques Lacan and each has its period culture that
posits beliefs as the true functioning of the unconscious.*v As one would
expect, theoretical infighting was and is the nature of the world of psychology.
Beginning ca. 1913 (and still today), Freudians and Jungians have frequently
dismissed each other’s psychologies. Today, the landscape and dismissals are
wider and more numerous.

Additionally, the kinds of Freudian and Jungian psychologies have
changed. In the 1950s and 1960s, Freudian psychoanalysts ruled. For many, it
was fashionable to be psychoanalyzed several times a week. Today, such
psychiatry has almost disappeared, replaced by widespread shorter and easier
therapies of various kinds and combinations in America. Jungian theory
mainly survives in popularity in forms of personal growth and self-help, even in

New Age thinking.
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There is thus a history to the nature, use and principles of psychology
and it is this history that impacted on Pollock’s art and on the expectations of
its reception. Pollock’s concept of psychotherapy was a product of his time and
his understanding. Ironically, Pollock began his therapy in one age, the late
1930s and 1940s, when psychology had a role in cultural criticism; his work
was interpreted in another, the 1950s, that is, when psychology had reverted
mostly to personal analysis—with one significant exception to be discussed
below. In the former period, Jungian therapy reached its height among the
American creative elites and establishment and in the latter, in the 1950s
Freudian therapy and interpretation became a “must” as the psychologically
damaged individual became all the rage.

Partly because of the many distraught or “combat fatigued” veterans,
psychologized damaged individuals became the heroes of the postwar period.
Hollywood, for example, produced the first wounded heroes such as
Montgomery Clift and James Dean. These leading men played mostly
tormented figures throughout their work. In Dean’s “Rebel without a Cause,” in
good Freudian etiology, he shouts at his father that he is “tearing him apart.”
Before the war, few Hollywood leading men had internal problems no matter
how good or bad their behavior: neither James Cagney, James Stewart, Clark
Gable nor Gary Cooper was ever so “torn apart.” After the war, things were
different even for a hero such as Stewart. In the late 1930s and 1940s, the
played innocents; later his roles become more troubled, querulous, torn

between confidence and vulnerability, and in conflict with himself.*Vi The
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heroization of internal turmoil and the subsequent popularization of private
and biographical etiologies thus came to dominate much of the late 1940s and
1950s.

Very significantly for America, this heroization even appeared and
became a centerpiece of social causes before the Supreme Court such as the
great decision to end school segregation (Brown vs. the Board of Education)
because segregation was argued to be psychologically harmful to African-
American children. Thus, in the postwar period, subjectivist, privatizing
Freudian psychology became popularized throughout society and not just
among the elite, initiating the emergence of the therapeutic state -- and
“psychological man” -- that rules America today, the implication of which we
will discuss later.

In Pollock’s lifetime, the fifties Freudianized a Jungian artist, as well as
valorizing drink and sex as liberating forces.®ii In other words, as noted, the
original, romanticized personal history explanation of Pollock as virtually the
tormented individual is very fifties. Ironically, surrealism, a strong influence in
American art in the early 1940s was also similarly Freudianized, that is,
treated as largely about personal life, dreams, feelings and the unconscious. As
with Pollock’s art, surrealism was much more — it was an assault on the value
and valor of Western civilization — and it used Freudian psychology as one
among many of its means. In other words, as with Abstract Expressionism as a
whole, surrealism was cultural criticism. We will discuss the historical nature

and social uses of psychology and surrealism below.
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This book thus breaks with the standard Pollock narrative. With a view
of Pollock as a symbolic artist with a meaningful repertoire, there are several
important challenges to the traditional view of the spontaneous, irrational
artist. It is important to note that Pollock did not say that his art was a product
of his unconscious but that art was. That is, his view of the unconscious is more
detached and distant than has traditionally been interpreted. Conventionally,
the art literature has been written as if Pollock were defining his art as his
psychological autobiography. The art world has always assumed it was about
himself and treated it that way. But his defining statement is that art in general,
and not “my art,” comes from “my” unconscious. It is the fifties that made
Pollock’s use subjective and personal not Pollock. We shall discuss this later.
Further, he offered no working definition of the unconscious so that it was
defined by critics not by him. As we shall see, “the source of art being the
unconscious”opened up a Pandora’s Box of speculation that has never subsided.

Another challenge is his titles. In this book, it will become evident that
Pollock wanted his work to mean something and what that meaning was
evident in his titles. In other words, he had subjects beyond the “unconscious.”
In a classic example, the painting Pasiphae of 1943 was originally entitled
“Moby Dick.” However, when the art critic, museum director and future friend
of Pollock, James Johnson Sweeney, saw the painting in artist’s studio, he told
Pollock that it brought to mind the legend of Pasiphae. In response, Pollock
then changed the title. This change has been cited by critics who prefer the

notion that Pollock worked from the unknowable unconscious so that his titles
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were irrelevant and thus not indicative of a legible meaning. Meaning was not
supposed to be specific also because Pollock would hold titling sessions after
his paintings were finished in which titles for his work would be suggested by
friends. Yet the fact that that many of Pollock’s paintings were titled in sessions
with friends does not say much about what went on. Did friends assert a title
and Pollock passively accept it without a word, or was there give and take with
the friend or friends? Or did Pollock suggest something on his own and his
friends bat it back and forth? Did he mull over the suggestions and decide at a
later date? The traditional understanding of Pollock’s titling sessions implies
almost total alcoholic passivity on his part and thus the irrelevance of the
titles, but we do not know that to be true. Pollock was probably intimately
involved with the titles, whether he initiated discussion or simply joined in a
roundabout.

We can see this in the change of the title from Moby Dick to Pasiphae.
The change indicated that Pollock did not initiate and make a complete
painting with programmatic intent as his critics suggest but it does not
indicate that the title was meaningless. Indeed, the fact that he thought of his
painting as first one subject — Moby Dick -- and then another — Pasiphae --
indicates that at least some point, he had a subject quickly arise in his mind of
which he was aware and to which he held as a subject. Indeed, he, nor anyone
else, called the paintings “Mickey Mouse” or “Pepsi-Cola.” The titles obviously
had to relate to what was pictured. Most probably, Pollock simply appreciated

the ability of others to verbalize more easily. Indeed, this fact was confirmed by
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Lee Krasner in a telephone conversation with me in the summer of 1979. She
noted that Pollock’s titles “had to agree with his thinking.” That is common
sense. Pollock would not accept a title that did not relate to his intentions and
what he expressed and the subjects he addressed.

Rather than unrelated and thus to be ignored, the titles and subjects
“Pasiphae” and “Moby Dick” actually address a theme that Pollock developed in
his work — the struggle with one’s “animal” nature. Melville’s Moby Dick was
rediscovered in the interwar period for many reasons, one of which was
certainly the mad pursuit of Captain Ahab of the white whale that had injured
him. Ahab’s struggle with dangerous nature signified, in Pollock’s parlance, his
struggle to liberate a dangerous, but necessary, new force within. While
different from “Moby Dick,” “Pasiphae” obviously travels along the same path,
for it alludes to the struggle of the Minoan Queen’s mating with another
powerful animal, the bull of the labyrinth, resulting in the birth of the
Minotaur, half human and half animal. This is a myth that Pollock would
readily embrace for it is about generation and the metamorphosis one of his
most important subjects.

The incident of the renaming also tells us several other things. Titles
come from the cultural complex that is Pollock’s, and Abstract Expressionist,
culture. Titles are verbal signs to and of that culture, leading the way to their
thinking. In Pollock’s case, there are a number of titles, such as “Birth” of
1941, that are his and they function as certain safe reference points to the

Pollock’s thought. No doubt some titles can be interchanged. Several titles are
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possible for different works, but in the end, they always come from the matrix
of his preoccupations, and the larger ideological structure of the era. As far as
we know, Pollock normally began without programmatic intent, but at some
point in his creative process he developed an idea of what he was about even if
he asked for help in giving it a name. That someone like Sweeney could help
with this tells us how widespread Pollock’s and Abstract Expressionist culture
was, and how Pollock wanted his painting to have a certain trajectory of
meaning.

Perhaps whether the titles are relevant can be answered in Pollock’s own
words. In a discussion on March 6, 1981 of his painting entitled Circumcision of
1946 (fig. 1) with Lee Krasner related by Angelica Rudenstein, Pollock indicated

the nature of his titles and thereby his titling process.
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In response to a question as to how specific the title Circumcision was,

Rudenstein cited Krasner’s conversation about it with Pollock.
When he asked me to come and look at the painting with him, he said
“What does it suggest to you? And I said “I honestly don’t know, Jackson.
The only thing that comes clearly to me is that’s a ritual of some sort.” It
was following that, not instantly, but sometime later, that Pollock said:
“What do you think of circumcision?” Gee, that’s fine. That is how the

painting got titled.
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For Rudenstein, the conversation proves that Pollock’s title was expo-
facto and very general. That is, her point is that Pollock’s titles were not
necessarily Jungian as his work was not either. That may or not be true.
Examined closely, it is evident that Circumcision was inspired to a large degree
by Orozco’s lost Man Struggling with Nature of 1922 at the National Preparatory
School in Mexico City, in other words, it is a painting of ritual violence.
“Circumcision” is a ritual ceremony, too -- of violent rebirth, that is, a ritual in
keeping with Pollock’s consistent work. And “circumcision" as an idea maybe
even be Jungian but even more importantly, the conversation indicates Pollock
thinking about his titles, mulling them over and then choosing one that fits his
sources and his orthodox subjects. In other words, the titled painting
Circumcision and the circumstances around its title indicate a rational,
considered manner and the approach of someone thoughtful, deliberate and
serious. Pollock’s titles matter, they mattered to him and they are in accord
with his thinking and they tell us what that is.

Further, despite the new visual language, Pollock and his colleagues
were all unquestionably symbolic artists.*viii They all construct paintings of

meaningful images and references. For example, if we look at a Rothko simply
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titled Untitled of 1941-2 (fig. 2), we see,
as in Pollock’s painting, not irrational surrealist fantasy, but a carefully
thought-through painting of an ancient Greek grave stele with multiple heads,
sexes, and mortuary acanthus leaves, typical of Rothko’s war-related “tragic”
inventions. Similarly, surrealist work was once considered merely dream
imagery. Recent study has indicated the opposite — well thought out and
complex form and imagery. Pollock, Rothko, his colleagues and the surrealists
all created symbolic paintings throughout the decade. This does not make

them intense, literal iconographers, but rather mature adults who made

40

deliberate, meaningful images whatever the depredations of the "unconscious."
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Some critics portrayed Pollock painting as tight, piece-by-piece programmatic
narrative. I see it as consisting of loosely federated, associate images that add
up to sense, and not simply unconscious fantasies or “private myths,” as
modernists have it. The critic has to look hard at the work.

When their work allegedly becomes “abstract,” it has been taken to
suggest that there is not even irrational symbolism in it. This is also mistaken.
Rothko put it well. In a key statement that puts into words this “change” that
took place from the semi-figurative early work of all Abstract Expressionists to
the more “abstract” later work, Rothko said of his new work in a letter in 1945
to fellow Abstract Expressionist Barnett Newman, “I have assumed for myself
the problem of further concretizing my symbols, which give me many
headaches but make work rather exhilarating. Unfortunately, we can’t think
these things out with finality, but must endure a series of stumblings toward a
clearer issue.”x For Rothko “concretizing his symbols” meant making them
more pictorial, that is more painterly in form and color. And representative of
all of the first generation Abstract Expressionists, Rothko went from fields of
semi-figurative forms to those of color, plane and brushstroke in 1945-8. In
other words, the artists were able to find new pictorial means for their ideas
without simply dumping those earlier ideas, as the fifties generation and
subsequent critics have fatally believed. Indeed, the ideographic or
pictographic, a decisive concept in all Abstract Expressionists’ work, consists of

the pictorial realization of an idea. In the end, one can rename the art, both
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early and late, more accurately as “Pictographic” rather than “Abstract”
Expressionism.

This book will put Pollock into words. I have no doubt that I use more
words than he, that I who make a living verbalizing will verbalize his symbols
and ideas from his culture. I am expounding and expanding on his

suggestions, for example, the shamanic form of solarization in CRIII: 549 (fig.

3) *

or the little noticed pictographic baby in the womb in the drawing CRIII: 402 of
1938-41 or the painting She-Wolf of 1943. But in these works, as in all his
work, the bottom line is that there are images and forms heretofore unnoticed
and unexplicated.

*For Pollock’s titles I am following the procedures laid down by Francis O’Connor
and Eugene V. Thaw in Jackson Pollock: A Catalogue Raisonne of Paintings,
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Drawings and Other Works (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979). For
example, those titles that are documented to be Pollock’s appear without
brackets. Bracketed titles have not been given to the works by Pollock but by
O’Connor and Thaw in their Catalogue. Works with titles enclosed in parentheses
are also not Pollock’s but have become standard in usage. For works other than
paintings, I list them as CR, the volume, and the number.
Pollock may not have been a master of words in this way, he may not

have been erudite but as we shall see, he, along with his entire generation, was

informed and thoughtful with ideas. We will see this imminently in his so-

called abstractions which concretize his concepts.

The Pictographic Expressionism of the Figured Webs

Before we begin our study, let us see the conceptual, symbolic Pollock
immediately. Let us leap forward to a discussion of his greatest and most
difficult to interpret work — the drippings — and their alleged existential

nothingness as the 1950s would have it.

Once Pollock famously said that his pictures were figurative some of the
time including his abstractions. He also said he “veiled” the image, which was
generally taken to refer the pre-1947 work.*= Recently some evidence has been

”»

advanced for the veiling of his images in his “abstractions.” Because of the new
possibilities created by computers, the scholar Pepe Karmel has ingeniously
analyzed the new information of Namuth’s photographs and films. Through

photo composites of several stages of Pollock’s abstractions, he has suggested a

much more complicated construction with some of Pollock’s earlier symbolic,
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conceptual images and previous pictographic figures laced in and through, that
is, integrated and fused with his seemingly abstract webs. i

Originally, the photos and film released by the photographer, Hans
Namuth, of Pollock painting in 1950 appeared to give evidence that his work
was pure “abstraction.” No figures were thought to be visible and the photos
seemed to show a mode of construction that moved directly from a blank
canvas to a dense web. We now know that the process was not as simple as
that. Namuth published only a selection of still photos on limited sections of
the canvases, out of chronological order and often those from the finish rather
than from the beginning of Pollock’s painting. Additionally, he widely released
only his 1951 color and not his earlier 1950 black and white film to the public.
It indicated that he worked with figures. Consequently, Pollock’s paintings
were interpreted by scholars as a blank canvas with abstract lines dripped and
poured on them, as “unconscious” fantasies created in a “ritual”-like dance.
The result was that the traditional understanding of Pollock’s work and, indeed,
Abstract Expressionism as a whole, can be conceived as the distinctive “Namuth”
era.

However, Namuth’s photos and popularly available color film have only
told part of the story. Through access to all the still photos and all Namuth’s
contact sheets, Karmel deduced a different sequence of creation. Together with
black and white film and the still shots, all enhanced by new computer
techniques, we have a clearer and more informed idea of how Pollock built his

classic paintings.
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For example, Karmel discusses a sequence in the black and white film,
Pollock’s initiation of the painting that would be the abstraction Number 27,

1950 at the Whitney Museum of American Art (fig. 4).

Pollock began the work with a round-headed figure (which I would identify as a

bird, a frequent Pollock image), and a dog or, more likely, a she-wolf with teats,
much like the painting of that name and some drawings of the same subject of
1943 (placed parallel to the bird figure). These are drawn in black; their lines
reinforced with splotches and splats, and then reworked again, the whole
process ultimately transforming a collection of separate and independent
symbolic, pictographic figures (my italics) into a single allover composition.
Occasionally, Pollock filled an empty space in the composition with a sideways
stroke that seems to shoot outward from the existing figurative cluster as if it
had been part of it. Then he covered it. It is only after this start that the
painting became a composition unified by a consistent rhythm of dark and

light, thick and thin lines and planes extending across its surface. So Pollock
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began this work as a figurative composition that was subsequently veiled by
additional colors, lines and splats applied in a regular rhythm throughout. To
an extent, such new evidence undermines sixty years of thinking about
Pollock’s abstractions. It also contradicts a consensus that Pollock’s veiling of
the figure was limited to his pre-1947 work, as his approach was figurative
throughout his life.

Other newly enhanced and perceptually corrected views in the color film
reveal, on a now-lost red canvas, a step-by-step evolution from bare canvas to

complex web in which we have a clear view of Pollock’s combination of kinetic

freedom and formal control (fig. 5). In this
painting, a row of lambda-like shapes lie at the border between pictographic
and abstract marks, a linear web enclosing the forms like Pollock’s White
Cockatoo or Summertime: Number 9A: 1948. Then the black web is covered
with a series of silver forms, overlapping but distinct. There are several
campaigns of painting with the direction being from figuration to abstract
elaboration and then back again. So Karmel concludes that there is no straight

evolution but an alternation between the two modes of image making. (There is

also a stop- and-start form of working, not so much visible in the Namuth films



47

and photos but revealed in notes by Krasner to the former curator of the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, E.A. Carmean, Jr. xxii)

Karmel further shows that Pollock began at the right edge (and not with
the total surface) of Autumn Rhythm, with a complex configuration of lines
made not by dripping but by a stick/brush held stiffly dripping above the
canvas. Several other separate figures were also begun, as we see in a

computer-enhanced, composite photo (fig. 6).

Pictographic figures are lined up in a row, with the spaces between them
beginning to be filled in, sometimes with splats, or linearly elaborated into new
forms such as a horse’s head and neck. The composition ultimately resembles
Number 22A, 1948 and related horizontal, pictographic figural arrangements.

(Through computer enhancement, Karmel points out a linear row in the great
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One: Number 31, 1950.) Particularly in the later stages, the figures are hard to
see because they merge into a semiabstract and semi-representational web. Not
only did Pollock not create his so-called abstractions, then, as a simple,
linear figure to abstraction mode, he originally did not knit together a
multiplicity of near-identical abstract, pictorial elements repeating themselves,
as Clement Greenberg suggested.xxiii

Rather, Pollock’s “abstractions” — one can use quotation marks — are
figured webs, not pure webs. They are figured either at the beginning, in the
middle, and/or at the end. Karmel then asks: why? C.L. Wysuph wrote that he
worked as he did to veil his inmost struggles, =V but Karmel points out that
Pollock had painted struggling figures quite specifically. Karmel suggests a
structural reason — the figures are inserted to add form and structure to an
abstract web that would otherwise tend toward monotony and homogeneity. In
this, Pollock’s paintings echo the diagrammatic schemas of Thomas Hart

Benton (figs. 7).

il

i

(Pollock’s lambda is a concision of the “figures” in the Benton diagram. Pollock

has thus not only drawn on Benton’s compositional schema for dynamic
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abstract composition, as I wrote in 1979, but on the dynamic structure of the
figures, too.) Significantly, in Autumn Rhythm, a central lambda-like head and
figure is composed of curves and counter curves derived from Benton’s
diagrams. Karmel believes that these figurative complexes are self-contained
rhythmic configurations joined at their edge and overlaid.

Quickly, however, one further recognizes how familiar the figures in
Pollock’s abstractions such as Autumn Rhythm really are and for what
conceptual reason they are there. It is for the subject they represent. In the
clearest composite of Autumn Rhythm, we see at the left the pole figure that

Karmel compared to that of Number 22A, 1948 (fig. 8).

It faces, significantly, to the right. That figure was surrounded immediately



50

with a spray of black dots and a tracery of long interlacing lines filling empty
spaces. This linear figure and the spray, however, are already known as the
linear figure from Burning Landscape of 1943. In the latter painting, Pollock
surrounded a long vertebrate or “pole” figure with splats. That he did so, too, in
Autumn Rhythm confirmed his statement that Burning Landscape was a break-
through painting for him.*xv This statement seems odd until we now see that he
composes his abstractions with this figure and its ecstatic environment,
suggesting that the figures are there for more than structural reasons. For the
moment, let us call the figure a “celebrant” as it faces inward toward the center
as many figures do in Pollock’s work. Why he is celebrant is the subject of this
book and Pollock’s imagery.

To the second figure in Autumn Rhythm, Pollock added looping lines to
what appears to be an upturned head or chest upturned. Next to that figure is
another upturned loop arm figure, this one shorter. It is crowned by a
triangular head. Later, in the finished painting a right-angled linear thickness
that Karmel calls a boomerang a rose above it, but that is actually a form
derived from the right-angle extensions of arms of the crowd that is drawn from
Jose Clemente Orozco’s Prometheus. At its location at the top of the painting, it
also functions as the guiding “wedge” derived from a form that Pollock first
used in his sketchbooks, for example, at the top of drawing CR: 423r based on
Rembrandt’s The Night Watch. The upturned figures at the center of Autumn

Rhythm are also “celebrants.”
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Lastly, next to a figure three above an indecipherable form where a body
should be is a “u” or “v” -shaped head much larger than any other one in this
record of an early state of Autumn Rhythm. The head is largely open. On the
one hand, it seems to be a deliberate echo of the mask at the top line of The
Guardians of the Secret. On the other, the “u” fuses the open, up-right “mask”
figure with vertical, open- topped composition from his sketchbooks. Such
open-topped forms are frequent in works from Pollock’s classic period, such as
in Number 17, 1949, or Untitled, a color ink drawings on Japanese paper (OT
825) or the Untitled in the Barbaralee Diamonstein and Carl Spielvogel
Collection.

Yet there are more possibilities The “u” shape can be a “v” shape and this
form is Pollock’s head form that dots his work. It appears initially in his third,
that is, the “Mexican” notebook as Liza Messinger mentions.*Vi Then it appears
in different manifestations in other works. The “v” form is a vaginal form
echoing the gynecological drawing of the CR III: 464. It reflects this form as it
becomes a head in works such as CRIII: 473. Ultimately the genital head was
probably suggested by the well-known Picasso phallic head works of his
mistress Marie-Therese Walter of the time.

This configuration is central to Pollock’s work and themes as we shall
see. And it makes sense as the match for the “celebrants” that make up the
structure of the canvas field. So one cannot say definitively who the figures are

in Pollock’s so-called abstractions but they are there and they are taken from

his once-thought to be distant earlier work.
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Pollock’s figures manifested in Karmel’s ingenious work tell us several
important things. First of all, the figures have more than structural purposes in
his “abstractions.” They extend the symbolic associations that they had in his
earlier work. That is, ever since the work of the early 1940s was supplanted by
the “abstractions,” most critics dismissed or downplayed the early work as no
more than a surrealizing study period before the greater and very different
abstractions usually described as “existential,” “action, “chaos” or even more
commonly “irrational.”vii Now, it turns out, rather than the abstractions
emerging without precedent, like Athena from the head of Zeus, it seems that
they still incorporate Pollock’s established forms and meanings, as we shall
see. Pollock’s “abstractions” are thus tied to and expressive of the dismissed
figural “Surrealist” work along with its images and ideas, and carry forth their
symbolic significations into another form. In other words, they have precedents
and continuities, even to the late work.

A recognition of a figurative element in Pollock’s webs also reveals that
they not only give a Bentonian backbone to the composition of the
abstractions, and a rhythmic basis to the whiplash rhythms and webs across
the picture space and depth when finished, but they give legible meaning to the
abstractions for which we have been able to retrieve figural forms. If we look at
the figures in the early state of Autumn Rhythm in total, we see, for example, as
discussed, a possible gesticulating “crowd as humanity” image that has been
fundamental to Pollock throughout his work. It first emerged in the line of

figures drawn from Signorelli at the bottom of the first page (CR: 402r) of
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notebook one, but Pollock ultimately derived it from his favorite painting,
Orozco’s Prometheus. In other words, Pollock has integrated his dynamic
curvilinearity in Autumn Rhythm with the “chorus” that, in Orozco’s painting
and Pollock’s subsequent take-offs, welcomes, hails and fears a great
transforming event of civilization. (In Pollock’s early work, these figures are
generally described as “dancers,” a misrepresentation that nonetheless has
some relation to the gesticulating crowd.) For Orozco, the transformation was
the initiation of new human civilization through the gift of fire or knowledge.
For Pollock in his early work, the “event” was to be new growth represented by
different symbols — fire, babies, branches, stars and more. In his so-called
abstractions, he has made an ultimately abstract equivalent -- a field of
explosive, metaphoric splendor. A great new creation is probably what is being
celebrated in Autumn Rhythm. The familiar cast of characters (we shall see) is
welcoming this transformative event and that event is rendered as the dynamic,
flowing force- field known, initially, as Pollock’s all-over gestures.

The fields or splendorous powerful drips then continue the symbolic
event is something that Pollock had sought throughout his life and rendered
throughout his work. Thus, Pollock’s fields are more than simply formal
constructions, whether figurative or abstract, whether easel or mural or a
combination. They are the relevant happening for which Pollock had been
striving and suggesting others strive throughout his life and career. That his
drips or “weavings” are knitted together by an embedded and integrated web

manifests a fusion of the figure with the expressive field that symbolizes, if not
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enacts, the world he hoped for. Pollock has reenacted Orozco’s Prometheus in
modernist terms for as we shall see the figure of Prometheus is fused with the
transformative agency of fire.

That Pollock’s pictograph figures may lie within his weavings recasts the
way we look at his classic paintings. One recognizes familiar constructions of
one, two, three or more figures in most of the work. Indeed, the “abstractions”
lose that appellation with our recognition of figures and forms from Pollock’s
pre-1947 work. Besides the bird and she-wolf, the crowd and its celebrants
gesticulating arms upturned, and the vaginal figure, there is also the horse at
the top of Autumn Rhythm, as Karmel notes, and a figure with its extended leg
that he compares to a print, but that resembles the celebrating or dancing
principal figure of Moon Woman of 1942 even more. And there are more such
figures as we shall see presently.

However, into what are these figures and forms integrated? What do
they join and engender? An enlargement and development of a form and idea
that Pollock had used before: the flowing shamanic power web. In his earlier
work, Pollock had represented the web with an emblem of creative, spiritual
forces in the form of wavy lines. This emblem abuts the figure as it did in
[Composition of Woman] of 1940, expands to the explosive center in Burning
Landscape of 1943 or grows in Icarus of 1946 to a large yellow flow from the

main figure and red one from the smaller one (fig. 9).
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= . = By the so-called
abstractions, the wavy now flowing, webs engage and subsume the figures in
the symbolic explosive process of magical transformation. Pollock’s dripped
canvases have assumed the role of representing dynamic, outward flow as a
whole. While the same forces were represented earlier by the emblem of curves
and lines, in his “abstractions” he does it again on a larger scale with his new
technique. These later works may initially give the impression of “chaos” or

“destruction,” to some but, as we shall see, if that is the case, this effect is
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merely a stage in the shamanic flux and flow of “death” and new life or
“creation” -- Pollock’s version of “living” and “dying.” Pollock used the symbolic
form of an exploding, vitally expansive hieroglyph of lines to represent magic,
fertility, force and their agency of transformation. As with Surrealism,
“transformation . . . asserts activity — the denunciation of passivity as will to
change and [the] rejection of the status quo and confining limitations.”=xviii
Pollock’s work is full of symbols which if actually studied become clear. The

task of this book is to make them so.

Jackson Pollock: Mass Man agonist.

Much of the appeal of Pollock lay not in what he thought but what he
suffered. The result has been to make his art his life story, his troubles, and
his instability. The subject of a Hollywood film and four biographies including
an eight hundred page Pulitzer-prize winner, for more than half a century,
interpreters looked at his expression through the filter of biography. They did
not simply use biography to affirm their exegeses; they offered biography as
intellectual expression. Writing on Pollock offers psychological torment as his
supposed modus vivendi. His art and its psyche was supposed to be the
because of personal failing, not philosophic. The fascination with his instability
and his alcoholism became the dominant feature of his coverage. Nary does a
reference crops up that not invoke alcoholism. His art was mostly the direct

and spontaneous expression of a disordered mind. Most art critics have played
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the role of amateur psychologist. Taking interpretive liberties with his
conceptions if they were even thought to be conceptions themselves rather than
outbursts. He was portrayed as tragic figure and a damaged human being; his
art the confession of a crippled mind. The only exception to that is the formalist
criticism of Clement Greenberg and his followers. They rendered Pollock as a
European Modernist genius.

This book rejects a more than light causal link between personality and
his art. Instead it will begin to reconceive the issue by hard and close looking at
the work, our most distinctive approach.

Jackson Pollock: Mass Man Agonist is divided into several roughly
chronological chapters narrating a fundamental conceptual Pollock. In the first
chapter, we will see him attach himself to the broad new historically relevant
(in the wake of World War One and the industrialization of America)
widespread desire to redo Western civilization. As a youth, Pollock devoted
himself to theosophy as many modern figures had done since the late 1890s.
Theosophy articulated an anti-materialism, an anti-science and an anti-reason
critique of modernity. Instead, it laid the basis for a spiritual renovation of the
West along more culturally and introspective guidelines. All of these attitudes
become fundamental to Pollock and his beliefs.

In the 1930s, the critique took a new form: the desire to find the right
culture for modern times and the modern individual, in other words, search for
the appropriate personality for contemporary civilization. The thirties

presented a cultural critique of modernity that offered resistance to its
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dislocations with the reassertion of the successful prototypes and patterns
could be found where you would expect — the American past. And it argued
that past as the way to the future. The regionalists Grant Wood and especially
Thomas Hart Benton, Pollock’s lifelong mentor, teacher, and friend, detailed a
quest for the individual to be indexed to American culture. In the thirties,
individual behavior was defined as cultural behavior, and individual mind
cultural mind. America’s thirties formed a behaviorist understanding of the
world. To redo the world, meant to redo the successful past social and
psychological archetypes. Pollock’s early work will be seen then as a
commitment to cultural renewal.

By the end of the thirties, those fears were internalized. Socially and
politically that meant the advent of Mass Society theory and fascism, the
subject of the third chapter. Internally, that meant the widespread discussion
of the accompanying dysfunctional modern individual which climaxed with
popularity of the psychologist Carl G. Jung. Pollock underwent four years of
Jungian therapy in 1939-1941. Jung exemplifies the widely conceived
problems of modern man under the threats of mass man seen in Nuremberg
rallies and the need for the renovation of the modern personality/ psyche.

The fourth chapter will consist of the new dominance of the work of the
Mexican muralists as Pollock and the world moved toward the views of
disintegration of civilization, psyche and culture and the struggle of world
history. Pollock’s response took the form of his third notebook, called the

Mexican, and his early symbolic painting. His own turmoil in 1938 paralleled



59

the world’s descent into conflict and a new lethalness arose as cultural fears
were intensified on a world scale. Pollock’s work becomes “troubled” as he
develops symbols and metaphors for history, psyche and their renovation.

In the fifth chapter, he decides on symbols and themes to use: those of
so-called primitivism and one of its principal manifestations of his time —
shamanism. Through several sources, Pollock searches and enhances Native
American symbology found, defining his articulation of the struggle of the
world and of the mind as that of the psyche/personality. His first Native
American symbols appear although they are often confused as only
outpourings of the unconscious. We can source these symbols and their
meanings.

In the next chapter, “Growing Vision,” in the 1940s Pollock worked
toward that renovation with his proposal for a universal or world therapy and
reconstitution of modern man‘s personality through a psychologized
shamanism.

In the next chapter of the late 1940s, we will then turn to the so-called
abstractions through Pollock’s use of Oceanic art and shamanic concepts, that
is, through magic and ritual. Then we shall see Pollock realize his cultural
critique through the “concretization of his symbols” in new pictorial form in his
“abstractions” of the new individual enveloped in the shamanic magic web.

The critique of materialism, science and reason -- the mass man critique — thus
takes on the form of his so-called abstractions where we will see Pollock render

the transformative event of new magical life.
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In the last chapter, we expand our exploration of the so-called abstractions
through their use of memory, metamorphosis, environmentalism and so many
more concepts that he worked with and that dominated his era. The richness of
the drip paintings will pass far beyond simplistic contemporary notions of
gesture and automatism for their own sake. And we will finish with Pollock’s
attempts to revisualize his subjects once again in the fifties.

Ultimately, the effects of Pollock’s approach will be analyzed and
evaluated and the view that mass man is the nature of modernity that should
be resisted — Pollock’s central idea — will be critiqued. This study then will
conclude Pollock’s conceptual imagery and form as part of his response to the

danger and fear of mass man that took shape on its own in his era.
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I’'m going to school every morning and have learned what is worth learning in
the realm of art. It is just a matter of time and work now for me to have that
knowledge apart of me. A good seventy years more and I think I'll make a good
artist -- being an artist is life its self -- living it | mean. And when I say artist I
don’t mean it in the narrow sense of the word -- but the man who is building
things -- creating molding the earth -- whether it be plains of the west -- or the
iron ore of Penn. It’s all a big game of construction -- some with a brush --
some with a shovel -- some choose a pen.

Jackson Pollock, letter to his father LeRoy Pollock.

The Beginnings

Modernity witnessed a century of crisis and transformation. Aside from
the war, that century itself was a culmination of a primal dislocation -- the
accelerated growth of the industrial age with its transformation marked by the
mass movement of populations from farms to the city. In a short period of time,
a transmogrification of the population undermined traditional structures and
the dominance of Christianity and its value system known as the “religious”
man, and also remade the Western world. To be sure, modernization, as this
process was called, had begun with the triumph of reason with the Philosophes
and the critiques of church and state in the eighteenth century. But by the
twentieth century, the traditional, religious, rural, communal-bound life of
society and the individual was undermined and broken, and a new social order
was sought.

That disarray, however, was intensified, if not overcome, through a series
of percussive events the consequences of which are still being felt. After the
dislocations of the industrial age and urban modernity came the trenches of
World War One. Up to ten million died in the “holocaust” of the trenches and

the socio-political order that had held traditional society in place died with



them. The collapse of the centuries-old monarchies of Russia, Austria-Hungary
and the principalities of Germany is known to have unleashed anarchic,
transformative revolutions and dissolution. Even in victorious, seemingly stable
England, the war produced a radical discontinuity and disillusionment, self-
doubt and social fragmentation and the “Waste Land spirit.™

The years following this punctuation of the arc of transformative
modernity were those of social upheaval, conflict and strife, from the General
Strike of 1926 in England to the economic inflation of Germany, and from the
civil conflicts of Spain and France to the exaggerated instability of the life of the
Boom of the 1920s, the Jazz Age and the Lost Generation of America, to
mention only a few of the stereotypes of change and disorder of the era.

But this fumbling toward and reorganizing of a new order or
configuration that would restore the West’s confidence in itself never had to a
chance to succeed because dislocations and conflicts were then profoundly
deepened in the Crash of 1929 and the resulting Great Depression in America.
Millions were out of work, untold numbers of people lost their savings and
security, and much of the traditional American rural population fled their
farms. Between 1880 and 1930, America shifted from a mostly rural country to
an industrial, urban one. Ways of being, behaving, patterns of social action and
custom, organizations and structures of individual and collective life were rent
asunder never to return in America and elsewhere. The immediate economic
and social collapse of the thirties was intensified by the next crisis at hand --
the coming of fascism, the inevitability of the Second World War, and the
emergence of the feared “Mass Man” and “Mass Society” which were
demonstrated in the coliseums of Nuremberg and Red Square in the 1930s.

The Second World War brought this arc of destruction and
transformation to its head. While the First World War was considered to be a
singular fatal upheaval, twenty years later the Second World War seemed to
suggest that fatal strife was not an exception but the rule -- a new pattern or
“normal” that would shape the future of mankind. However, with the triumph

of the Allies and the ascendancy of the United States, that arc could be



considered by most reasonable observers to have finally come to an end with a
new peaceful order. But that did not transpire, and, as after the First World
War, new fears emerged. One was the obvious fear of nuclear destruction and
the emergence of the Cold War.

The outbreak of the Cold War and the emergence of weapons of mass
destruction then completed the solidification of many of the changes and worst
assumptions made in the first half of the twentieth century. Humankind was
redefined in anthropology, sociology, psychology and other new fields.
Humankind, culture and history were redefined in light of history and what
was thought and understood and feared in the new social structure of
“Totalitarian Man,” the “Organization Man” and the “Mass Consumer.” These
continued and extended fear of Mass Society. And they continue today in the
form of Mass Media and the need for the creative individual of “self-esteem” in
America, even though life in America is relatively speaking one of the safest,
most accomplished, richest, and most open societies in history.

In America, a new form took on lasting life in the twentieth century:
“psychological man.” Psychological man is one in which values, behaviors and
decisions are shaped by internal considerations as much as, if not more than,
those that are external. The dispositions of “psychological man” formed the
attendant social and cultural patterns that became the dominant paradigm for
many.

That is the world in which Jackson Pollock grew up, lived and died. He
became famous for his personal crises but he was not alone in that regard.
Indeed, it is the premise of this study that the “myth” of the personally
tormented Pollock that people wrote about and filmed for the next fifty years is
only half the story, if even that. Jackson Pollock’s work, as well as that of
Abstract Expressionism of which he is a principal figure, is steeped in this
context of historical experiences and shifts in the beliefs of the day, and it was
realized in an unprecedented formal language. His work attained a stabilizing
emblematic form and a formal arrangement for the personal, historical and

cultural issues of his day. That context of experience was both personal and



suprapersonal, that is, it was both part of Pollock’s life and needs, and also
that of his era. For him as well as for his Abstract Expressionist colleagues, the
private was public and vice versa.

This study will thus examine the arc of Pollock’s persona and psyche as
they played to the drumbeat of modernity and its difficulties -- as well as its
successes. The effects of each of the arcs of crises of modernity can be found in
his work. (On that note, I should point out that modernity is a temporal and
moral stance and hence not the same as modernization.) They were formative
and his art was one result of those developments. Jackson Pollock’s art and life
are as much, if not more so, about his interaction with the issues of his time as

about his singularity.

The beginnings: rootlessness and the search for” place”

Jackson Pollock’s early years were characterized by experiences that
would shape his life and art as he personally lived through some of the
difficulties that modernity created. Pollock was born in Cody, Wyoming on
January 28, 1912 into a farm family. He had four brothers and probably a
roundhouse, rural, roughhouse youth.ii In a pattern that would typify his life,
he left Cody when his family began a series of relocations. Pollock’s family
spent the teens and twenties of the twentieth century in constant motion and
turmoil as they searched for a stable and successful environment. In his early
years, Pollock moved from Cody to San Diego and from there to Phoenix,
whereupon they moved again to Orland, California. From there they moved to
Arizona and then to Chico, California before possibly settling in Riverside,
California in 1925.

All of this moving undoubtedly left Pollock feeling a lack of place and a
lack of a sense of belonging and community. That lack plagued Pollock
throughout his life -- never quite feeling settled, never feeling at “home”
physically or psychologically. For Pollock, a sense of “place” in the world would
have to be earned and not taken for granted. Yet the restlessness of his family

life foretold more than Pollock’s eventual uncertainty -- it foretold the



instability and chaos of America in the next decade, which was also on the
move in a similar way. If one were to look down at America from an Olympian
perspective, in one sense one would see constant movement across the land. In
the 1930s, America was on the move for a better life even though that America
did it under much more bitter conditions. Just as Pollock, however, that
decade turned rootlessness into an advantage.

Pollock’s family finally settled in southern California in 1925, and Pollock
attended Riverside High School. However, yet again, probably after his
expulsion from school, Jackson and his family moved to Los Angeles in 1928
where he attended the Manual Arts High School from which he expelled twice
more. Pollock’s time in high school was somewhat tumultuous because he first
fought with an ROTC officer at Riverside, and then at Manual, together with
Philip Guston, in a leaflet he publicly criticized the school for favoring athletics,
both favorite gripes of those more committed to the ideology of artistic life and
competitive education than to military preparedness and athletics. He asked
the student body to “awaken,” a theme that he would go on to use throughout
his career; however, that was translated into a mythic awakening just as
James Joyce, a favorite author of his, did in his book Finnegan’s Wake. Pollock
did have a stable family, however, until his father left when he was in high
school. His father LeRoy, who was more of a farmer than Pollock’s mother,
became disgusted and disheartened by his forced abandonment of farm after
farm in his mother’s quest for a better life. For Pollock, the conflicts of his
father and his loss seem to have created a personal need in addition to that of
“place,” and that was of authority.

To combat the absence of the power of place and a secure authority, in
his brief life Pollock developed a striking number of surrogate father figures.
His first mentor soon emerged during Jackson’s high school years with
Frederick John de St. Vrain Schwankovsky. “Schwany” as he called himself
was Pollock’s art teacher at Manual High School.ii He was also the teacher and
mentor of Harold Lehman, Pollock’s lifelong friend. As a young student, Pollock

showed interest in becoming a sculptor and he produced clay figures with the



aim of firing them. No doubt Schwankovsky took him under his wing and
introduced him to the arts; Lehman asserts that he knew the cubists and other
“specialists” although we do not know what other arts he was familiar with
aside from drawing and sculptural modeling. “Schwany” himself was

principally a watercolorist (fig. 1) as we see in this Symbolist image.

But it was not simply art but
Schwankovsky’s interest in a guru who lived just up the coast in Ojai, a man
by the name of Krishnamurti. Krishnamurti focused Pollock’s energies and
helped him articulate what would become his life-long desire for a spiritual
rootedness, in other words, an inner “place” and authority.

The “theology” of Krishnamurti that Pollock encountered as a young man
set him on the path he took for the rest of his life: the search for a theory of an

inward-directed and antimaterialist life that was satisfying. When Pollock



encountered him in May, 1929, Krishnamurti was already a famous figure who
seemed to represent to many an antiestablishment philosophy. He became
representative of a counterculture and social criticism that had its roots in the
nineteenth century but grew to overtake many of the Western intelligentsia in
the twentieth. Pollock seems to have been deeply affected, as we can see the
long-standing effects of Krishnamurti’s views in Pollock’s mature works such
as The Key of 1946 and Lucifer of 1947, as | will discuss below.

Originally, Krishnamurti was a theosophist, and theosophy was one of
the first subversions of the Western Enlightenment appreciation of science and
materialism that particularly dominated the nineteenth century in the West.
Theosophy was part of the powerful transition from a rural to an urban and
industrial civilization. As noted before, beginning in the nineteenth century the
industrial revolution brought about massive social change and the destruction
of the stability and order of centuries-old agrarian social orders as well as the
organization and definition of the individual. The loss of real and imagined
social and cultural structures and myths led to greatly increased dislocation
and disorganization as well as an attendant loss of community and creed. It
also gave rise to a growing secularization of a formerly religious culture and its
moral values and behaviors. The result was a decline in spiritual placement
and satisfaction. The decline of the Christian church and dogma in the
nineteenth century thus led to the growing rootlessness -- and openness -- of
modern life. It seems inevitable that the experience of transience — the ‘betwixt
and between’ — of the transition from one order of becoming to another would
become a basis of modern life.

Throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, established
churches and religion and their world views were under attack; atheists and
materialists attacked from without and conflicts between liberals, radicals, and
conservatives undermined them from within. Their antiquity and power were
now the cause of internal revolt, and public disaffection was seen in the art
world, from the work of William Blake and Casper David Friedrich to the

Barbizon school and beyond. Independent religious sects proliferated



throughout this period. Indeed, for many people biblical exegesis succeeded in
reducing the Christian theology to one set of preaching and one preacher --
Jesus Christ -- among many. Growing doubts about traditional Christian
doctrine were further exacerbated by the increasing power and prestige of
natural science. By the end of the nineteenth century, Christianity’s divine
authority was faltering and into that void stepped many Christian reformists
such as Mary Baker Eddy, the Transcendentalists, and the Unitarians, in
addition to new thinkers such as Swedenborg. All argued that “true”
spirituality -- which was never in doubt in terms of its desirability, only its
source and shape were viewed with suspicion -- lay outside common expressive
forms.

The quest for spiritual life was further entwined with another nineteenth
century preoccupation: the search for a single key that would solve the
mysteries of the universe.'v Many argued that the world could be explained by a
single idea and thus actual unity lay under the cacophony of increased
diversity. In the nineteenth century, it was proposed that all human tongues
are based on one common language, all races came from one mother-race, and
all philosophies and religious drew upon one original doctrine.v Perhaps one of
the most well-known representatives of this way of thought was George Eliot's
scholar Casaubon who sought out the “Key to all Mythologies” in her famous
novel Middlemarch.

Notwithstanding skeptics and critics such as Nietzsche and Kierkegaard,
the need for belief in primal unity and ultimate authority ran deep and many
sought new faiths to replace the old. In social commentary, for some Marxism
became the new faith with its heroes, creeds and doctrines. Other new
developments such as spiritualism, vegetarianism, feminism, dress reforms,
and homeopathy dominated the search of the middle class. Other figures such
as Tennyson, Hugo, and Ruskin as well as Faraday and Alfred Russel Wallace
tried varying spiritualisms combining science, deism, and socialism.vi
Clairvoyance and phrenology, among many other doctrines, led the way for

modern psychoanalysis. And new leaders such as Swedenborg and Franz



Anton Mesmer, who played the role as guru, sensitive individual and visionary,
were especially in touch with it all. Respect for new psychoanalysts grew, but
at the same time old shaman priests, magicians and healers became new gurus
who were, like Pollock, restless and unstable wanderers, looking for new faiths
to replace the old. Interest in Eastern cosmologies and the occult rapidly
increased too, particularly for those who longed for radical political and social
change.

Thus, toward the end of the nineteenth century, a new and widespread
public appetite grew in the West for new and exotic forms of religious belief.
Alternative new religious traditions were advocated with four important
features that seemed to address the conflicts of the age: belief in the
accessibility of the spirit world, a possible rapprochement between science,
religion, imagination and reason, a theory of correspondences between spiritual
and the material, and trust in the reality of an imminent political and religious
dispensation. To satiate this need, additional new leaders appeared.

Madame Helena Blavatsky, a Russian-German, and Henry Olcott, an
American, became major “prophets” of one such new religion, theosophy. At the
end of the nineteenth century, Blavatsky and Olcott started and developed an
occult set of beliefs that continuously expanded. After a failed marriage and an
alleged but unlikely trip to Tibet, Blavatsky set out to found a new spirituality
involving hierarchy, a doctrine, a set of initiates, a Brotherhood of Masters, and
the spreading of members who spent years -- and their fortunes -- in
apprenticeships. For fifteen years, until her death in 1891 Blavatsky elaborated
a cosmology combining the multiple divinities of Eastern religions and the
mythologies of Western esotericism. The Brothers were put forward as the
masters of previous religions and doctrines, and they included such figures as
Moses, Jesus, Buddha, Francis Bacon, Lao Tzu, and Jacob Boehme. They
imparted wisdom and thaumaturgic and clairvoyant skills which special figures
such as Blavatsky interpreted for all. Particularly original as regards Blavatsky
was an emphasis on Eastern esotericism, which was probably based on the

ideas of English novelist Edward Bulwer Lytton whose characteristic remarks
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set the tone of theosophy: “...in dreams commences all human knowledge; in
dreams hovers over measureless space the first faint bridge between spirit and
spirit -- this world and the worlds beyond.”i In typical style, Bulwer combined
alchemy and neo-Platonism in his occult stories working through Boehme,
Swedenborg and Mesmer to found a knowledge of science and magic. Bulwer
and Blavatsky proposed a hidden group of masters with secret doctrines.
Eventually the Rosicrusians, studying Paracelsus (later a favorite of the
surrealists and Abstract Expressionist Adolph Gottlieb), and the Masons and
the Templars became nineteenth century products of this craze to unlock the
mysteries of the universe and communicate its message to the world.
Blavatsky’s theosophy thus proposed doctrines to oppose the growing power of
materialism, reason and science in the nineteen century with principles and
doctrines from the world’s religions -- in other words, a new spiritual
ecumenism.

In keeping with the growing criticism of modern society for its lack of a
spiritual component that is, as we shall see, partly “Mass Society Theory”
before the fact, Blavatsky loftily dismissed materialist science and Darwin in
general, considering anyone who thought like Darwin to be not just wrong but
“crude and crafty, foolish, vulgar, greedy, gross and deceitful.”vii Such a person
was an early prototype of the ignorant, vulgar and stupid person known as
“Mass Man” who is crucial to Pollock’s art and much of the modern era. With
Blavatsky, the Brotherhood of Masters worked in secret, their wisdom known
only to a few human agents. They thus discerned the destiny of the cosmos
from hidden forms, and they took up a struggle with what they considered to
be evil influences and forces: science, reason and traditional Christian dogma.
Spiritualism was a spiritual science for Blavatsky. According to her biography,
she received instructions from the Masters directly through the “precipitation”
of their thoughts onto paper. Others suddenly appeared on her desk or fell
from the heavens without the help of human agency. Such precipitations or
letters convinced Olcott and others who joined up with Blavatsky. These letters

were the direct display of occult power and her ability to commune with hidden
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powers superior to reason and ordinary thought. Such beliefs foretell
psychoanalysis and Pollock’s beliefs in the hidden powers of the unconscious
and elsewhere.

To further secure her religion, Blavatsky produced a book in 1875. She
did not just write it, but, as she said, Isis Unveiled simply appeared. She
claimed that it may have been “precipitated” or perhaps a Master took over her
body and wrote it for her. The founding book critiques science for being “too
narrow” as it only demonstrated the laws of the material universe. The book
also contained an essay on comparative religion, ancient civilizations such as
Egypt, and an exposition of Buddhism as the proper joining of science and
religion. For her, these were the sources of a new occult wisdom. Her religion
was a form of spiritual triumphalism and in the nineteenth century ultimately
became part of the idea of self-improvement that was popular with public
libraries, workers’ education institutes and the like.ix

To support her ideas, Blavatsky and Olcott founded the Theosophical
Society on September 13, 1875. The Society provided the organizational means
to attract members, funding, and status and it was through the Society that
theosophy’s doctrines were disseminated. Starting with the premise that
fundamental truths and values are universal and that all religions are
essentially the same, the Society proclaimed humanitarian social ideals. Thus
by studying spiritual science the brotherhood of Man, Religion, Science and
Politics were bound together, which ultimately proved to be problematic.

Blavatsky, Olcott and others then went east to India (which had replaced
Egypt as the “exotic civilization”) and there they established themselves among
the colonials. Through hustling, guile, and the traditional deception of religious
proselytizers from Savarona to Tartuffe, Blavatsky established a following.
When she combined her doctrines with anti-British colonialism, her success
was guaranteed as her fame among the Indians spread. Olcott in particular
promoted equality between Buddhism and Christianity and both ended up as
prominent figures in Ceylon, now Sri Lanka. Indeed, Theosophy still has many

schools there.
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Theosophy aimed at the spiritual transformation of modern life. From its
earliest days, it had three basic goals, defined in 1896 as:

1. The formation of a universal human brotherhood without distinctions

based on race, creed, sex, caste or color.

2. The study of comparative religions, philosophy and science.

3. The investigation of unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent

in man.x
Theosophy could be seen as a declaration of Universal Tolerance, a study of
occult phenomena and “wisdom” and a philosophy, science and religion of a
new social harmony and equality which prefigured the Divine Harmony to
come.® It sold itself as a spiritual science in direct competition with Darwinism
which while undermining established churches also seemed to undermine all
established religious sentiment. Indeed, Blavatsky suggested that evolutionary
theory really explained only one stage in human evolution, from the animal to
the human and that evolutionism should realize that evolution actually
continued on to arrive at religious wisdom.

Theosophy spread far and wide with many variants, related doctrines,
and the conflicting ambitions of many gurus such as Annie Besant in Britain,
Charles Webster Leadbeater in Australia, and Guedjeff in Russia and the
Balkans. Leadbeater was particularly skilled in combining spiritualism with
psychology in the technique of psychometry -- divining the properties of a thing
by contact with intangibles such as dreams. Psychometry arrived in California
at Point Loma in 1899 through the work of Katherine Tingley, who emphasized
rituals, drama, music, yoga and dance. At her School of Antiquity, Tingley
sought briefly to make pre-contact civilization the possible center of new world
civilization in her aim to realize theosophy’s ecumenical religious and social
goals. The most important event for Pollock was the arrival of the guru
Krishnamurti, who dominated Southern California and beyond. To further
gain religious knowledge through psychic means and to resolve spiritual

techniques to promote enlightenment such as prayer and meditation, leaders
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were needed and invented, and Krishnamurti became one of the most
prominent of those.

Leadbeater discovered Jiddu Krishnamurti as a boy in India in 1909 and
honed him to be a “World Teacher” or spiritual leader. He received occult
training together with a standard English public school education and studies
at Oxford which was notable given his humble origins. Despite his father’s
objections, Krishnamurti was removed from his milieu and would never find
another home again. He had lost his mother when he was young, and now he
lost his remaining family and country. He would belong to no one and to
nowhere. Like Pollock, this condition was to be the site of a struggle for
enormous moral and spiritual authority, and no less a measure of anguish.xii
Traversing the politics and minefields of Theosophy’s patrons such as Emily
Lutyens (wife of the architect Sir Edward Lutyens) and the American arts
patron Mabel Dodge, Krishnamurti arrived in California in the 1920s, which he
visited often before settling there.

By 1929 Krishnamurti‘s prestige as a new World Teacher was already
having an effect as membership in Theosophy’s societies rose to forty-five
thousand. Krishnamurti’s rising prestige was part of the post-war enthusiasm
for youth as new interest in youth reform became a standard hope of the
period. This interest in youth was also an interest in beginnings that was seen
in the early twentieth-century discovery of the “primitive,” misunderstood as
the youthful period of Western civilization. It was believed that shaping the
minds of young people would prevent another war. Much investigation into
educational pedagogy took place (c.f. Pollock’s Totem Lesson I & II of 1944) as
many debated how to produce the ancient desire of wholeness in a period of
fragmentation as “... the community of complete beings, the world of rounded
individuals whose creativity, openness of mind and spiritual evolution would
defeat the selfishness that had undoubtedly promoted the last war.” xiii
Since theosophy emphasized the balanced person, it had a place at the table
between the wars. Furthermore, it was thought that it could help direct and

profit from the energies of individuals and whole societies formerly linked in a
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life or death struggle that now had nowhere to go. In the post-World War I
period, everyone agreed that there was a need for the reconstruction of society -
- human and personal, physical and financial, social and political. But how to
build a better world? Fascism, Nazism, communism and the like proposed new
schemes for Western man and civilization. A new world was a leap into the
unknown because there was no secure pattern from which to build it.xiv The
spiritual millenarians of theosophy were further supported by the new
spiritualism of grieving millions hoping to find a way to survive the war’s losses
through another form. Theosophy thus aided and was reinforced by anti-
rationalism and the search for spiritual succor that had been ongoing both
before and after the war.

These new teachers touched a raw nerve in Western Europe. It was
thought that the war’s violence could not simply be turned off in 1918 but that
it would continue on and expand in social and personal life. Freud and then
Jung routed that violence through psychic life and it was argued that millions
were unable to cope with the demands of traditional moral and social codes.
With theosophy, the religious implications of unconscious wishes were to be
made clear. Theosophy represented the idealistic tendencies of the early
twentieth century -- the internationalism of the League of Nations, pacifism,
progressive social democracy and youth movements (compare to the Obamaism
of 2008) although other branches such as those promoted by Gurdjieff sought
to bring up productive strife with Diaghilev primitivism, fantasy and color. New
spiritualism offered continuity with cultural traditions that preserved ancient
wisdom in contemporary formulas and rituals whose meaning had been
discarded or forgotten.x (In contrast, Freud argued that ideals of world peace
had actually played a role in precipitating the war because it widened the gap
between ideals and real behavior.)

For theosophists, mental and psychical capacities were not developed at
the expense of spiritual ideas and thus they devised teaching methods and
indeed institutions that embodied their ideals. Like many, they sought to blend

modern teaching methods with ancient spiritual truths. Theosophical schools
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expanded in number, often holding yearly international gatherings at camps for
adolescents such as Pollock. Krishnamurti led one such spiritual academy in
the open air at Ojai, a town not far from the Pacific Coast, where Pollock spent
a week with his friends Philip Guston (nee Goldstein), Manuel Tolegian and
probably Harold Lehman. Often ill, Krishnamurti held forth as a World Teacher
in Ojai practically as a junior member of the League of Nations for many years
in the 1920s as he was attracted to California’s fresh air and warm weather. An
effective speaker, he did not rehearse or use notes. Instead, he would elaborate
on the same themes: compassion for all living things, self-knowledge and the
need for everyone to find their own “Path” to enlightenment. All these efforts
added up to what sometimes was called the “Process” or “spiritual unfoldment”
as Blavatsky follower Mabel Collins wrote in the Light on the Path of 1885, a
tract that Pollock and Lehman read.*vi In theosophy, one set out for esoteric,
hidden knowledge that was articulated by occult and ritualistic paraphernalia
leading to a spiritual “Evolution” of the self and civilization. In contrast,
Krishnamurti taught that it was all up to the individual; in other words, there
was no doctrine, thus making his spiritualism more accessible, less occult and
personal and less elitist. Krishnamurti took all serious illnesses and personal
and cultural crises as signs of the spiritual evolution or Process.

Although in the literature on Pollock Krishnamurti is often described as
primarily being a theosophist, by 1929 he had decisively broken with it
(although he returned to it later in his life). And it was thus in the process of
this break that Pollock heard him speak in Ojai. Krishnamurti rebelled against
theosophy’s organizational hierarchy and structure, its ceremonialism, and its
belief in a central message. He also rejected the role for which he had long been
groomed — theosophy’s World Teacher. His more true Hindu humility led him to
reject such esoterica and the theosophy’s world organization exclusivism for a
more general guruism. As a result, he prospered in California where sun and
surf led to easy pleasures and easy ideas. Krishnamurti maintained an image
as a solitary outsider in the purist of spiritual enlightenment as he taught of

the world’s “unreality.” Pursued by many celebrities, he eventually became a
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famous high priest of his age and contributed to the New Age beliefs that would
emerge in later years. For Aldous Huxley, Bertrand Russell, the Manns, the
Chaplins, the Stravinskys, Anita Loos and Greta Garbo, Krishnamurti became
the center of an elite social circle that was really the flowering that Madame
Blavatsky had always sought.*vii He was also a way station in the development
of the counterculture of the sixties.

Through theosophy, Pollock began a spiritual voyage, a quest for
religious understanding and new civilization that went beyond established
religion and would dominate his life and work despite the many changes of
form it underwent. After his time in Ojai, he imitated Krishnamurti in dress by
wearing an open, pointed-collar white shirt and wore his hair long like a
disciple.xviii But Pollock did not stay “there,” neither in Ojai nor in the presence
of Krishnamurti’s aura. As he said in a letter to his brothers Charles and Frank
on October 22, 1929, “I have dropped religion for the present. Should I follow
the Occult Mysticism it wouldn’t be for commercial purposes.”ix

An adult now, he took on his own movement -- to new places, new ideas
and new faiths -- that would characterize him for the rest of his life. Pollock
would continue his early quest for an apprehension of inner unity and
harmony, a godhead of spiritual illumination, if you will (significantly
Krishnamurti was called the “divine spirit”) from within himself and that would
become his tragicomic psychodrama. He then joined up with Lehman, Guston
and others in a reading group that met every week to give reports on the books
they were interested in including works on psychology and literature, including
fiction and the work of T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, Sir James Frazer, Mumford,
Boas, Cheney, the gestalt psychologists and others.x

In that way, theosophy set Pollock on his path. Theosophy itself, of
course, is a fiction among the many fictions of modernity but it should not be
indifferently dismissed. It did participate in and advance not just the quest for
an alternative to materialism but also an internationalist, pacifist and mostly
socially challenging agenda. It influenced and continues to influence occult and

utopian thought and encourages interest in comparative religion and its
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relationship to science. There is a place for occultism and for its genial
pantheism as well as its anti-bourgeois pretensions. Hollow and corrupt that it
may be, like all faiths and all beliefs, not just those that are religious, as
Aldous Huxley noted after calling theosophy “bunkum,” it had some truths and
thus should be recognized, if not respected, for them.

It would take a while before Pollock found the “place” that he needed.
Immediately after finishing high school he wanted to be an artist. In a family of
artists, he had access to much advice but his next mentor, his brother Charles,
had moved to New York to pursue his own artistic career. Charles was the
oldest and Jackson the youngest of the five brothers and it was to Charles that
Jackson wrote as he matured as a teenager. Even from New York, he continued
to advise Jackson. Together with Schwankovsky, he inspired in Jackson a
desire to be an artist. Their brothers Sandy McCoy and Frank were also artists
and Jackson was close to them, particularly Sande, but it was Charles who
instructed Jackson. Charles would not only relate the New York art scene to
him but also advise him about what to read and send him articles and
references. In one letter in 1929, Jackson thanks Charles for recommending an
article on Diego Rivera, one of the Mexican muralists who would be an
influence on his work.*d Later Pollock inherited Charles’s library when he took
over his apartment in New York and he read through it. (Lehman relates that
one day in the early 1940s he visited him and Pollock brought out a book left to
him by Charles that he was reading, Adolph Hildebrand’s The Problem of Form
in Painting and Sculpture. In between his discussions with Charles as we shall
see, he read with Lehman, Guston and others while in Los Angeles although he
did not talk about his reading with his acquaintances and people he didn’t
know well, leading to the incorrect impression that he did not read.)

Pollock then proceeded to New York in 1930 to follow Charles. There he
would study with Charles’s teacher, his next mentor, the American Regionalist
Benton. Regionalism, the American cultural critique of modernity, would
become Pollock’s new “time to come.” Pollock’s journey ultimately led him to

occult psychology, which would later take the form of the ideas of Jung and
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shamanism. That journey was one of cultural critique as well as a quest for the
interior. Parts of that journey are well known. The fact that Pollock remained a
theosophist throughout his life is less well known but can be seen, as noted

earlier, in two late paintings, The Key of 1946 (fig. 2) and Lucifer of 1947 which

I will later examine.
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Illustrations

Fig. 1. Frederick John Schwankosvsky, Lotus, Key of F, watercolor on
Whatman paper, c. 1925. 23 1/8 x 17 in. Laguna Art Museum, Gift of Ada R
and John E. Offerdahl.

Fig. 2. The Key, 1946, oil on canvas, 59 x 84 in. The Art Institute of Chicago.
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Edward Morris through exchange.
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Chapter 2 Hart Benton and Regionalism: A Cultural Critique of Modernity

Thomas Hart Benton is more than a painter; he is a social
historian, anthropologist, cultural irritant, and vivid exponent of the
American civilization.

— Thomas Craven, 1937

As the international debacle increased, it rapidly became “Save America
First.” This new “America Firstism” was no mere jingoist yap. It involved
a deadly serious attempt to rebuild our society along democratic lines
and to provide a wider and more stable distribution of the wealth.”

Thomas Hart Benton, An American in Art, 1969

Wherever people talk, idiocy thrives.
A Thomas Hart Benton Miscellany, 78

Searching for a Cultural Personality and Place:
The American Scene’s Critique of Modernity

In the antimaterialism that Pollock absorbed through Krishnamurti, Jackson
Pollock seemed to accede to the theory, if not the experience, of the dislocation
of modern life and civilization. With his own, Schwankovsky and
Krishnamurti’s critique of the modern public order of science, military

preparedness, reason, and high school athletics, Pollock indicated a



discomfort, a lack of fit between himself and the official culture of success and
achievement in America. From this origin in the antiestablishment, he
expanded his positions in the 1930s during which reigned the collapse of the
economic order and the maturation of modernity in the face of the decline of
the rural certitude of behavior, values, and patterns. On the one hand, he
toyed with leftist rhetoric, which we will discuss below. On the other, he
adopted more forcefully the prevailing conception of his teacher, Thomas Hart
Benton, and of America outside New York City. Even while living in New York,
Pollock made trips to the West Coast, probably to visit his mother, he was
never divorced from the rest of America as frequently happens to many who

settle in New York City.

Benton, his trips, and the 1930s shaped a new form of critique of the
establishment. That critique was Regionalism and the American Scene. Despite
the political rhetoric of New York, Pollock identified with the West and was
regarded by fellow students at the Arts Student League as a Westerner.
Wearing Western boots, he dressed the part. Such identification thus
introduces Pollock’s second formative matrix — the search for an anti-modern
(and thus antiestablishment) culture and its attendant personality. For much of
the 1930s, as with his future colleague Clyfford Still, Pollock was a committed
Regionalist. He must have, then, been well versed in its issues. Regionalism
itself was part of developing larger battle against the loss of place, of tradition,
of community, of self — of culture, or in today’s spin, of “identity” in the modern

world.



As cultural archetype, take, for example, Grant Wood’s American Gothic

of 1930 (fig. 1), one of the most important paintings of the decade.




Allegedly recording quintessential Americans, it instantly became a national
icon with its exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1930 and has
remained so. Wood’s painting purportedly documents Wood’s sister Nan and
his dentist Dr. B.H. McKeeby as American types or identities. They represent a
rural couple before a small, local house with a Gothic window. The “Gothic”
cottage, as straight and narrow as the couple, begins the theme of architectural
elements that enclose central characters within a symbolic cultural
environment. Implied in this work are the couple’s customs, habits, behaviors,
and psychology. The use of architectural symbolism dominates the thirties and

beyond from Diego Rivera to Ben Shahn to Mark Rothko.

While the couple was instantly recognizable to those who “knew” them, it
is what they literally stood for that was important. As Wood once said, “The
model is only the bones, . . . I really paint what I see in my head.” It is thus a
thirties-style documentary form succinctly summarizing American physical
types, culturally familiar figures, traditions and civilization in a single image.
Even though not intended to move audiences— Wood was too witty for that it
articulated American experience through recognizable or stereotypical people. It
is through such an image and such thinking that Pollock grew his critique of
modernity. That is, it is through Regionalist art and thought of the 1930s that
he developed a repertoire of issues that, however they underwent makeovers,

remained central to him as they did to many of his generation.

A brief look at Regionalism identifies those issues. In American Gothic,

Wood tells us several things about Regionalist ideas and ideals and defines the



new critique of civilization (aside from theosophy). His people are not
individuals but cultural types. The individual is missing under the impact of
archetypal culture. Culture is social type and social type the reconstruction of
lived experiences and behaviors of the past. American Gothicis a construction
of people of the land and small town and their behaviors, that is, what made
them. In the 1930s and after (e.g. see particularly the Abstract Expressionist
William Baziotes for a version in the 1940s),1 it was thought that culture and
experience shaped personality to the point of shaping anatomy. The most
famous painting of the period is a paean to their impact on cultural identity
and pattern. American Gothic clearly reminds one of contemporary novelist
Thomas Wolfe’s conception of this idea in a character in his renown novel of
the 1930s, You Can’t Go Home Again: “old stock American . . . his physical
structure the result, partly of weather and geography, partly of tempo, speech,
and local custom -- a special pattern of the nerves and vital energies wrought
out upon the whole framework of flesh and bone . . . recognized instantly and
unmistakably as ‘American.”ii For both Wood and Wolfe, periods, history,
humanity, and life were organisms. In American Gothic, flesh and bone is thin,
unindulged, and the product of hard fundamental work. These are lean figures,
given to lean living, lean expression and lean civilization. They stand tall,
straightforward, and dominate the space. There is no other world for them.
Their life has literally formed them. Indeed, while painting the couple, Wood
had examined a man’s hand and recognized that “that’s the hand of a man who

can do things.”™v



To these archetypal cultural figures are added the “environment,” a key
concept in the 1930s. Here the “environment” is both culture and soil. The
Gothic cottage has always been noted in discussions of American Gothic. Large
enough to embrace the two figures, its stern Midwestern frontier religiosity
enfolds these figures and American behaviors. Less noticed is a landscape of
treetops. Here nature is as manicured and controlled as the two protagonists.
The couple are thus presented as the product of their environment and their
efforts on it — of the land, of the good earth, and of the cultural past. Wood
wittily adds another church steeple that barely peeps through the trees at the
left. The landscape of cultural stringency, of civilization’s integration within its

natural environment, extends continuously beyond sight.

Sometimes compared to a photograph, American Gothic “documents” the
rural Midwest as the national consciousness, a national psychology. As a
painting, it says much with less, performing in one form: a geographical area,
American identity, implicit behaviors, time and history. In its way, it is a
paradigm, shorthand, and a hieroglyph of the much known, loved, hated, and
endured. It is a work that vivifies an integrated, living world of thought and

action.

Art of the 1930s manifested the culture of the ideas that we have begun
to look at. Yet the decade’s art, in conventional histories, has been reduced to
the cliché of a contest between Regionalism and Social Realism, with a few
small modern art groups such The Ten and the American Abstract Artist group

thrown in. In most art historical writing of the decade, it concentrates on the



artists’ stylistic and political divisions. Such an approach downplays what is
most innovative about the time -- the conflicted views of culture, of roots, of
behavior, of change, of personality, and of modernity that dominates the

decade and ultimately Pollock’s own work.

Take the Regionalist artists. In the former modernist analyses, they are
portrayed as the rubes and chauvinists of the American Scene with Grant
Wood’s famous bemused remark that “I suddenly realized that all the good
ideas I ever had came to me while I was milking a cow” proving it. But in reality
they were educated, traveled, knew modern art first hand and the history of
painting. And while also portrayed as conservatives, they were actually largely
liberals or one stripe or another. However, what differentiated the Regionalist
triumvirate of Wood from Iowa, John Steuart Curry from Kansas, and Thomas
Hart Benton from Missouri from others was the desire to break away from
Europe and form a distinctive American and regional expression, a holistic
identity. Although Regionalist thought is seen as simple and malignant
ignorance by New York modernists, given the track record of the ideologies of
New York modernism and anti-modernism, Marxism and Freudian

psychoanalysis, it is no better or worse than many others.

In his ghostwritten manifesto of 1935, “Revolt Against the City,” Wood
argued for a new American post-colonial art, one that stood away not only from
Europe but also from Eastern cities where European and elitist ideas
dominated." The Regionalists largely opposed eastern hegemony and hierarchy

not only in finance and politics but also in aesthetics and culture. Yet with



schools, an art colony, writing and polemics, as well as their art, like much of
the work of the 1930s, these artists simply sought an art of living experience.
In this, they reflected the typical quests of the time — the quest for a living
culture and personality, the quest for meaning and value and the quest for the
most spiritually satisfying beliefs and fructifying patterns of behavior. Much
like the Southern Agrarians, they contrasted the urban and industrial culture
of the East with the folk culture of the more native, rural and traditional mid-
West and found it more satisfying. They found the folk culture much the same
way early modernists of the twentieth century did --Gauguin, for example, or
the German Expressionists, or Kandinsky -- in their moves to Brittany, the
North Sea, and country communes. Ultimately, the Regionalists mostly wanted
to redefine American culture not with “nostalgia,” the term with which many
modernists vilified them, but in their own way -- with a community free of the
dominance of urban and industrial civilization, in other words, a way of life
with roots, tradition and an integrated community and environment. Through
this culture and continuity, they disinterred an American paradigm or
narrative from the past and projected it as a way to the future, the personality

of their place.

The important questions of art and culture, of the nature of culture,
community, continuity and change impacted Pollock not only through the
Depression, not only through his work on the government’s Works Progress
Administration, but, even more so through the art and beliefs of his teacher,

friend, mentor and father figure, Thomas Hart Benton. Benton's



representationalism has prevented the perception of his originality and his
deep impact on Pollock. It is through Benton that Pollock first encountered
overall design comprising diverse elements, including organic form and activity.
It is through Benton that Pollock absorbed the dynamic structure of experience
which he learned encompassed rhythm, continuity, equilibrium and change. It
is through Benton that he developed an artistic form of continuous, vital flow.
It was through Benton that Pollock was introduced to the idea of an individual
directly and dynamically interacting with its environment to produce, direct,
“living” experience. And it was through Benton that Pollock extended his quest
for the constituents of a satisfying, oppositional culture and personality in the
wake of industrial modernity and history. Thus, through the WPA, through
Benton, and through his own experiences as a boy on the road with his family
in constant search for a better life, reiterated in the 1930s as the direct
experience of riding the rails and traveling across America observing and
searching for “real” American experiences, that Pollock absorbed much of

American thought and culture of the period as they were being formed.

Pollock praised Benton for his directness in a 1933 letter to his father,
“After a life-time struggle with the elements of every day experience, he is
beginning to be recognized as the foremost American painter today. He has
lifted art from the stuffy studio into the world and happenings about him,
which has a common meaning to the masses.” To be sure, Pollock reacted
against later Benton later, declaring in 1944, that he "drove his kind of realism

at me so hard I bounced right into nonobjective painting;"vii and in 1950, "My
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work with Benton was important as something against which to react very
strongly, later on; in this, it was better to have worked with him than with a
less resistant personality who would have provided a much less strong
opposition."vii Nevertheless, Pollock was to realize Benton's belief in an art and
culture of “living experience,” first in figurative forms and compositions of the
culture of the 1930s, and then in the 1940s through a conjunction with
modernist means and concepts. By making this culture and conception of
movement physical, Pollock transformed the intellectual into the material and
concrete in his poured painting, enacting and recording direct, fluid movement
and all that that meant in his formative culture. As much if not more so than
Picasso, Pollock’s modernist, beloved mentor, Thomas Hart Benton was equally
Pollock’s teacher and “father” figure, and Pollock would not have been Pollock
without him. As Reuben Kadish said, Benton was a big “personality” with

“tremendous charisma” interested and sharing “big ideas.”

More than other Regionalist, Benton was an intellectual playing hayseed.
Particularly after a Time article where he was characterized as an “Ozark
hillbilly,” he proudly performed himself as a living American primitive, the
direct embodiment of archetypal American culture, character, psychology and
behavior as we have defined it.x Such performances of a living archaic was
characteristic of the interwar period. Artists had reached back to antiquated
symbols to interpret the stress of the modern world not only in modern art but
also in all the arts. As we will discuss below, the twentieth century is the

century that trumpeted the archaic. As the cultural critic Guy Davenport
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wrote, "we are just seeing, amidst the fads and distractions, the strange fact
that what has been most modern in our time was what was most archaic, and
that the impulse to recover beginnings and primal energies grew out of a feeling
that man in his alienation [in our newly industrial world] was drifting tragically
away from what he had first made as poetry and design and as an

understanding of the world." xi

Benton affected the archaizing "American," as did other Regionalists.
Wood, for example, who portrayed himself as a farmer in overalls smoking a
corncob pipe to signify the archaic of Iowa. Similarly, to align themselves with
the "lower orders," WPA, Social Realists and other artists played themselves as
workers or men of the people. From formerly playing the French dandy in his
early years in Paris, by the 1930s Benton came to enact historian Frederick
Jackson Turner’s famous definition of the American mind and personality in
his behavior: rough and crude, yet adventurous and boisterous. The
internationally traveled and Alfred Stieglitz artist, Benton in the 1930s also
played hillbilly music, arranged musicales (with Pollock as participant playing
the harmonica he learned from Harold Lehman), traveled through,
documented, and eventually settled down, as did all the Regionalists, in the
culture they portrayed, their “Pont-Avon” in the heartland. Ironically, under
Benton’s example, during the 1930s, Pollock, too, played the regional type. For
him, it was Western cowboy, boots and all. That Pollock spent more time in Los
Angeles rather than the West did not affect this pose. And it was successful.

One New York acquaintance of the 1930s, Fred Adler, noted that Pollock was
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initially thought to be an American Western "primitive" rather than a New York

political radical or bohemian.xi

As a thoughtful, educated, and experienced artist, Benton provided
Pollock with an art and theory as well as a cultural pose and personality. That
art was the search for Holger Cahill's "usable" culture that dominated the
1930s. Much like the government art projects, his art was devoted to
communicating directly with the public in its environment, to disinterring and
reassessing a common culture and identity, and to reconstructing the present
and future. In his rejection of modern, Europeanized art but not its structural
underpinnings, in his popularization of the mural as textual format for large,
visionary statements about history and experience, and in his construction of a
dynamic historical, mythic, cultural, and psychological pattern to American
culture, Benton compressed and summarized into one site many themes and
possibilities. Yet he has been vilified continuously by the New York art world
and modernist camp. From the cultural politics of the 1930s where this
socialist but anti-Marxist painter was thrown to the right of the spectrum with
the full weight of political attack, to the 1940s where the future grand man of
art history, H. W. Janson character assassinated him and his colleagues
particularly Grant Wood by likening Regionalism to fascism, a standard liberal
trope, to the 1950s where Pollock himself got on the band wagon of contempt,
to the 1960s where the critic Barbara Rose (American Art Since 1900: A Critical
History) characterizes him as "vulgar," to recent times in the two millennium

shows of 2000 at the Whitney Museum of American Art where the only critical
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word about any American artist of the twentieth century in wall text was a
sneer at the Regionalists for “propaganda,” for years Benton was difficult for
modernists to see. Indeed, he gave as good as he got. Today he and the
Regionalists would be dismissed by the expedient terms “right-wing” and
conceived as "complicit" with the “religious right” for being tolerant of mid-West
and southern agrarian cultural complexes for much that are not urban,
Marxified, and Europeanized. In short, criticism of Benton and the other
Regionalists then largely parallels the criticism of mid America now. It is red
state versus blue state. Little has changed. Nevertheless, today he is more

permeable to our vision.xii

Benton is an American original on par with other creative figures in the
first half of the twentieth century. Coming from a long family lineage of
influential politicians, including Maecenas Benton, a U.S. Congressman and a
great uncle, Senator Thomas Hart Benton, Benton was an intellectual as well
as an artist. He belongs to the generation of John Dewey, Van Wyck Brooks,
Waldo Frank, Charles Beard, and Lewis Mumford, some of whom were friends
and supporters from Martha’s Vineyard where Benton summered from the
early 1920s. That is, he belongs to the progressive American generation
between the wars that was not strictly beholden to Europe. His modernism and
theirs has never been given its due in art history as a distinctive cultural voice
that bridged the gap between the first generation of modernists (the Stieglitz
group) and the Abstract Expressionists. Benton was an articulate reader, writer

and thinker as well as artist. And despite his claims and those of his fierce and
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often unsavory supporter, Thomas Craven, in the 1930s, Benton was and
remained a closet modernist. He went to Paris in 1907, studied at the
Academie Julien and experimented with modern styles. Further, he thought
them through and as Edward Fry has said, he thoroughly understood and
practiced a most original form of cubism.x¥ Benton may have played the
hillbilly, he may have been pugnacious, he may have been placed too firmly in
a hysterical anti-modernist Regionalism by Craven and the feverish anti-
Regionalism of the New York modernists, he nevertheless formed an original art
combining modernism and American thought. So would his student, Jackson

Pollock.

Benton is a central artist from which Pollock arose. Not only did Pollock
study with him from 1930 to 1932 at the Art Students League in New York
City, but also Benton was the “strong man” for Pollock, one of his father figures
who formed him so completely that he had to separate later. After his three
years of study with Benton, Pollock remained close to him until the late 1930s,
visiting him in Missouri after Benton left New York in 1934. Benton also visited
and talked with Pollock for the remainder of Pollock’s life. Further, Pollock
babysat for Benton and spent summers with him at Martha’s Vineyard where
Pollock lived in a special “shack” nicknamed “Jack’s Shack.” They played music
together with Pollock playing the harmonica. Pollock also posed for Benton’s
1930 America Today murals at the New School for Social Research where
Benton introduced him to Jose Clemente Orozco, another crucial figure in

Pollock's art.xv Pollock was also close to Benton’s wife Rita, hinting at and
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perhaps adolescently hoping for a relationship. Benton was thus not only a
father figure, not only a teacher, but also a friend, and Rita an Oedipal “lover”
in his imagination. The Bentons formed a second family for Pollock from which
he continually drew and from which he only partially separated, for all of his

later comments and needs.

Benton’s art and thought helped Pollock form himself. That was
felicitous, for Benton had thought long and hard about the nature and
purposes of art and he conveyed that to Pollock. For example, as he phrased it
(in telling thirties conceptual terminology): “To make an original form, it
seemed necessary to me to have references beyond art. I had to find something
which would be a soil for growth.”vi Benton believed that art could only vitalize
itself only “through turning to and reflecting the world of experience, which it
cannot do when subservient to doctrine . . . . Aesthetic forms in painting or
sculpture are . . . changed by those aspects of the living world which the artist
experiences and which he tries to express,” i in other words, its culture. In his
own definitions, for Benton, art comes from the inside: “Only knowledge which
is deeply and profoundly a part of one can be communicated through the
logical conventions of a form. Such knowledge is found, not on the intellectual
fringe of life, or in the illusions of cloistered sensibilities, but in life itself where
the drive of a people is felt and shared.”vii But the “inside” is local, real
experience, and the vitalism of a people’s “drive.” The result can be what
Benton is partially responsible for in the 1930s: the renewal of mural painting.

Benton painted murals “because I can include more stuff in them. I'm
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interested in American life. I would like to enclose it all. The mural can carry
mores aspects within itself than any small painting. It can therefore be more

expressive of society, of . . . [its] panorama"=ix and its inward life.

John Dewey, too, proved to be another instrument for the Benton’s turn
toward common life. Benton had been introduced to his writing around 1914-
15, along with James, Freud, and Marx when he became a member of the circle
of John Weischel, who preferred a social purpose to art and led the People's Art
Guild.** (Benton’s later good friends Carolyn Pratt, Max Eastman, and Sidney
Hook were all Dewey proteges.) Even though he illustrated Marxist books
such as Leo Huberman’s We the People of 1931, Benton eventually criticized
the prevailing theories of the time that he felt were too New York — Marxism and
modernism: “The Marxism of the artistic crowd of New York, and largely of the
intellectual crowd also, was more an emotional allegiance than one of reason. It
was a sort of passionate devotion to a salvation complex . . . impossible to
question.”iAlthough he was pro-labor, anti-big capitalist, and ready for large-
scale social change, i for the remainder of his career, Benton became a Dewey

advocate in cultural questions.

Paralleling Dewey, for Benton, painting was a direct “expression of life”
because it depends on direct experience that constantly brings new units to
painting: "Life is always changing. These units, logically adjusted to one
another, set up their own dynamic . . . painting is built on the expression of . .
. [life] activity. Line, mass, and color — the materials of painting—function

instrumentally in the interests of unity.”v Consequently, an American
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cultural and psychological art was thus community experience and not pure
painting. Dewey’s book Art as Experience was not just an influence on the WPA

but on Benton’s theorizing.

After his modernist beginnings, Benton turned to American life in 1918-
19. This was a general turn in Western life because World War I that had
seriously damaged the high jinks and confidence of bohemian avant-garde
activity. Benton had been in the Navy in Norfolk, Virginia in 1918 where he
assigned the task of drawing his fellow sailors. Like many at that time, that
had faced conflict and upheaval, Benton came to deeply appreciate his fellow
Americans and American history thrown together under much pressure. In its
own way, it was a “Return to Order” and American culture and history similar

to that of France of the time.

In his early work and beyond, Benton searched out an art, then, that
was modern and “real” to him, not just formally but thematically -- the forms of
life as lived. Indeed, modern art for him was, again in keeping with the growing
concepts of his time in America, a psychological art of culture and personality
attuned by real experiences to real places. He had learned that “a living art, or
rather living arts, are generated by the direct life experiences of their makers
within milieus and locales, to the human psychological content of which they are,
by conditioning, psychologically attuned. Their forms are the results of the
integration of these experiences, of the effort to order and relate sequentially
what they know, not what they are acquainted with but what they know.”=v

Further, in his turning to traditional narrative styles to express a “real” milieu
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and psychology, such as in his murals and government projects, Benton was
self-consciously matching style to content. He wrote that we all held that what
was painted should determine, as far as possible, the how of its painting and
the ultimate form that ensued. In this view, ways and means were secondary to
content in the building of significant forms. Much as the thirties sought to find
and make an appropriate culture for a modern way of life, as we shall see,

Benton sought to find and make a similarly appropriate style for a modern art.

One placed he looked was toward the Mexican muralists whose
recognition was growing in the United States. “I had looked with much interest
on the rise of the Mexican school during the mid-twenties. In spite of the
Marxist dogmas, . . . I saw in the Mexican effort a profound and much-needed
redirection of art towards its ancient humanistic functions. The Mexican
concern with publicly significant meanings and with the pageant of Mexican
national life corresponded perfectly with what I had in mind for art in the
United States.”vi For Benton, as for so many later in the 1930s, including
Pollock, the Mexicans then articulated the nature of art as public, humanistic,
and epic. In the American unconscious, he rediscovered or remade himself into
his American cultural emblem, a living personality of this culture that was alive
to him in his boisterousness, crudeness etc. In other words, he underwent “a
change in . . . character” becoming psychologically more of what he wanted. He
and his art were living Regionalist psychology in terms of the 1930s, for they

were occasioned by local culture. Benton was thus an advocate of the aesthetic
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of direct and vicarious experience; “When I represent a farmer I get a farmer,

when I represent a night club girl I get one of them too.”=xvii

What Benton and others in the time advocated then, was a cultural and
environmental, an almost psychologically behaviorist theory of art. A society
generates states of mind, attitudes, values, beliefs, aspirations, and needs
which are dynamic, constantly “changing, affecting and being affected by the
play of instrumental and environmental factors.”=viii As Benton put it, a
collective American social psyche would generate new artistic form: “If subject
matter determined form and the subject matter was distinctly American, then
we believed an American form would eventually ensue . . . Let your American
environment . . . be your source of inspiration, American public meaning your
purpose, and an art will come which will represent America.”ix As a result of
this condition, the artist’s subject matter reveals the national mind and
personalities—the “scenes, behaviors, and mythologies”=x or “psychologies” and
“cultures” of American life that are organized in a pattern.*xi His mural, The
Social History of the State of Missouri of 1936, for example, depicts the life
behaviors of a living people, and heroes and mythologies of Missouri from Jesse
James, Frankie and Johnnie to Huck Finn and Benton's own father. And,
others, too. To relate the part to the whole, Benton became a student of
cultures, assaying them, as distinct conceptual entities. Not only did he
investigate Missouri and the Midwest but the south, the northeast, and the
Yankee. For example, of the latter he wrote that when he began staying on

Martha’s Vineyard, he newly became interested in the contrasting “Yankee . . .
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ways and doings.”xii In the 1930s, he even had early on something pithy to

say to summarize California’s identity: “the nut state."

Once again, then, for Benton, culture is defined as a “living thing . . . a
sum of the behavior patterns and the attached thought complexes of a living
and going society.=xiil “A civilization . . . is a thought and behavior complex” as
is his painting.®*xv Human behavior is and personality not singular and
individualistic alone but to Benton part of interrelated patterns: “patterns of
American life;” “belief” and “cultural patterns”; and “thought patterns.”=xv
Thus, like their 1930s counterparts in the city, the Social Regionalists outlined
class and economic change; Benton emphasized the growth of heartland
patterns of total life and culture. As with Frederick Jackson Turner, Benton
saw complex, interrelated forces shaping and reshaping America and its
behaviors. America was a complex of threads of frontier section, economics,
politics, and culture all intricately entwined as motivating forces from city to
farm, from folk to sophisticate, from industry to agriculture, from mountains to
countryside, from religious behavior to city entertainment. Each thread
laboriously traced its interrelationship with all other threads.=xvi In this
complex of elements, Benton sought a view of social evolution, adaptation, and
metamorphosis, a totality of America, the Americans, and American history

and culture as his theme in his figures and their behaviors.

Benton then seeks to express American patterns as regionalist and
many others on the American Scene saw them in the 1930s. (This Scene

included African-Americans and women in family or worker roles. Benton
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might have wanted to paint behaviors and pioneer psychologies/personalities
and “inherited ways of doing” but he struggled to find the culturally correct way
of painting these. What was the inherited way of painting for a Missourian?
How did one paint America's social psychologies, its social patterns, its
patterns of history? How could he realistically depict the psychology of place
and people -- their nostalgias, restless yearnings, and unexplainable
dissatisfactions®xvii -- in a "grounded" aesthetic form? Benton arrived at a style
that was representational and hopefully indicative of his underlying
understandings that artistic form must visualize America’s historical character.
If the American social psychological personality, felt in his bones, rough,
boisterous, crude and vital, then that is what his figures and overall style
should be. They should match “frontier behaviors and folk images” and their
tumultuous vicissitudes. If the patterns of America culture, and experience and
personality consisted of a totality of the continuous energy, John Dewey’s
"doings and undergoings," the rhythms of everyday experience, then his
compositions should explicate this totality -- from past to present, from
foreground to background, from individuals to communities to objects -- in
metaphoric continuous flow and movement with few barriers between them. If
there were unities, participations, and integrations between the individual and
culture, then Benton's art should somehow show it in an all-over design. If
modern French art was irrelevant to the experiences of the heartland, Benton
would have to search elsewhere. He found what he wanted, however, as many

did in the 1930s, in the Western tradition that he felt belonged to all times, old
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master art, but adapted and adjusted to modern realities. The result would be
an all-over, integrated history and representation of dynamics of American life,
mind, and history. As with many of the 1930s, Benton founded a style that
implicitly expressed the inner workings and doings of the American experience
on his terms. The result was a conceptual, psychological realism, in other
words, real allegories much like much other painting, photography, dance, and

so many artistic productions of the 1930s.
Benton's style

Benton had begun to found his vision in his youthful work with
Japanese prints, which he studied at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago
in 1907-8. From them he learned to composed in “definite patterns . . ., from
such artists as Hokusai, ... [in] flowing lines which lasted all my life.”=xviii After
his immersion in European modernism in his travels in the early years of the
twentieth century, as we have seen, he further added the concept of the
American environment of the living reality of folk patterns and American life
itself. To this was added the modernist figural twisting and turning of Stanton
MacDonald Wright’s Synchromism in which bodies express through torsion
and curve and counter of muscle the vitalist forces directing society. Although
Synchromism was in the end rooted in Michelangelo, E1 Greco and Mannerist
torsion before being given Cubist patterning, Benton saw in it, the Marxist
theory of “operations and processes.” That is, his work was beginning to
conceive of human history as consisting of productive and thus generative

action. He wrote:
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The concept of our society as an evolution from primitivism to technology
through a succession of peoples’ frontiers which sparked my first
attempts at painting American history pre-dated my knowledge of
[Frederick Jackson] Turner. . . . My original purpose was to present a
peoples’ history in contrast to the conventional histories which generally
spotlighted great men, political and military events, and succession of
ideas. I wanted to show that the peoples’ behaviors, their action on the
opening land, were the primary reality of American life. Of course this
was a form of Turnerism, but it was first suggested to me by Marxist-
Socialist theory which . . . was very much in my mind when I turned
from a French-inspired studio art to one of the American environment.
This socialist theory treated “operations” and “processes” as more
fundamental than “ideas.” It also maintained the theoretical supremacy
of the “people.” I had in mind, following this theory, to show that America
had been made by the “operations of people” who as civilization and
technology advanced became increasingly separated from the benefits

thereof. xxxix

Thus to Benton, and probably to many others, Marxism meant more than
social realist class warfare, anti-imperialism and anti-bourgeois parading. It

meant treating alleged everyday social mechanics.

Further, Benton made an art of “operations” and “processes” that, when
combined with his interest in Dewey’s “doing and undergoings,” emphasized

concrete personal action as the representative of complex historical and
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cultural dynamic currents. These doings and undergoings, that is, productive
activity and operation are not part of a recurring economic cycle of stasis and
dynamic change, however, but in line with Marxist thought, manifestations of a
dynamism of structural relationships that itself constantly change through
time. In other words, Benton’s all over form and anatomy manifest constant

change through dynamic interrelationships over space and time.

This is Benton’s expression of the thirties conception of the continuum or
the hieroglyph of motion. The hieroglyph originated in the most troubled time
of American and Western history. Partly because of the Great Depression,
images, forms, and ideas of progressive movement dominated. The economic
catastrophe created a deep devotion to initiating something new in American
life, to revitalizing and to recommencing, “starting all over again” and getting
America moving.® In the 1930s, however, starting all over was easier said than
done in the face of stagnation. We are familiar with the indelible images of the
new photojournalism of that time: images of idleness, inertia and despair. As
Life Magazine noted, “depressions are hard to see . . . they consist of things not
happenings, of business not being done.” i Starting over” and getting America
moving again were apt words, for they suggested the idea and image of motion
as a felicitous symbol in for overcoming the disaster and stagnancy of
American life. Thus, motion itself became a fertile metaphor for change, for the
reigniting of progress and for a bustling future. It also became the hieroglyph

for human striving and purposeful activity.xlii
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In answering the challenge of the rebirth of the American economy, if not
life itself in the thirties, America clothed itself in the needed imagery of
progressive movement. American visionary intellectuals such as Henry
Dreyfus, Norman Bel Geddes, Raymond Loewy, Walter Dorwin Teague and
others created a machine aesthetic of stripped-down, organic forms suggesting
the uncluttered optimism of progress and promise. Those most closely
associated with machine production were thus among the first to create the
manifestation of this hope, originating the streamlined for that replaced the
more rigid cubist Art Deco style of the 1920s. Indeed, the Streamline Moderne,
as it was called, transformed American popular design, consumer goods, and
such visions of the future as the 1939 New York World’s Fair. From the Ford

Motor Company’s “Road of Tomorrow” to General Motor’s “Highway and
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and Dreyfuss’s “Democracity” in the Perisphere, curvilinear movement was the
order of the day. The idea and image was so widespread that the thirties are
sometimes called the “streamlined decade.” The need for new life and efficient
activity combined principles from biology, physics, mathematics, and
philosophy to give a hope for change. The shapes of aircraft, aeroplanes, and
automobiles, for instance, gradually metamorphosed from square to organic
forms. The popular DC-3, the Zephyr, the 20th-Century Limited and cars were
refashioned to suggest dynamic movement with structures composed of

compound curves replacing the right-angled box shapes of the 1920s (fig. 4)
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Particularly striking was the “torpedo” design,

which featured a thrusting flow of low, integrated curves.xii (Alfred Barr used
the design to diagram the history and future of modern art.) An image of the
fluid movement of the new, or the “living,” in the terms of the day, could signify
symbolical and expressive change, process, and the evolution in space and

time of modern civilization. The image enacted what it represented -- moving

28
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from one place to another, form the past to the future in one continuous

motion, easily overcoming resistance.

The idea of “getting America moving again” thus had found its expressive
symbol in fluid, organic, and often compound curvilinear form and flux. As the
designer Egmond Arens declared “streamlining is a world of great liberation . . .
. It expresses the wishes and hope of all people in all walks of life, whose will
and energy have been closed down by the circumstances of the Depression.”liv
Fluid, organic form was thus a hieroglyph or pictograph, part design and part
reenactment, fusing matter a manner, idea and form, embodying a holistic
myth and visionary life symbol for its time. Benton “gets America moving again”
with the similar vitalist interaction of productive, transformative work or
“doings and undergoings.” His art thus reveals those Marxist ideas behind the
idea of vitalist force, process and integration that dominate the 1930s and its

utopia. It is also lies behind the dystopia of 1940s and comes to rest in

Abstract Expressionism.

We can see the beginnings of Benton’s form of vitalist interaction in his
very first consequential work, the American Historical Epic of 1919-26. In

Discovery, a panel from this first mural series (fig. 5),
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‘ a large oval rhythm from

o

the watching Native American in the foreground to the arriviste boat and

colonialists in the distance organizes the entire design in two and three
dimensions. Inside the oval forms curve, echo, and parallel one another, and
light and dark areas alternate. The edges of one form glide into those of others
or simply share a common contour. Every animate and inanimate object

interacts to create space a unifying sinuous rhythm and relationship.

30
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Foreground figures and deep space are thus united, creating an integrated
surface pattern. Thus, despite obvious traditional figural forms and space, the
intellectualized abstract rhythmic interaction of curving shapes, the all-over
fluctuating light and dark pattern, and the fused spatial arrangement which
pulls all forms in depth back to the surface are modern elements. Discovery,
then, is a representation of the pioneer beginnings of America and its effects. It
articulates a rhythmic integration of people, place, and event as dynamic shape
and force. Benton's art would be an art of structured, dynamic modern forms

and interrelations fronted by a vernacular, cultural pattern and “realism.”

With Benton’s mural commission (in 1930) at the New School for Social
Research in New York established by Dewey, Thorstein Veblen, Alvin Johnson
and Charles Beard and joined later by European refugee scholars, the America
Today series (fig. 6), inspired by the murals of his friend Jose Clemente Orozco
a floor above, The Brotherhood of Man, he further integrated form with more

“realities” of American life.
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These realities were the arrival of the culture of the American Machine Age and

the boom years of the twenties together with its urban consequences -- the
customs, gestures, and activities of big city New York. To Benton this series

was a breakthrough.

Characteristic of America Today and all subsequent murals and painting
of Benton was the depiction of human agency at work. Like many muralists,
Benton depicted a diversity of common men and women acting, doing, and
undergoing, that is, their social mechanics which he thought were allegedly
unchecked by theory or imposed “meaning and purpose.”™ ¥ (Of course, the
preference for unmediated “experience” is a theory, too.) Rather than the usual

heroic few in traditional mural and history painting, rather than just things
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and people, however, he represented or performed cultural relationships of
operations and actions. Indeed, his figures are represented in the standard
means of the thirties --“stop action” in which figures are suddenly frozen in
motion, while swinging their arms in a boxing image, for example, or shaking
their behinds in a burlesque show. Benton sought to represent and make
tangible the process of the activities and action of the American common man
and personality. What we have been describing, then, is Benton's developing
objective correlative, of the familiar contemporary idea of integration. To be
sure, in his early work such as America Today, Benton did not yet quite know
how to fully integrate his various depicted activities and he had to resort to
internal moldings of silver Art Deco color and nineteenth-century, that is,
archaizing designs that reinforced, but still opened and contrasted with the
curving and straight contours of other figures and scenes. Nevertheless, in his
America Today murals, he found modernist or cubist imagistic passage to be
the perfect tool for articulating the concept of the connectedness or all-over
unity, continuity, and ultimately community of things -- the thought, form,
behavior and images of a cultural environment and its personality. With his
modern background, Benton was able to fuse modern art with emerging

thirties concepts of an all-over design to life.

Occasionally others did too. To be sure, most WPA artists created the
neighborly relationship or the implicit flow of one experience or time or group of
experiences into another through the form of an emblem grouping of figures or

events, or by parallels among multiple panels, or by simple frieze-like
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continuity to create a formal equivalent to the social and cultural order of
America. This was the method of Benton’s Regionalist colleague John Steuart
Curry in his Topeka allegorical murals of struggle and fulfillment. Some,
however, like the city "Regionalist" (better known as American Scene painter)
Reginald Marsh, created compositions of the active, moving, and nervous
energies that were not unified and integrated at all but simply episodic.xvi But
only those with strong cubist training like Benton could fuse European modern
and the American Scene. The very modern, American (yet formatively French)
Stuart Davis, for example, confronted and solved the problem of connectedness
and continuity in a similar way. He used cubism. But with Davis, it was not so
much Analytic Cubist’s passage as Synthetic Cubist’s planarity. And it was not
so much the epic historical and social progressions as the contemporary,
everyday mental and material environment of modern America. Like Benton,
but, differently, Davis, too, created a holistic, even design of multiple but
unified visual experiences of a cultural environment of memories, experiences,
time and places. In his mature work, Davis fused image and form, near and
far, past, present, and implicit future, and different points of view
simultaneously on the same plane, creating a visual field of dynamic parts of

the everyday American experience held in equilibrium.

After America Today, Benton soon was soon able to combine figures and
scenes in later murals and discard the Art Deco frame props. His 1936 murals
for the state capitol of Missouri, A Social History of the State of Missouri (fig. 7),

the commission for which he left New York and Pollock, contains various yet
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fully interrelated groups of images and scenes both within one panel and

among several panels around a room.

Benton represented Missouri’s social life, activities, history and life in a socio-
cultural continuum or, in his words, “epical progression.” Wi [n two and three
dimensions, in linear forms and proportions, in subject sequences, Benton
correlated longitudinal and panoramic patterns of development in original
form. He represented the Missourian experience of America as a series of
individual and collective “doings and undergoings” such as farming, cooking,
hunting raising children, or changing diapers, and his pictures as portrayed
the significant and trivial, serious and crude behavior patterns of the people of
the state in flowing sequences, analogies, and unities over space and time,xviii
that, he states, took from the earth its abundant fruitfulness: "The history of
our state will move on down the long parade of centuries full of that same
fruitfulness of man and earth that makes the story of our past so rich."«lix
Benton referred to his correlating of things and forms in a painting as
process. He had felt that “organizing ability” (process) and knowledge of things
(with their meanings) were harmonized during the Renaissance but lost in the
modern age.! We integrate what we can of the world, he writes, and that
integration in art is one of line, color and mass. The visible world provides

“realities,” his art processes, integrates them and all of this is analogous to our
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own mental processes where things are made to fit in or bound together.li The
interior logic of a work lies in its representational and conceptual unity. For
Benton, the problem with modern painting is that it relied on solely abstract
processing and while the modern should set up sequences of line, color, and
mass, in order that the eye may go from part to part, there must be particular
and overall meanings.li Correlating process meant unifying through "rhythm

and balance."

In this regard, Benton wrote that the prime objective of his later Harry
Truman murals of 1959-62 in Independence, Missouri was to create “a ‘flow’
from one area of the mural to another so that the ‘unity of the whole’ [and of
the American experience is| . . . emphatically apprehended.”lii His “correlating
process” had no pretensions to absolute truth, but was frankly emotional: he
wanted to create emotional sequences, human action balanced with meaning,
artistic logic with experience. He wrote: “Successful work is a measure of both
[form and subject|. The various logical devices of painting — the division of
things into planes, the counterpoint of line and plane, the playing of color
against color, light against dark, projection against recession, et cetera — are
instrumental factors set to the service of unifying experienced things.”iv Benton
rejected the idea of a perfect sequence for the assertion of things and their
significance strained it. In contrast, for the interest of truth-to-life
inclusiveness, Benton broke, twisted or turned back on itself the flow of line.
As a consequence, some lines seem violent and need to be countered by offset

by another although, Benton recognized, that complete integration is only
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striven for, never fully achieved.V The result was an integrated yet dynamic and

tumultuous composition.

The emphasis on flow, correlating, countering and integrating process
and epical progression bring us to a second area of Benton’s artistic theory and
articulation of his understandings of the American experience -- its rhythmic
sequences or concentrated fluidity. Despite the many traditional elements of
his work, his emphasis on surface and design; on all-over movement without
barriers or edges; on relationships of shape, lights and darks; and on
archetypal forms define a mode of contrapuntal mode of composition that
foretells Pollock’s work and indeed, reveals the very nature of his composition.
To the extent that Pollock would absorb these elements from Benton, however,
it was not merely through the example of Benton’s finished paintings. In the
early 1920s, commissioned by Albert Barnes, the collector and student of
formal relations, Benton had devised an instructional system for his teaching
at the Art Students League incorporating his theoretical principles of pictorial
structure and composition. During his years of study with Benton at the Art
Students League and beyond, Pollock must have been exposed to them. These
principles and their accompanying illustrations are even more evocative of

aspects of Pollock’s than Benton’s paintings.

Benton published an illustrated account of his instructional methods in
a series of articles in The Arts in 1926-27 .V These articles demonstrated in
“stripped down” form, that is, in abstract and geometric shapes and not in

representational forms, what he considered to be the fundamental factors that
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underlie what he thought the viewer responds to in aesthetic values. In his
teaching he showed that the organization of pictorial elements involved the
creation of a simple, yet complex unified pattern. While the method of
geometric diagrams was not necessarily original with Benton, such analysis
was rare as a teaching tool. The emphasis on rhythmic movement and the
diagrams themselves point to the direction his work and that of Pollock’s was
to take. We will examine Benton’s teachings in greater detail when they are
more fully realized in Pollock’s abstractions. Suffice to say at this point that
Benton wrote of, defined and illustrated rhythmic flow (fig. 8) as consisting of

equilibrium, connection and sequence.

L In the articles of The Arts,
Benton illustrated and sketched out abstract rhythms and relationships that

were to be followed to create expressive compositions (fig. 9).

PRI
XEA _//k

For Benton, the principles were mechanical, however, and cannot function

alone. “Non-mechanical” factors such as “human interest” had to be added to
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make a true work of art. Benton’s diagrams were nevertheless highly suggestive
of Pollock’s eventual development and were, moreover, though written in 1926-
27, surprisingly anticipatory of the “organic” thirties and forties. Throughout
our study, we will see examples of the impact of these diagrams on Pollock’s

work and development.

Benton’s theoretical principles, which he utilized in the visualization of
his subject, the dynamism of the American experience and culture, add up to a
form of conceptual realism or realist allegory. It is a realism that is by no
means a simple imitation of nature but a synthesis of original ideas and
modern and traditional elements. Benton fused ideas of culture and
experience, art and anatomy, vitality and consciousness, and shape and

composition into a conceptual art and a conceptual personality.
Pollock’s Study and Regionalist Creativity

Benton’s influence on his student, Jackson Pollock, is course, evident from the
very beginning of Pollock’s work after his 1930 arrival in New York. In his first
surviving paintings, Pollock followed Benton’s lead as to the old masters he
should study but he imbued those student works with Benton’s principles of
dynamism in an original way. Pollock’s Abandoned Factory of 1934-38 (fig. 10)

is one of his first complete paintings.
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‘ It consists of a crossed
sharply receding pathway to two buildings in the middle distance. All is bathed
in a light and dark ground and sky. Pollock based the work on El Greco's View
of Toledo that had been acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1929.
(E1 Greco was a Benton favorite.) Abandoned Factory echoes the View of Toledo
in its determined linear recessions and diminutions in space, although the
crossed lines seem more didactic, school textish in their reflection of Benton’s

dynamism.
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Like the new popularity of Ingres in the 1930s that inspired artists John
Graham and Willem de Kooning, Pollock drew from the newly minted twentieth
century recognition of El Greco. The Metropolitan added several other El
Greco's canvases including the Adoration of the Shepherds and Fifth Seal of the

Apocalypse (Vision of Saint John, 1956) to its View of Toledo.

That Pollock drew from El1 Greco suggests that as he was creating his
first works he was defining his identity. To be sure he was repeating the
choices of his teacher, Benton, and Rubens and Michelangelo were added later,
but the choice involved more than that. El Greco was a Mannerist painter more
interested in the abstract than the natural, and the abstract for him was of
religious sentiment. With his dramatic juxtapositions, telescoping space,
undulating lines, interlacing sinuous forms, and sharp contrasts between light
and dark, El Greco was a spiritualized painter in which the human religious
drama was matched by style. In this, Pollock was intensifying yet transforming
his lessons from Benton. (Pollock's later inspiration, the dramatic Orozco, was
equally an El Greco man.) Pollock was also advancing his early theosophical
quests into the history of art, both modern and old master. El Greco’s
exaggerated gestures and willful distortions of figures evoke the first example of
Pollock’s bioexpressionism in which figural form takes on conceptual theme. In
Pollock’s early paintings until the mid1930s, he alternates both relatively

smooth surfaces of Benton with the spectral of El Greco.

In his first study notebook of 1938, he absorbed Benton’s lessons and

applied them to Old Master painting that he copied under Benton’s inspiration
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(fig. 11)Mvii ‘' but with Cotton
Pickers of 1934-38 (fig. 12), Pollock dove into Regionalist subjects of his

teacher.
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And he has moved on to greater realization of Benton’s stylistic lessons. Two
rows of cotton pickers --perhaps Pollock saw them in his journeys back and
forth to California from New York -- are forced into two serpentine crisscrossing
axes that further recede to the horizon. With their bags, the figures sinuously
create the recession into depth. While the surface of the figures and landscape
are modulated and whitened as in El Greco, the conception and composition
are pure Benton. In T.P.’s Boat in Menemsha Pond (1934) and Going West
(1934-38) (fig. 13), Pollock extends his devotion to Benton both in place and
subject. Menemsha’s Pond lies in Martha’s Vineyard where he would summer

with Benton. In Going West,
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Pollock draws on a Benton drawing of the same subject with perhaps echoes of

a photo of Pollock’s birthplace in Cody, Wyoming. In Going West, an all-over
curve unites the foreground of rocks and earth with the background of the
clouds “behind” the mountains to form Pollock’s characteristic emblem shape.
The straight lines of the wagons both counter and reinforce the ground curve
from right to left while the high bumpy hills and straight edges of the house
provide a diagonal counterpoint to the single curve of the clouds and, as in the
hills of T.P.’s Boat in Menemsha Pond, suddenly flattening the painting. Light
and dark areas flicker across the surface. Thus, while there is a firm three-
dimensional spatial construction, the all-over design is as apparent in two

dimensions as in three. In addition, an influence of Albert Ryder’s, the only
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American master Pollock said ever interested him,iii is also present in both
paintings in the intense darkness, the thick painterly treatment, the rugged
simple shapes, the piercing moon and the dramatic sky. These pictures then
are infused with a moody introspection, rare in Regionalist subjects. The major
Regionalists lacked the search for an expressive style to match the subject.
Instead in works such as John Steuart Curry’s Baptism in Kansas,
representational style was not much different from the descriptive realism of
nineteenth century painting of the peasantry such as that of Fritz Mackensen’s
1895 Prayers in the Moor. Benton himself recognized Pollock’s unique
emotional expressiveness. For Pollock, emotion and idea unite figure and

environment, and, indeed, personality.

It was Benton -- again -- who was responsible for Pollock’s interest in
Ryder for it was he who introduced Pollock to Ryder, who, like Pollock, and
other Regionalists at this time, exhibited at Ferargil Gallery in New York. Ryder
had been a source for Benton throughout his own work, particularly the
flowing and piercing skies that Benton eventually made more three than two
dimensional. Later in the early 1940s, if not perhaps earlier, the work of the
Surrealist Salvador Dali reinforced Benton’s big skies and three-dimensional

form.

Benton’s cubic figures manifest in his Synchromist pictures, in his
diagrams, and in his studies for paintings such as the Palisades panel of The
American Historical Epic also appear, in Pollock’s work (see, for example,

Deposition of ca. 1930-33). Pollock’s figures consist of sharply contrasting light
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or dark planes without value transitions. They are so densely packed that there
is a surface pattern of crisscrossing blocks and planes. Composition with
Figures and Banners of 1934-38 (fig. 14) utilizes the curvilinear shapes of
Benton’s diagrams and painting (and perhaps also of David Alfaro Siqueiros's

banners) in an all-over two-and three-dimensional swirling rhythm.

And it also
echoes vertical “poles” that Benton had used in his teaching and work. Thus,
Pollock’s early work of the 1930s follows Benton’s stylistic principles, though
Pollock’s individuality is evident in the more painterly flatness and more
introspective mood. When, in 1938-1939, he rejects Benton’s subject matter

and his traditional formal elements, his work may at first appear to be free of
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Benton’s influence. However, his rhythmic counterpoint, rooted in Bentonian
theory and practice, remains characteristic of the remainder of his work.
Moreover, specific Bentonian design ideas reappear throughout Pollock’s
oeuvre including the figure as conceptual and behaviorist actor. As we shall
see, as Pollock moves into other areas of expression, there will remain a Benton
element in the make-up of nearly all of his work, climaxing in the great

“abstractions” or weavings of the late 1940s.

The early paintings of Pollock indicate his imitation and absorption of
Benton’s concepts. But, as noted, it is also through Benton that Pollock
principally learns the lessons of the 1930s that we have been examining. Both
Benton and his era’s portrayal of integrated environmental and cultural-
psychological conditions appear in these Pollocks. He portrays the
contemporary concept of experience in which he and others directly
participated and emotionally shared: moving as a vehicle for a better life,
creative production and work, “living” dynamic cosmos of sky, land and man,

and the fecundity of the world, and figural personality as conceptual force.

(In Pollock’s early Regionalist work, it is not just a question of working
the land but of humanist reference. It should be noted that here at the
beginning of his work, Pollock employs what will be his lifelong symbol of the
inherent capacity for growth in the world. In another work, [Two Landscapes

with Figures] of 1934-38 (fig. 15),
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he bifurcates a canvas with a man on a boat at the right but, very significantly,
a woman nursing a child at the left. She lies against a broken tree but in front
of some flowers. The woman gives life in a troubled environment. This would
seem, at first, to be insignificant, perhaps just something he saw in his travels
or it may be inspired by a Rembrandt painting, The Rest during the Flight into
Egypt, plate 34 in a book Pollock was known to have. The Rembrandt shares

the Mary with the suckling child by a broken tree in a landscape.)

In Composition with Figures and Banners, a man and woman embrace in
the center of the swirling composition. Most significantly, they are taken from

Pollock’s leading source, as we shall see, Jose Clemente Orozco’s fresco
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Prometheus (1930). Sitting on the right is another figure whose stomach may be
deliberately distended and at the left, a seated figure facing inward and parallel
to the picture plane. This figure is the first of just such a form and placement
that continues throughout Pollock’s work to Echo: Number 25 of 1951. It may
be derived from a detail of a Signorelli painting that he copied from a book, The
Last Will of Moses. Thus, a sexually involved couple is surrounded by
reinforcing and supportive figures. And all of motifs -- images of the nursing
woman, the pregnant “woman” and the embracing couple -- are the first
statement of Pollock’s commitment to gestating imagery and its constituents.
These are his figural vehicles, later he will use natural and stylistic form.
However, let us put this discussion aside until later, when we will further see

the beginnings of Pollock’s own painting personality.

Before we look at Pollock’s growing work in depth, we shall bring the
early 1930s to an end. The outbreak of European war in 1936 climaxing with
the beginnings of World War II undermined the Regionalist world. Regionalism
was originally an aesthetic response to questions, problems and solutions of
culture and personality (including the democratic culture of the New Deal) of
the 1930s, which had for Pollock replaced the world civilization of theosophy.
When the international situation turned menacing and intruded on American
life, Benton wrote, “American particularisms were pushed into the background
and subordinated to the international problem. In this re-orientation of our
national life and thought, Regionalism was as much out of place as New

Dealism itself. It declined in popular interest and lost its grip on the minds of
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young artists.”ix The war expanded and monumentalized modernization,
terminating Benton’s world. After the war, even the back roads where Benton
traveled were no longer the same. In these years, Benton, for example, no
longer filled his notebooks with people but rather landscapes. This he said was
not caused by a shift in interest but in the “old patterns of American life” after
the war. Before, in the woods he would meet people as they meandered down
unpaved roads. Now roads were mostly paved and people no longer stopped to
chat with you but whizzed by in fast cars. The country was being turned into
the city and his cultural landscape and individuality was disappearing.’x For
Benton, the sweep of industrial and urban modernity was bearing down on him

even in mid-America and it was personally felt.

The rise of Nazism also contributed to the end of Regionalism for it
proved that the people or the masses could not be trusted to guard basic
liberties. Tradition and the ascendency of the "nation" were no guarantee of
human decency. The rise of communism at the same time put an end to belief
in cultural elites for it proved that leftist intellectuals could also not be trusted
to guard basic liberties. Change and the ascendency of the "oppressed" were no

guarantee of human decency either.

While this was the beginning of the end for Regionalism, for Pollock and
the emergent Abstract Expressionist generation, much of it remained. While
the emphasis on the region, American culture and personality, and the
American experience disappeared, the underlying structure of concepts formed

the foundation of the new. The constituents of integrated, holistic environment,



of flowing time and space, and of conceptual behavior and personality traits
would form a fundamental layer to Jackson Pollock’s work throughout his

career.
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Mass Man Takes the Stage

The Pervasiveness of the Fears of Mass Society and Culture, the New Lethal

In Jackson Pollock’s early years, we have seen his quest for a renewed
spiritual life and civilization. We have seen that followed by a quest for new
cultural strength in the 1930s. A renewal of culture would provide the “ground
to stand on” in Alfred Kazin’s famous words. Inner life would be that of the
traits of the theosophic man and American personality and the long-standing
behaviors of its civilization. By the end of the 1930s, a new crisis appeared that
dwarfed all others. Civilization embarked on its second self-destructive course
in twenty years. For the second time in two decades, as Franklin Delano
Roosevelt declared in the summer of 1940, personal life would be dominated by
public life. And the personality, now psyche, would undergo a revolution as it

always does in times of great stress.

The thirties had begun with the valorization of the masses. It ended with
their vilification. The ideology of the World’s Fair of 1939, the climax to the
social utopianism of the 1930s in America, seems to be deliberately crafted to
meet the new world, not just American history, and the increased worry about
“mass man,” especially with the events in Europe which could only confirm the

diagnosis of the ills of modern society. The conception of the World’s Fair



addresses the new fears of the mass man newly evident in the regimented
rationalized crowds at Nuremberg, in modern, urban, industrial and violent

Germany (fig. 1).
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By the late 1930s, authoritarian man - rootless, tradition less, secularized,
regimented, massified -- was not an abstraction but a reality to many and he
replaced the quest for the American man or personality and its traits. A new
mass society theory was applied to the fear of fascism and social chaos and the
resolution of one became a form of the resolution of the other. If you will, the
internal conflicts of a mass man and a mass society became a site to find ways
to comprehend and to transcend the psycho cultural, political and social
conflicts of the time. In other words, in America the cultural elites of which
Pollock was a part engaged and fought the world on their terms — through their

cultural theory. (This is typical of elites.)



The World’s Fair of 1939 already indicates this new concern. It required a
new conception of social wholeness for the newly dominating industrial and
urban life of America rife with its version of the dangers. The Fair sought to
find a form and a conception that would interrelate and integrate the
increasingly worrisome modern autonomous individual. Seemingly fearing him
as the mass society conception did, theorists of the Fair felt that urban
individual must be integrated into society embracing men and their social

environment in a complex but differentiated whole.

Man’s freedom yet interdependence was constantly stressed at the Fair
because the “alienation of the individual from his community” in mass society
was its deep concern. In the 1930s, this was a key element of mass society
theory: modernity suffered from anonymie and it needed to be resolved by the
creation of new community ties. One would be in the planned future of man in
harmony with and not opposed to the machine. Another would be through a
new connection to the “soil” and physical environment, particularly “the
American place” of the late 1930s, the timeless repository of human life and
enduring creative action. Another still would be emulation of successful social
communities that were, not accidentally, outside urban life. The head of the
federal government’s Works Progress Administration, Holger Cahill, and others
admired folk societies and the Native American peoples that exemplified ideal
communities of integrated life of art, social mores, culture, and physical space.
Cahill said that these participatory social bonds were the “most moving and

impressive example of community expression and . . . sharing which our



contemporary world affords.” And Eleanor Roosevelt felt the same way. In the
introduction to the “Indian Arts of America” show at the Museum of Modern Art
in 1941, she noted that the art formed a rich heritage of expression, that is, a
wealth of relations in art and culture not only for the Indian communities but

as an example for whites, too.

The thirties also sought to resolve the crisis of alienation and the need
for renovated social groupings with a new emphasis on the family that
dominated much mural painting, thus beginning the fight that continues to
today to counter an erosion of family and “family values.” And new social
grouping could be further achieved by greater connection to the '“‘usable past’
when other Americans had trod the very paths that Americans confronted in
the 1930s. Much as the psychologist Carl G. Jung considered the collective
unconscious as the site of the past and the archetypes tradition to be
revamped but not eliminated for the modern individual, Americans sought a
way could be found to renovate the present so that a future could be brought
about. Jung’s popularity in the late 1930s and impact for Pollock was for this

VEry reason.

The need for the right integration, pattern, or configuration called culture
for modern life had its reverberations on the individual as well and his
personality or the psyche as personality was increasingly known. As
anthropology defined for the age, culture was the individual, and the individual
culture writ large. Personality was culture and culture personality (and

psyche). We have already seen this with Thomas Hart Benton but a new and



popular discipline emerged and the anthropologists Ruth Benedict and
Margaret Mead became house hold names for it. For them, the distinct,
internally coherent, repertoire of custom, habits and psychological traits formed
the individual self. If the culture was in conflict, so was the psychological
organization and contents of the self. There would be need for a new
psychological life that allowed for greater satisfaction, creative life, and
psychological balance and harmony. Mass society theory saw this as the
problem too. They too called for the creative life of the individual as the
solution to mass alienation and ignorance. The new man — like Jung’s favorite
archaic man -- would be imbued with his history, with a memory of his past
and in control of his destiny, and like Nietzsche’s creative man -- strong,
independent, directed by his own inner self that cannot be revoked and
contemptuous of the herd. (Nietzsche’s ubermench was the ideal of Pollock’s
contemporaneous colleague Clyfford Still.) He or she would not be an
exclusively rationalistic but more spiritual person. Rather than the
depersonalized mass man subdued by authoritarian, rationalistic, and
bureaucratic society, for the thirties, a creative individual integrated a dynamic
whole evolving new values and a satisfactory way of living. The psychology of
the creative individual would be the microsocial of the macrosocial -- society
itself. According to the thirties’ hopes, both would act together to form the new
and resolve the spiritual and psychological as well as the social crisis of the
modern age and what it had wrought. America thus needed to forge a more

integrated, balanced, varied but complete cultural whole and cultural personality



and psyche for the future. Change was the basis of this and the attraction of all
cultural paradigms of the forms of the dynamic we have discussed — theosophy,
Benton cultural vitality, the thirties “hieroglyph of motion,” the Fair’s organic
streamlined wholeness, and marxism’s operations and processes, among them.
These were all variants of the need, form and image of the hope of dynamic,
self-engendering transformative change. One did not move forward to stay in
place. In the 1930s, the hieroglyph of hope is dynamic, integrative movement
and flow to the future man and culture. It would defeat the fear of the mass and

its potentialities for fascistic personality.i

Let us conclude our look at the trajectory of the 1930s with a brief
examination of a few figures that reveal how widespread elements of the mass
society analysis were. It was long standing among elites to fear industrial
mechanization. Now it took on a more sinister shadow. For example, in 1932
Jose Clemente Orozco, Pollock’s most loved and influential North American
painter, depicted it at Dartmouth College as a preliminary to his extremely

important Epic of American Civilization. Man Released from the Mechanistic to



the Creative Life (fig. 2)
consists of industrial imagery and man. The industrial imagery turns into
aggression indicated by a hand with a knife, a standard symbol of Pollock
derived from Orozco. Further the industrial and mechanistic climax as guns, a
key idea of what will be mass society theory. The guns are shot up indicating
that they lead to war. Orozco’s work from then on contains imagery of the
mechanistic as war and death. In his larger mural Epic of Civilization, it led to
piles of bodies and was a totem of the modern world replacing the totems of
primitive gods. Orozco’s mechanistic man and society crucially reappear in the
Dive Bomber of 1940 that Pollock watched him paint at the Museum of Modern
Art. Machines, heavy chains and militarized mass crush man. By the end of
the 1930s, mass man was added to Orozco’s concept at the Gabino Ortiz

Library at Jiquilpan with paintings and prints of that name (The Carnival of the



Ideologies) and The Masses (fig .3).

The revolutionary masses have become hideous, dispirited, repugnant and
dangerous -- a murderous force. Even David Alfaro Siqueiros, another
influence on Pollock, in his Portrait of the Bourgeoisie of 1939-40 depicts his
masses and their legions run amuck. By 1939, it was new world of dangerous

inner man.

And a conclusion to what had been increasingly feared and written about
by many in the 1930s. It is evident that this search for a balanced individual
and society had already been underway for many years. Affirming these fears

was the English-language art critic Herbert Read, the most influential and



formative art critic before Clement Greenberg, read by all Abstract
Expressionists, including Barnett Newman, Mark Rothko, Herbert Ferber, and

Still.li Ferber, in fact, has stated that everyone read Read.

This evaluation of Read’s popularity is not surprising since, in a number
of books from the 1920s until his death in 1968, he affirmed and elaborated
the value, importance, and achievements of the style and content of modern art
to address modern psychic and social needs. Interestingly, his writings first
appeared at a time when there was little serious study of modern art so that he
was among the first to write about it in relation to modern thought. Read
incorporated to his criticism, which he called “philosophic” in order to
distinguish it from the formalist criticism of Clive Bell and of Roger Fry (and
ultimately of Greenberg), many of the contemporary anthropological,
psychological, philosophic and aesthetic theories of his time. He employed the
diverse and at times contradictory thought of Tylor, Frazer, Levy-Bruhl,
Benedict, Freud, Jung, Dewey, and Thompson as well as Ruskin, Morris,
Whitehead, Semper, Fiedler, Grosse, Vico, Lipps, Bergson, Cassirer, Heidigger,
Worringer, Nietzsche and countless others. One can say that Read’s writings
were a crucible of the ideas and concerns of the modern era, and that he, not
Clement Greenberg, was probably the closest thing we have to contemporary
spokesman for many of the values and attitudes from which Abstract
Expressionism arose.v It is also probable that Read’s writings provided their
introduction to the artists. Indeed, Read was most likely a formative force

rather than an after-the-fact chronicler of style as Greenberg largely was.vi
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Read’s criticism assayed the very nature of art and its place in society,
history, and the universal scheme of things. From his analysis he drew
enormous inferences about the development of modern art for the state of
society and human consciousness. Hence he was less interested in art as the
evolution of style than in art as the “ever changing symbolic incarnations of
consciousness,” as a symbolic mode of cognitive reality.vii Read sought to
explain art by explaining its social, cultural, and intellectual sources and thus
his writing concentrated on the psychology of aesthetic creativity and the social

genesis of art.vii

His analysis is familiar to us already for he, too, damned modern society.
Yet like many “intellectuals” by 1939, he felt that there was little to choose
between the Marxism he advocated earlier in the decade and Nazi Socialism
and Western capitalist democracy on the other. Like many, he felt that the
future structure of the West was up for grabs. He wrote that “the economic and
military antagonisms inherent in modern civilization involved both fascism and
democracy alike and constitute irrecoverable encroachments on the physical
and spiritual liberty of the person.”™ What the artist and man needed what he
has had since prehistoric times — the freedom for the individual act of creation,
reacting freely to their environment?* Read’s solution for culture, politics, and
art was an organic society of anarchist communism — “a spontaneous
association of individuals for mutual aid” that he considered a natural society.
He sought an organic connection between the individual and his society,

between economic and social conditions and justice and between individual
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consciousness and the transformation of the group. These new creative
communities would be in harmony with natural environment, balancing sense,
intuition, and reason. ¥ Indeed, they would terminate modern (mass) society’s
overemphasis on reason and intellect and cleave twentieth century man from
his limitations.xi In 1943, Read, extraordinarily for an art critic, became the

editor of the Collective Works of Carl G. Jung.xiii

To these Read and others must be added, once again, T.S. Eliot, the
other most powerful English-language critic and cultural essayist as well as
poet of modern times, who further clarified the issue with his famous dictum of
the “disassociation of sensibility.” In 1921 Eliot had suggested that from at
least the seventeenth century, English poetry had suffered from a “dissociation
of sensibility.” Thought and feeling, intellect and reflection had separated into
two camps that need to be reconciled. The late Paul Fussell attributes this
separation to the “binary oppositionalism” or adversary proceeding typical of
World War I in which the world is divided into two conflicting parts. Fussell
also suggests that such “divisionism” inspired Hugh Selwyn Mauberley’s well
known belief in “consciousness disjunct” and perhaps the most famous phrase
in English literature in the postwar period, the injunction on the title page of

Forster’s Howard’s End — “only connect.” v

As with the mass society outlook, Eliot portrayed this disassociation as
rife in modern times, in social class, and in culture because of mass society. In
“The Idea of a Christian Society” of 1940, an essay in which, much like Jung,

he advised that the necessary rooting and organizing was mostly possible in
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the maligned Christian tradition. He wrote “unlimited industrialism . . .
[created] bodies of men and women . . . detached from tradition, alienated from
religion, and susceptible to mass suggestion; in other words, a mob.” For Eliot,
a revived spiritual life — Christianity but a ritualized, that is, archaized
medievalist, ecumenical Christianity-- for the traditionalist was necessary to
terminate, much like Jung, the disassociation of thinking from feeling for this

deep modern change was a social catastrophe in the West.

Eliot’s admirer and pupil, Clement Greenberg, inserted fears of mass
society directly into the world of modern American painting and culture in his
famous essay “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” of 1939 that Irving Howe, the Marxist,
himself connected to mass society discussion. Howe later noted that “in the
era before the war, there was a great interest in the criticism of mass culture.
No one talks about this today, possibly because no one quite knows what to
say about it. At that time, we had a pretty simple but effective kind of critical
view on the subject, and Clem’s piece was a major initiating point for that
work.”® “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” established Greenberg’s reputation. It is not
accidental that the critic who literally defined terms of discussion about mass
culture in America became a principal critic, observer and supporter of Pollock

and Abstract Expressionism.

In his essay, typically of the 1930s and of mass society critics, Greenberg
defines modern life as a distinctive period with a distinctive culture. In the

sweeping generalizations of social critics, Greenberg declared, familiarly, that
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the culture of the modern period was brought on by collapse of the “verities” of
religion, authority, tradition, and style, that is, traditional forms of symbolic
order, as a result of industrialism, urbanity, and universal literacy. The result
was a split in its culture between something unique — an avant-garde culture -
and a popular culture he called “kitsch.” A “superior consciousness of history”
constituted and engendered avant-garde culture whose main purpose in the
temporary split between the elites and the people was “to keep culture moving
in the midst of [present-day| confusion and violence.” Thus, once again, the
metaphor of motion is used to suggest the best solution to cultural problems.
According to Greenberg, the modern artist “retires” from the public and
concentrates on advancing his own medium. He contrasts the surrealist
Salvador Dali who attempts to restore not the process of his medium, but the
processes and concepts of his own consciousness. Such ideas, of course, form
the basis of Greenberg’s belief in the preferred independence of style from
subject and significance. Ironically, they would prove to be dead wrong in

regard to the Pollock and Abstract Expressionism, despite years of power.

Greenberg considered the masses, of course, as indifferent to the avant-
garde, in his words, the only “living” culture. Instead, they had their own
culture, also unique in history, kitsch, that had replaced folk culture. Writing
much like others of his period in broad strokes as if culture were large wholes
one controlled and maneuvered, Greenberg argued that this popular culture
was a false culture, devoid of real feeling, experience, and life. It was a “mass”

commodity suggesting a false originality and a superficial “vicarious
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experience.” For Greenberg, kitsch was ultimately rationalized technique most
prominent in capitalist, fascist and communist countries. Its prominence put
the lie to the possibility of a genuinely new proletariat culture that was a goal
of the left throughout the thirties. Thus, to do advanced culture is to do the
future, which was still socialist for Greenberg at this time. Although not the
preferred new culture that speaks to all and reconciles all that will come about
later, it is the best solution for the moment where our alleged socialism will be
able to preserve what is best. For Greenberg, then, chooses the imperfect
avant-garde culture to represent and lead the way out of, as he and the thirties
see it, the cultural confusion of the day. It is the consciousness that will allay

and defeat the authoritarianism and repressiveness of mass culture and mass

man home and abroad.

The consciousness of the socially fatal dangers, this time of the
disjunction of psyche and sensibility, was evident also in other forms of
discourse of the time. It could be found in the slowly emergent modern
movement in architecture where the famous architectural critic and advocate,
Sigfried Giedion, lectured at Harvard in 1939 (after Jung lectured a Yale in
1937) and published his remarks in his classic, constantly reprinted and
translated into many languages, Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a
New Tradition in 1941 which was known in American art circles in the 1940s.xvi
(For example, Arshile Gorky was known to have read it.xvi) After describing the
need in the face of contemporary chaos and destructiveness for an organic,

modern architecture that constantly evolved, that is, a continuum in
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architectural form, ever changing in space and time, he characterized his
subject as “concerned with contemporary man’s separation between thinking

”»

and feeling — with his split personality.” Following Spengler, then, and
Mumford, Giedion use architecture as a symbol for cultural expressive

symbolization, as the aesthetic representative of distinct cultural styles.

In Space, Time, and Architecture, Giedion writes that “this schism
produced individuals whose inner development was uneven, who lacked inner
equilibrium.”viii Giedion hoped to reconcile this split because art and science
had an unconscious parallelism of methods and America has many new
potentialities at its disposal that it can master and coordinate. Giedion cites
Dewey’s Art as Experience in declaring that in the contemporary era modes of
activity have reinforced this separation of practice from insight, imagination
from “executive doing,” and emotion from “thought and doing.” Those who write
the “anatomy of experience” have mistakenly supposed that these divisions
“inhere in the very constitution of human nature,” but they are wrong. *ix
Typically, Giedion believed that “social order was delivered to us as an
inheritance from the Industrial Revolution,” and that reality forms the
organization of the external world,* and the following that menace to "our
culture just as it has begun to be conscious of itself” can be found from
political systems to architectural form. Giedion argues that “to restore order in
this unbalanced world, we must alter its social conditions. But history shows
us that this is not sufficient. It would be a fundamental mistake to later

generations to believe that socio-political change would itself cause today’s
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maladjusted man, the product of a century-long rupture between thinking and
feeling, to disappear. “Unintegrated people are today multiplying everywhere. .
. . Their acts reflect their inner division.“** Recently, Giedion notes, a political
thinker suggested the solution to our industrial age was the integration of
labor. “To integrate means . .. to make whole out of different parts” but
Giedion thinks this is insufficient, that is politics, labor, and the favorite topics
of the left are once again deemed insufficient for most of the American
intelligentsia by 1940. Instead, Giedion suggests that such the social and

economic split is merely a symptom. Rather

at the base of everything is the individual man. It is he who must be
integrated — integrated in his inner nature, without being brutalized, so
that his emotional and intellectual outlets will no longer be kept apart by
an insuperable difference of level. To bring this fact into consciousness
and to try to overcome it is closely connected with the outstanding task
of our period: to humanize — that is, to reabsorb emotionally — what has
been created by the spirit. All talk about organization and planning is
vain unless we first create again the whole man, unfractured in his

methods of thinking and feeling.xxii

Giedion believed that in most spheres America was unconsciously in the
process of moving toward its solution of therapeutic coalescence in inner
assuredness. The contemporary era of the first half of the twentieth century
must resolve the divisions of thought and feeling, of the overemphasis on the

rational at the expense of the irrational, of the attendant mechanization and
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the artificial cutting off of the whole of “our past” which “continues to live on in
us.” For the era in architecture and obviously everything else, Giedion believed
the organic, feeling, and the memory of the past that must become dominant
and rationality reduced to a “menial position.”xiii The exterior world of the new
architecture must express a newfound inner equilibrium of mankind’s deep

socially immutable needs tracked in a time of turmoil and stress.

Arnold Toynbee, too, a seminal historian of the period, confronted those
longings. He too stressed that there “schism in the soul” in modern life which
required a palingenesia (see Lee Krasner’s Palingenesis of 1971) Toynbee was
not much interested in economic explanations to history and as he grew older
his analysis stressed more mythic and religious crises. Drawing on Bergson,
Frazer, Jung, Marx, Spengler and others who came into prominence especially
in the 1920s and early 1930s, for him a spiritual renewal was the means to
defeat the breakdown of modern civilization and the telltale schism.x:V Never
one to examine primary documents or specialist histories for which he was
later devastated, his thought paralleled the period’s catholicity of historical
interests and for denoting life as totality of actions and ideas as well as facts.
Rather history had a “rhythm of growth” that went beyond brute materialism
as he transmuted Marx’s economic determinism into political and religious
ones. Toynbee saw there were necessary creative leaders setting in motion
processes of dynamic change and growth. In a mode of respecting the creative
fertility of origins, he believed that as long as the leadership sustains the same

creativity that generated its birth as a civilization, the process of growth would
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continue. Even with the breakdowns in modern society, for Toynbee modern
man could renew himself, for very significantly he attributed breakdown and
disintegration to human weaknesses that people have the capacity or remedy.
The microcosm of the individual could in the end salve the macrocosm of
culture-wide breakdown. The internal life of a society could heal the schism
more than economic manipulations. Because of the recurrent dynamism of
human history, the ventured that the intellectual could join with the spiritual

as a way out of crisis.

Finally, the issue of culture in a mass society also can be found as an
immediate intellectual influence on the Abstract Expressionists, Joseph
Campbell, who spoke at the Club just after the publication (according to The
Tiger’s Eye) of his “long-awaited” book about mythology, The Hero with a
Thousand Faces in 1949. Willem de Kooning considered Campbell a very
influential figure among his colleagues as well as himself. *v Many artists
including Newman (Vir Heroicus Sublimus), Seymour Lipton (The Hero), David
Smith (The Hero), Richard Pousette-Dart (The Path of the Hero), all of 1950-51,
and others did works of the “hero” -- the seminal individual among many
cultures who changes the world. In The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Campbell,
once again, defined the “problem of mankind today . . . is precisely opposite to
that of men in the comparatively stable periods of those great co-coordinating
mythologies. He complained that the “lines of communication between the
conscious and the unconscious zones of the human psyche have all been cut,

and we have been split in two. . .. The modern hero-deed must be that of
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questing to bring to light again the lost Atlantis of the coordinated soul [my
italics] . . . full human maturity through the conditions of contemporary life. . ..
[This will bring about] a transmutation of the whole social order [which] is
necessary, so that through every detail and act of secular life the vitalizing
image of the universal god-man who is actually immanent and effective in all of
us may be somehow made known to consciousness.”™vi To coordinate the
human soul reflects the period’s continued desire into the 1950s of
reintegrating man in the quest for social transmutation, the prime social goal.
Campbell does not elaborate the syntax for this that Giedion did - the
space/time continuum — but he recognizes more clearly than Giedion did in his
early writing the need to find a symbol individual or form to represent this hope
and memory of a people — the mythic hero and his archetype of action -

departure from common society, initiation, and return to it.

Thus it is quite evident that recognition of mass society theory was
widespread in American as it was in Europe. It was simply a constant no
matter what discipline and no matter what politics. From the socialist Read to
the royalist Eliot, from the Marxist Greenberg to the democratic Dewey, it
formed the center of thought in the late 1930s. For it addressed modernity,
culture, creativity, psychology, personality, politics, and other central issues.

To address one issue to be drawn to them all. They are all intertwined.
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Jung and His Times

I have saved until last, however, the direct source for Pollock and for
most other Abstract Expressionists of the fear of modern man and the need for
spiritual revitalization — Carl G. Jung. It is well known though obfuscated
because of the fifties emphasis on subjective difficulty for its own sake.
However, we should not believe that Pollock’s use of Jung is that of simply a
single patient and his therapist, as has been traditionally assumed. It is much
a psycholization of much modern culture and history and the problems of the
individual. As is late Freud’s, Jung’s psychology and Pollock’s interest in it are
not just a methodology to recognize and investigate personal neuroses and
unconscious mental processes but those of society, too. In keeping with his
times, Jung’s psychology is a seeking of socio-cultural as well as personal
mental health. In America, psychotherapy had become the cutting edge of
social criticism and change, and this epochal event in twentieth century life
began around World War II, that is, Pollock’s era. His engagement with
psychology is symptomatic of this change and his later popular image as
“disturbed” is only a showcase of the emergence of “Psychological Man” that
came later after Jung to dominate American society in the second half of the
twentieth century.

We can say Freud and Jung’s and for that matter, most other,
psychologies — including recent diva Julia Kristeva -- are social criticism as well
as individual treatment — perhaps more so -- because new scholarship has

begun to recognize that they had personal and contextual roots. It has also
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begun to recognize that not only do these psychologies interpret and analyze
culture as well as the individual, they make it. That is, they form a view that
very deliberately is intended to influence and change the world around them.
Weinstein and Platt (1973), Rieff (1959, 1966), and others have studied the
personal and cultural origins of Freud’s work. Jung has had less study in this
regard but Peter Homans’s Jung in Context Modernity and the Making of
Psychology of 1979 has helped originate the process.xvi What has become
evident despite strong resistance from psychological institutions and their
flock, including the art world of the personally therapeutized, is that the origins
of Freud’s psychoanalysis and Jung’s analytic psychology lie as much in social
forces as in the introspective and scientific genius of these figures. In other
words, the principles that these psychologies trump as ahistorical,
transcendent, the same everywhere and in every mind, are in reality socio-
cultural ideas produced by the individual needs of the psychologists and their
culture. Every culture and people has its psychology as we saw with the
behavioristict Benton. Homans calls this their “deep sociality.” They may
have lasting value for modern life, but they are as much cultural as
psychological. Such “deep sociality” will be the nature of our additional look at
Pollock, or rather, Pollock’s use of Jungian psychology to address the cultural
problems that interacted with and may have even helped precipitate, in the

contextual sense, his personal problems.

The roots of Freudian psychology and the origins of depth psychology are

now understood to lie in the gradual but decisive transition of the West from a
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rural to an urban and industrial civilization. The industrial revolution
produced massive social dislocations and the destruction of the integrated
wholeness and stability of agrarian time and place.xviii This weakening of a
satisfying order, the loss of its icons including its symbolic structures and
myths, and the destruction of its ritual confidences and master narratives led
to increased social and individual isolation and disorganization and a lack of
commitments, communal identifications and creeds. It also led to an increasing
secularization of a formerly Christian culture, and the loss of its moral code of
checks and balances, its controls and releases (hence, of course, the resistant
Regionalism).xix The result has been “spiritual impoverishment,” the most
popular discussion of which was Max Weber’s “disenchantment” where
modernity that rationalized and bureaucratized industrial, urban life was
thought to have snuffed out a spiritual being, too. (Pollock’s colleague Mark
Rothko squarely addressed this “disenchantment” when he declared in 1948
that modern man regrettably failed to recognize the need for a “transcendental”
society.) *x Philip Rieff concluded in the influential The Triumph of the
Therapeutic, that in the twentieth century, “our revolution is more Freudian
than Marxist, more analytic than polemic, more cultural than social.”sxxi
Although that originally led to a new introspection reflected vividly in art
(surrealism) and literature (the stream of consciousness novel), it was
“scientific” depth psychology that became the most successful means to
understand and modify the inner disorganization and unexpected introspection

produced. In other words, psychology began to reconceive and re-organize the
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dislocated individual and his waning culture. It obviously replaced Benton and

Pollock’s behaviorism.

Thus scholars are beginning to recognize that the origins of
psychoanalysis and its introspective “realities” emerged with the social and
cultural forces that generated them. Society and social conditions thus do not
simply complement independent psychical reality; they deeply interact and
shape its consciousness.*xii For example, Carl Schorske and William McGrath
have studied Freudian psychology as specific responses to the anti-Semitic
political structures of turn of the century Vienna.=xiii And it was in response to
the shaping social forces that Freud’s cultural orientation moved from that of
Jewish culture with its community of heritage and symbolic order, outwards to
the hoped-for safety in the more prestigious and more modern secular and
objectively, scientific worlds of late nineteenth century Vienna. In short,
cultural forces helped shape consciousness and the theories that reflect upon
it. The inner world and its sociohistorical contexts and understandings

interpenetrate.xxxiv

There has been and still is, of course, great resistance to the contextual
study of depth psychology. Indeed, for most of its life, scholarship of depth
psychology was controlled by its practitioners and its institutions: “In the
1970s, scholarship . . . was still under the control of what could be called the
‘Freudian mystique’: the view that depth psychology was a cluster of competing

schools, one of which was right.”=xv Art history and particularly the study of
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Pollock have been subjected to these disputes. Their psychological readings,
however, do not illuminate or reorganize the cultural terrain from which the
psychology and Pollock comes, that is, their cultural context. They remain

directed toward his individual psychobiography.x=xvi

The rise of depth psychology is one of the central elements of twentieth
century life. What had begun as a theory of the mind, exploring its difficulties
and its patterns of change penetrated intellectual and social life of the West,
particularly America. It influenced and began to set the terms for discussions
of immediacies of the self and its interactions, as it became a form of
interpretation of society and culture and of art, literature, and the humanities
in general. In its popularity, it also became, most importantly, a shaper of that
culture. Social critics and moralists have commonly stated that it replaced
age-old religion as the institution and ideology for organizing ethical life.
Psychological thinking has thus taken over much of the symbol-formation
necessary to form and maintain a culture. The result was the making of an
understanding of a different man, the modern “psychological man” in Rieff’s
formation, who was independent in regard to the past and hopefully self-
sufficient in regard to the present. Psychological man is characterized by the
declining power of religion to organize his life and inwardness; a heightened
sense of personal self-consciousness, in which consciousness tends to be
structured and meaning realized primarily in the context of personal, private,

and psychological experiencing and personality; and a growing split between
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this self-consciousness and the social order, the latter losing its power to

attract allegiance for its own sake.xxxvii

Psychological man is modern man and in Freud’s psychoanalysis, he
himself as a modern man is the product of his response to the changes in his
world. (“Modern man” is a concept that reflects the intense periodization of the
modern times. From Baudelaire’s call for heroic art of the modern era, that is,
the mid nineteenth century France, it is recognition that profound changes had
taken place in the modern, industrial age.) Freud’s new life as a modern doctor
in Vienna moving toward freedom from restricted Jewish life gave him
independence and autonomy and let to his liberation from the past and his
inclusion in the new social order of middle-class intellectual life of science.
Since his father belonged more to traditional than modern life, Freud -
“oedipally” — had to forge his identity, autonomy and inclusion in the new
life.xxviii In this regard, Weinstein and Platt cite Heinz Hartmann’s well known
observation on the effects of social change: when social character of the
external world changes, creating stress, the ego will attempt to fulfill its
organizing functions by increased insight into internal processes.(Think of
Abstract Expressionism and World War II.) Freud codified his own
consciousness and that of those living the new social and economic life of the
modern world. He thus made this reality a part of personal and ultimately
social consciousness of the modern world, thereby creating the possibility for
himself and others through therapy to live and adapt to that world, a world

different from his father and that of others. Particularly in relation to the
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traditional strictures of the father, psychoanalysis defined the rights of the new
individual within the family. To put it in Freudian terms, this became the
rights of the independent ego within the individual personality vis-a-vis the
superego of society and family. Psychological need for greater autonomy in an
urban industrial as opposed to rural village life matched the social need for the
same. Psychoanalysis codified this social condition as human psychology.
Ironically, much like Marxism in America in the 1930s, depth psychology was
originally seen as the most recent chapter in the history of science with the
social key to the modern age. Both offered the rules and byways for change and

renovation at that time.

To be sure, Freud did not seek fully and self-consciously to renovate
modern life. With him, science and treating mental illness was always manifest,
culture-making latent.®=xix Yet particularly after 1914, the time of the break
with Jung and the beginnings of World War One, Freud redirected
psychoanalysis to the analysis and implicit transformation of culture. Indeed,
he devised praxis for transforming it with a language that was, unlike
surrealism and film, minimally symbolic and discursive and thereby could be

learned and adopted by others.

With Jung, it was the other way around. He took on an explicit prophet
role from the beginning of his work and the life of the collective unconscious
was his means. Jung’s psychology developed from the representative, and as in
Pollock’s case, exemplary intertwining of the personal with the social. Unlike

Freud, Jung came from a traditional Protestant background of Swiss
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uprightness. The dominant parent, his father, was a traditional minister, who
according to Jung’s accounts was rigid and conventional.®! Jung revolted
against that Christian conventionality institutionalized in the Swiss social
environment and that modified revolt became the basis of his work.xi Rejecting
Christian dogma, he still felt the need, however, for a symbolic order that
would take its place by giving meaning to the new modern, world. Jung realized
early that men needed an idea of larger whole, social as well as “cosmic,” of
which they are a part. In every human situation a number of concrete strands
converge to create the particular variant of the “world:” tradition, the ongoing
processes of everyday life, the political order, the economy, friends and foes,
the predominant culture and local subcultures, understandings of man’s
psychology, passions, and goals, and today’s trinity of “race, gender, and
class.” This worldview is very much an internal one but it is shaped by exterior

conditions of time and space.

Jung searched for such a cosmos that was appropriate for himself and
his view of modernization. After his initial unhappiness with his father’s
culture, he discovered Freud in the first decade of the twentieth century and
became enthralled as Freud’s favorite disciple. He saw Freud’s psychoanalysis
as the opening of a something completely new — a modern and unprecedented
consciousness. Freud, too, had psychologized religion and rejected it,
developing psychoanalysis as alternative form of meaning making. Gradually,
however, Jung developed his own ideas of the psyche. Unlike Freud, he still

saw and needed for himself the spiritual sustenance that for centuries religion
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had provided. He felt that sustenance could be found where all decisive
strength could be found — in the psyche. To Jung, the unconscious was a
repository of what had been lost in modern times under the impact of urban
and industrial ratiocination and death (as in the World Wars with their
mechanistic assembly lines of death and destruction). That is, it was possibly a
place of the spiritual as well as personal. In correspondence with Freud and
after a trip to America, tensions mounted so that by 1913 a break was at hand.
His unresolved childhood and adolescent religious experiences reemerged
under the impact of his understanding of the unconscious, and he increasingly
associated himself and his psyche with mythology and religious symbol
making. In his major thesis that defined the break with Freud, Symbols of
Transformation of 1913 (formerly known as Psychology of the Unconscious)
Jung addressed his respect for Freud but then critiqued him, publicly

completing the break.

In Symbols of Transformation, Jung begins an attempt to reflect upon the
implications of Freud’s psychological ideas for traditional religious values in the
context of modernity, in other words, for the new world view that he was
seeking. Jung indulged himself in self-absorbed fantasies that related his
dreams, and most importantly, associating them and himself with mythological
figures and forms (really, the paradigm of his psychological method). His
discussion of his dreams and their possible mythological associations exposed
and climax his criticism of his father’s rigidity and define his difference. He

preferred a more personal-narcissistic and otherworldly kind of religious
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experience. Jung transposed his fantasies to a mystical form and to a cosmic
level, fusing his own mental life with cultural forms, thus making them
grandiose but personally experienced mythologies.xli With psychologized
mythology as the common denominator of inner life, then, he began his own
psychology. He also advanced a new theory of modernity and reinterpreted
Christianity, after Sir James Frazer and Lucien Levy-Bruhl, as part of

worldwide ritual life.xliii

Jung then developed his critique of Freud and his own form of
psychoanalysis over the next few years. Its major tenants were in place by 1917
and while elaborated and enriched, they never changed for the remainder of his
life and work. Jung accepted Freud’s concept of unconscious but felt that it
lacked depth. For Jung, the unconscious and neurosis were about more than
simply personal problems. Instead, Jung felt that Freud’s ego centrality did not
take into account the larger implications for both the individual and society at
large. For Jung personal fantasies, as he had demonstrated to himself, were
also collective, that is, rooted in the deep sociality of culture and human life.
He called that collective fantasy life the archetype and if one probed deeper,
Jung believed it made possible the rediscovery and validation of a group of
cultural symbols that, because the unconscious was an allegedly universal
structure of the mind, could revitalize the impoverishment of modern, mass
man, who had been cut off from the traditional sources of these symbols.
These symbols could release the energies for creative living and could support

mental healing by generating a sense of continuity with the ‘origins of things,’
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much as other sets of symbols had done in traditional societies (such as gods
or totems). Jung also made a distinction between Freud’s ego and everyday life
and his own need/recognition/belief that there was a broader psychological
structure than just the ego -- the self. Jung saw Freud’s superego as the rigidly
personal that he was against, the world of his father’s excessive social
rationality and discipline, and he repudiated it. For him, Freud’s ego was also
too much the center of balance between only rigidity of the superego and the
chaos of the subconscious. This was his father’s attitude to the spiritual; an all
or nothing approach. Instead Jung proposed the establishment of the self as a

midpoint between the ego and the deeper and wider sociality of the collective.xliv

Jung was thus a psychologist of the social and cultural as well as the
self. He was also a psychologist of modernity, for he saw the personal crisis as
one of living in modern culture as well. It was not only psychological conflicts
and the need for individual religious meanings that gave rise to Jung’s thought
but the needs of modern, urban culture, too. Although the culture issues of
modernity can be recognized as separate, they cannot be completely separated
from the personal and religious. To engage one was to engage the other, for

they are inseparable.

Jung was a psychologist, moralist, and social critic who reinterpreted
modernity to fulfill needs that he felt his culture required. That his psychology
could analyze modern culture and reintroduce in a new form traditional
meaning that did not offend those values made it still acceptable to modern,

secular, scientific values and culture. His social theory then composed four
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elements: the nature of traditional societies; the nature of modern societies; the
dynamics of the shift from on to the other, and the role of psychology in
codifying and encouraging the change. In Jung’s view of the unconscious, he
felt that traditional Western culture expressed its desires through symbols and
myths of religion, that the Enlightenment and especially its science discredited
this process, causing a collective repression of psychic depth in general; and
that this depth reasserted itself in the form of the very appearance of depth
psychologies themselves in the twentieth century. In so saying, Jung claimed,
unlike Freud, that the new depth psychologies did not constitute a clean break
with the past, but instead retained strong internal relations with the old

religious traditions.xlv

Psychoanalysis thus could solve the two problems of Jung. It could be
modern and it could be traditional, which would also solve the issue of
separating from his father’s creeds yet continuing the need for a modern
meaning in life. The symbolic meaning-making capacity of Christianity could
be taken over by the symbols of the unconscious. They could interface with
modernity and spiritual tradition and resolve them both in a psychology that
embraced all of man’s inner depth. Thus both Freud and Jung sought to redo
modern culture and its crisis in their own terms. Freud wanted to break with
past and unmask it with depth psychology in the hope of adjusting and making
healthier Western culture. Jung wanted to revitalize a contemporary culture
that he felt had lost its relationship to the past by means of a depth psychology

that reformed and modernized the humanism of Christianity and spiritual
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orders.xVi His system would provide a more modern symbolic and cultural
view, a modern form of world meaning, and not simply analytic science. For
him, Freud’s psychoanalysis and understanding of the unconscious as
personal and subjective could only be a means toward a larger end. As we
shall see, Pollock’s view of the unconscious was closer to Jung than Freud —

although the art world has largely treated it as the former.

To Jung, as long as urban, industrial man kept up with meaningful
collective representations, his psychic balance was maintained and he was
healthy but, very significantly, modern man lacks this balance. Jung believed
him to be uprooted and torn out of tradition and traditional meanings,
disorganized and stifled. From the beginnings of his views, and only
accelerating from there, he sensed that a tradition less, authoritarian,
excessively rationalist, modern man was depersonalized. In this, Jung reflects
his agreement with and participation in the age-old but increasingly relevant
notion that the problem of his patients’ life is the problem of mass man and
modern mass society. For him, modern man — has succumbed to “mass-
mindedness, “mass rule,” the “infantile dream state of mass man” and

ultimately “mass psychology.”lvii

In naming his problem as that of the “mass” and in his personal
experience and resulting psychology, Jung reflects, as Homans has pointed
out, his absorption in a dominant cultural question of the twentieth century —
that of the threat of “mass society,” a problem of “our time.”*WViii To understand

the depth of this problem, we will take an excursion into the nature and
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development of this theory that is only second to Marxism in its influence and
power in modern times yet often unrecognized as such; it is fundamental to the

understanding of Jung, Pollock, and modern life.
The New Lethalness: The Cultural Threat of Mass Society in the late 1930s

We have seen that the idea of a widespread recognition of a dissociation
of sensibility and the split personality of man dominated much thought in the
1930s. We have seen that such a dissociation and split in expanded form lay
behind the psychologies of two of the most important thinkers and cultural
theories of the twentieth century, Freud and Jung. Now we need to look further
into the specific issues that the inner conflict of man was understood by many

to have engendered in the 1930s. That conflict was called mass society theory.

Mass society theory is a master narrative of modernity. It inscribes some
of processes of modernization, its difficulties and its damages. It, too, is a
cosmic view of the effects of democracy, capitalization, industrialization, and
secularization on the politics, social organizations and culture of modern times
and it expressed a moral concern with a feared deterioration of life, creativity,
and freedom in the modern world.xlix However, it is not new to the modern

world, for it is immemorial to Western civilization.

With the establishment of the Greek democracy, there immediately arose
questions whether those who governed did so wisely. Did they have enough,
intelligence, wisdom, and learning? Were they a people or a mob? Hesiod

already had his doubts. He concluded that steady deterioration of human
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society had already taken place — a myth of a golden age followed by decline. He
also predicted a gloomy future. Heraclitus and Herodotus, too, held similar
views that now became apocalyptic: the revolt of the populace would doom
civilization. Already they rendered key themes of the theory -- social
atomization, lack of authority and respect, the disintegration of social bonds,

and a lack of awareness about the real world.!

“Mass society” theory thus began at the beginning of Western civilization
and continued throughout its development. Even after the Enlightenment with
its belief in the common man and his capacities to live wisely, it took on new
life. Firm democrats such as Alex de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill were
among the first to realize a possible divorce between liberty and equality.
Although the idea of a golden age that had deteriorated was long dead, they
saw weaknesses with the assent to power of the majority that could threaten
freedom and individuality. Their liberal philosophies saw problems with the
individual and the mass: the contradiction between social equality and human
excellence, the harmonization of the general will with the will of the ruler, the
nature of culture, and the coexistence of ideology and critical thinking.
Sounding like conservative social critics of today, they believed in equal
opportunity, not coerced equalization, and feared the excesses of democratic
despotism. The great egalitarian, Mill still feared “collective mediocrity” and the
transformation of society into an undifferentiated whole and the appearance of
a single, repressive pattern of cultural belief and mentality. Homogeneity would

break the bonds of distinctive social groupings and hierarchy, precipitating a
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totalizing society -- a mass of frightened and isolated individuals scorning
distinction and achievement. Such a society meant the triumph of the

“vulgar.”li

Later in the nineteenth century, Nietzsche and Burkhardt, both of whom
were great influences on Jung, added another dimension — the intellectual
plebian. Nietzsche especially feared “plebian” utopianism that would flatten out
the world, eliminating originality and creativity. His goal was creativity, not
equality, and he sought a triumph of the strong, independent, and creative over
the “herdeninstinkt.” This philosophy alone, of course, in its way a variant on
“mass society” theory immensely influenced Western culture from De Chirico to
Clyfford Still. Nietzsche is fundamental to modern thinking in the first half of
the twentieth century and a major influence, as with Burkhardt, on Jung and

others.

By 1890, deep preoccupation and fear of the damaging effects of
spreading egalitarianism and democracy upon cultural and political life found
further echo. It took the form of worry about crowd and collective behavior.
With a sweeping historical vision, Gustave Le Bon wrote of modern industrial
civilization dominated by new modern masses. Culture was thought to be
increasingly homogenized, irrational, and clannish with little room for creative
individualism and independent judgment. The masses and an imminent cosmic

cataclysm were linked.li



36

In modern times, the power of this theory increased seemingly
exponentially as industrialism, socialism, war and revolution brought forth
seeming proof of the triumph of the mediocre mass. Freud was influenced by
the crowd psychologists especially in his Mass Psychology and the Analysis of
the Ego of 1921. Although he avoided this cataclysmic tone, Freud saw the
problem as psychological. In Civilization and Its Discontents of 1930, he noted
that “a great part of mankind’s struggle concentrates on the task of creating an
appropriate and satisfactory equalization between the individual and the
cultural demands of the mass.”lii Freud saw parallels between personal and
civilization development, between childhood individual neuroses and those of
the origins of civilization. Indeed, by Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud had
developed a deep concern for the internal origins of civilization and the
analogies or not of the “process of civilization and the path of the individual
development.”v In what are, in effect, cultural theories, Freud stressed the
presence of the irrational in advanced societies and modern industrial and
urban democracies. This brings into play the growing sense, in the new
humanistic science of sociology, of the breakdown of communities under urban
conditions. Socialist criticism and other mass society theorists increased this

fear. v

The reign of the mediocre Nietzsche feared found greater influence,
particularly in America with an heir to Nietzsche, Oswald Spengler, in his The
Decline of the West, written during World War 1. The Decline of the West was a

marvelous piece of Germanic pessimism — it went through fourteen printings by
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1920 -- in which Nietzsche’s predictions of a lawless despotisms and military
commands in such societies were considered to be prediction of the future.
Spengler incorporated his cultural pessimism in a theoretical framework and
symbolic order of biological cycles of the birth, growth, maturity, and death of
Western civilization with its last days ruled by warlord Caesars. (Is Spengler
the source of the modern theory of the living and dying cultures with which we
began our study?) Much like the last days of Rome, rival dictators would dot
Europe and engage in final conflict. Through the comparative study of the lives
of earlier cultures, Spengler argued, one could discover the culture’s inner
rhythms and then define the stages yet to be created in the West. In the wake
of the World War One, through Spengler’s biological metaphors, mass society
theory was increasingly becoming a symptom, a diagnosis, and a prophecy of a
culture anticipating its own end. The individual would not be able to change
this future. Instead, as in Clyfford Still’s work, he should simply extend a cold,

clear gaze that comprehends the necessary facts of the future.vi

Perhaps the most useful conduit for Spengler’s thought in America came
through the writings of Lewis Mumford, the seminal cultural and urban critic
between the wars. In his early work in the 1920s, Mumford had contrasted the
virtues of village to the urban Moloch of the machine. After a review of the first
volume of the Decline of the West in 1926 for The New Republic, Mumford
adopted Spengler’s language and Olympian critique of modernity as his own
and spent the remainder of his life as its polemicist. In his Man and Technics of

1931 and Technics and Civilization of 1934, Mumford argued that man was
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artificial and modern civilization clashed with “Nature.” Echoing Spengler,
Mumford wrote of the clash as the issue of modern life. The machine was the
devil and which tried to control nature and man. For Mumford, the struggle
with what I have called mass society should be the theme of the modern world.

It was the history of mankind’s moral prophecy. Vi

Skepticism about modern society thus increased to become cultural
pessimism that genuinely feared modern mass man. The Great War increased
such pessimism a thousand fold so that the earlier criticism of Mill and de
Tocqueville that balanced reformism, social optimism, and belief in the
rationality of man was replaced by the modern versions of “the theory of mass
society” that began in the late 1920s after the postwar numbness of the early
decade. It took ten years for the war to be fully absorbed and its heritage made
known. Those modern versions were now decidedly anti-democratic. Society
was considered under siege by the mass, “a wasteland of irrationality,” and its
formerly well-ordered structure was now seen to be disintegrated,
undifferentiated, and leveled. With the success of industrial society with its
technology and its bureaucracy modern times had brought about another

unwanted development: the confrontation with authoritarian politics.

According to this aspect of the theory, modern equalization resulted in
unprecedented psychological, aesthetic, political and social confusion in which
a gray, undifferentiated mass was thought to be held together by state
machineries and blind myths, as the philosopher Max Schuler (translated into

English in the 1920s) described it from his own country Germany. He
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prominently described this as “massification” (Vermassung), a leveling and an
increasing uniformity in society. il This is a key component of modern mass

society theory.

Such epochs of undifferentiated homogeneity led to increased
irrationality, of infantile, destructive behavior and thinking from politics to,
according to Scheler, the wave of fantasizing vitalism in Nietzsche and Bergson
that appealed to the modern society. Vitalism, he thought, was an obscure
mysticism spreading throughout society. Scheler was the first to describe this

modern society as subject to “massification.”

The fate of man in such a society was that of a depersonalized and lonely
individual. Reflecting these views of especially postwar cultural decay, mass
psychology, and the danger to cultural elites of modern man and the machine
age, in 1926 Jose Ortega presented another very influential view of the new
mass man theory. Much like Spengler, Ortega viewed the new urban industrial
society of technology with great distrust.lix [t is Ortega to whom credit is given
for the term “mass man,” a term for modern man, a self-conscious search in
the 1920s. In his classic The Revolt of the Masses of 1926 (translated into
English in 1932), “mass man” was quantitatively different than previous men
and another part of “mass society theory.” Ortega noted “man previously
emptied of his own history, lacking a memory of his past, and, therefore,
submissive to any of those disciplines which are often called international.
Rather than a man he is the shell of a man made up only of idola fori; he lacks

an inner self, an intimacy, inexorable and inalienable, a self that cannot be
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revoked.”* Mass man is characterized by mediocrity; by conformity; by
vulgarity; by rootlessness; by authoritarianism; by unwarranted self-
contentment; by simpleminded thinking; and by barbarity. Ortega sees a
profound threat to life and civilization by a mass society of rootless individuals
in revolt against tradition, against creativity, and against distinction. Modern
man is brutal and mean and state machinery democratically but autocratically

enforces his will.

For Ortega, mass men despise culture both old and new, particularly the
world of “creative culture.” That which he does not understand, he scorns.
Thus modern art and culture are saved because the separation of mass man
and creative elites endows the latter with an allegedly independence of
judgment they have never enjoyed before. Confusion reigns in art in the
contemporary as it gives up references to human forms and becomes art for

art’s sake.xi Such an event has no predictable outcome.

Ortega’s widely influential formulation was followed by the third part of
modern mass man theory, an even greater, and perhaps, more powerful one —
Karl Mannheim’s famous Man and Society in the Age of Reconstruction of 1935.
Mannheim both described the causes of the ills of modern society and its main
features. To him, modern society is riddled with different levels of development
from the agrarian, artisan, to the industrial, the result of which is a social
catastrophe of “disproportionate development of human faculties.” Men learn
and function with rationalized forms and applied science while their minds and

morals remain undeveloped: “rational social control and the individual’s
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mastery of his own impulses do not keep step with technological development.”
Ixii

On the one hand, Mannheim’s analysis reassumes Marx notion of the
uneven development of capitalism. On the other, it interfaced with widespread
concepts in America in the 1920s and 1930s. In the 1920s, William Ogburn
popularized the concept of cultural lag. With “cultural lag,” Ogburn argued that
various elements in society change at different rates and those disparities were
responsible for the tensions in modern, mass society. The great leap in the
industrial structuring of modern society was not being matched by a
correspondent leap in the superstructure of culture, art, politics, and the like.
“What was needed . . .. was a concerted and conscious effort on the part of
society as a whole to anticipate technical change and to plan for its
incorporation into the community by adjusting the cultural base.”xii While the
conflict between civilization and culture was not new, the search of a culture or
a meaningful way became central to the 1930s. Increasingly, urban industrial
culture that had electrocuted Sacco and Vanzetti or reduced men to machine
tools threatened leading to a newfound cultural awareness of popular culture,
of cultures other than the modern and the West or folk and subcultures
within.®v To do this, it needed to accelerate its pace of change, a key point of
cultural analysis to anthropologists and others.

The importance of cultural analysis as the primary tool for determining
social relations and their disproportionate changes was evident also in a very

prominent study of “Middle America.” Applying typical anthropological methods
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to American experiences, Robert and Helen Lynd’s famous investigations of
Muncie, Indiana published as A Study in Modern American Culture (1929)), and
Middletown in Transition: A Study of Conflict (1937) concluded that “common”
American communities suffered from a fundamental malaise that could be
“traced to the failure of its system of values and beliefs to keep pace with the
technological changes that had affected its everyday life.”v This failure
affected all aspects of social life and it reflected the inability to assimilate the
new machine age and its effects. The Lynd’s concluded that “in view of the
rapidity of some cultural changes in Middletown in recent decades, its
resistance to change, its failure to embrace change as an opportunity to lessen
its frictions, may constitute a liability to its own values.”xvi

However, interfacing with these popular ideas of the time, Mannheim is
completely original in its emphasis on the difference between the “functional
rationality” (really irrationality) of bureaucratic life and the “substantial
rationality of morality and human ideals. For Mannheim, there is an
“unharnessed irrationality. . . always present in the actual working of modern
society, and from time to time, [it] mobilizes the impulses of the masses.”lxvi
The conflict between ways and means and between functional and substantial
rationality had led to the disproportionate development of human capabilities
in modern society. These conflicts included the increasing interdependence of
social institutions; the breakdown of communities and social groupings such
as the family; the rise of bureaucratic society; and moral disorder resulting in

threats to individual initiative, creative culture, and personal freedom. While
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Mannheim was not as apocalyptic as others were, he saw a modern world
threatened by laissez-faire capitalism that allowed the seething masses to take

power. His own solution was the planned economy.

(In this way, mass society theory’s rejection of “regimentation” also
becomes one with an earlier thirties’ conception that Pollock also absorbed.
That was the Regionalist critique. As Thomas Benton wrote: “I realized that the
supposed and much-harped upon standardization of America [my italics] was a
neat descriptive formula which bore only a surface relation to fact. My
experience had brought out infinite varieties of ways of living and doing which

the formula did not fit.” kxviii

And that variety as opposed to standardization could be found in
Benton’s support for Frederick Jackson Turner’s definition of American
behavior and mind that was expressed in his conceptions and its personalities

and psyches noted before:

That coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and
inquisitiveness; that practical inventive turn of mind, quick to find
expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic
but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that
dominant individualism, working for good and for evil, and withal that

buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom.

The modern world according to mass society theory is thus irrational,

even irrationally rational, and structurally unsound. And the most important
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victim of its onslaught is the individual. As Ortega and Karl Jaspers in 1931
wrote, the latter in his Man in the Modern Age: “in modern times men have
been shuffled together like grains of sand . . . [lacking] a historical substance
[with] which they imbue . . . their selfhood . . . (This lead them to) a feeling of
powerlessness (which) has become rife, and man tends to regard himself as

dragged along in the wake of events which . . . he had hoped to guide.”xix

As Salvador Giner writes, this last sentence reveals one of the most
inmost feelings of mass society theorists: their feeling of frustration at the final
failure of their elite leadership of society. It turns out that intellectuals and
creative figures, too, much to their annoyance, were subject to the condition of
modern life. And as the believers that they were the principle carriers of
rationality and of individualism and creativity, their despair took on existential
qualities. Jaspers argued that the mass society is inescapable, that we are all
suffering from a “chronic lack of selfhood,” and that we ‘no longer possess an
isolated self.” Creative life and individualism had been now been defeated and
not increased by democracy and modern life.* To many intellectuals, mass

society is the greatest threat to need for cultural and creative distinction.

We will leave the direct discussion of mass society theory for now. It will
be taken up after the Aftermath of the Second World War when it takes on a
new complexion as the “lonely crowd” and “totalitarian man.” But its
importance for the period under discussion and the acceptance of Jung,
Pollock’s formative years of the 1940s, cannot be underestimated. For “mass

society theory” seems to be an unrecognized force and widespread influence in
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the life of the late 1930s, as Irving Howe pointed out earlier in our discussion,
and in most of the formulations we have discussed. Its criticism helped lay the

groundwork for enfolding Jung within American cultural debates.
Jung’s Psychologizing of the Mass Society Threat

We saw that Jung confronted what he saw as the problems of his time in
his psychology. In criticizing Freud’s valorizing of science and reason, in
rejecting the Christian “myth” and its spent power of organizing the West’s
inner life and values, he addressed the ultimate issue -- of modern man as
mass man and of modern society as mass society.*xi As we saw, both depth
psychology and “mass man theory” result from a similar diagnosis of modernity
developing in the wake of urban industrialism. For Jung, up rootedness,
isolation, lack of tradition, authoritarianism, and excessive rationality
constituted the predicament of the contemporary psychological patient. His
analysis is that of mass man theory. Both considered modern man as
emotionally unstable, capricious, hysterical, and easily subjected to
bureaucratic and authoritarian (in the guise of egalitarian democracy or the
will of the people) rule. He, too, recognized the alleged depersonalized, lonely
individual of modern society, emptied of his history, lacking a memory of his
past, a shell of man without an innate self. Mass man was very different from
the medieval man, who, while anonymous, was happily communal and living a
life of meaning that a vital religion had given to him at that time.xxii Freud’s
version of the emerging force of the twentieth century — rational, analytic

“psychological man” -- was a horror to Jung.
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Jung sought a psychology that remedied these problems and the issues
of mass society and mass man, in other words a cure or therapy of the
resulting social ills. His means was psychology but his analysis was social and
cultural. He had rejected Christianity as much as Freud but his response was
not to simply study religion and tradition psychologically and the effects of its
welcome decline in the development of modernity but to resolve its loss and
redeem it. He thus rejected Freud’s codification of the first views of the
modernizing project and replaced it with his own — the continued place of ritual
which he called a numinosium — his personal-mystical brand of religious
experience -- in human life, the need for the unrecognized part of the self — for
a man, woman, for a woman, man; and the need for the site that will bring
forth these personal/social forces as the collective fantasy or “unconscious
archetypes.” These religious forces took the form of an “immediate experience”
by which he meant an irruption into the overly rational consciousness of
collective material.=xiii For Jung that would be the collective unconscious -- the
source of common human feelings and religions' forces, for it consists of the
oldest and most fundamental psychic contents of mankind. The history of
man’s inner life and its manifestations in art, myth, religion, prehistory and so
on reveal such old contents. (Jung thus reflects earlier beliefs in the psyche as
the conservator of meaning as religion once was.) As such they consisted of the
essence of tradition and traditional man, or “archaic man” — as Jung called
him, who was not autonomous, aloof, and rootless as modern mass man had

allegedly become. (He relied on the ideas of the collective representation of the
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non-Western peoples discussed by the anthropologist Lucien Levy-Bruhl in
this, as did the surrealists). Jung sought to integrate modernity (awareness of
the new consciousness of the psyche) and tradition (the archaic or collective
unconscious of the psyche, the source of all tradition) from which mass man
was alienated in a way that would resolve the cultural crisis of the twentieth
century. His psychology would be the assimilation of the past to modernity and
the resulting formation of a new form of modern consciousness. It was a third

way between the two.

As Benedict and others in the 1930s had given a modern cultural profile
to psychology in her popular Patterns of Culture, Jung and Freud, too, gave a
modern psychological identity to culture. In other words, what Jung and Freud
conceived as characteristic of the individual mind was an internalization of the
division in Western cultures in the first half of the twentieth century for their
generations. For Jung, Freud and eventually for Pollock and Abstract
Expressionism, psyche was psychoculture and civilizations writ large. “There is

a ‘sociological unconscious’ just as there is a psychological unconscious.”xxiv

Jung thus offered a solution to the dilemma of modern civilization and
mass man through the Platonic tradition of the West — self-knowledge and self-
understanding. Caught in the conflict between natural, archaic, and
instinctual endowments and the need to adapt to rationalistic and collectivist
norms, modern man had become neurotic. He thus needed a cure which
became the goal of Jung’s analytic psychology — the process of individuation in

which the nature of self was resolved within the private life and not by merely
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adapting to social life. Jung proposed the development of a modern self —
natural, spontaneous, and genuine. That self would arise at the midpoint, that
is, at a point of balance between the conscious and collective unconscious and
from the “god within” or religious spirit. (That is, from a balanced relationship
and not, as is sometimes misunderstood, from the total subordination to the
collective unconscious.) The primary teology of his therapy was to activate the
life affirming and self-constructing, self-generating forces buried in the
unconscious, thereby making a new individual and ultimately, a new culture
and society. Neurosis thus could be construed as a creative illness. Neurosis
and the unconscious were thus a source of illness but also of health. They

were dualistic.

Thus Jung could repudiate Freud’s more socially adapted man and the
authoritarianism of his father’s Christianity, and the repression and emptiness
of modern urban life. His psychology was a diagnostic tool to form and generate
his emergence new types of individual self-engendered and coherent autonomy.
Both personally and intellectually, he saw religious life thus formed the matrix
out of which the new man would emerge. Religion had traditionally protected
man’s individuality; it was the reference point outside modern rationalism and
communalism. Organizing and creating symbolic form and order to the
irrational facts of personal experience, it consisted of inner transcendent
experience that alone can protect the individual from the otherwise inevitable

submersion in the mass. Modern religion, however, had become rigid,
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rationalistic creeds and its organizations, authoritarian if not totalitarian.

Marxism and the church were one and the same in this dogmatic manner.=xxv

The end result was a form of modern, but not creedal, religious
experience. Jung rearranged the inner life of his patients/subjects so that they
would live independently, inwardly, and coherently in the modern world. This
called for the ideal rearrangement of the structure of the psyche in which the
externally driven persona and ratiocinative conscious ego would be lessened
and the shadow side of dreams, the fantasies of the other sex within, and the
collective archetypes or traditional, ancient patterns experience of other
cultures in unconscious depths would emerge. These latter would rise from a
numinosium, a personal-mystical spirit affect elements would rebalance and
re-coordinate the psyche. “Thus Jung’s concept of individuation [his core
process| was not designed just as a psychotherapeutic strategy, isolated from
its social context. It was addressed with equal seriousness to the problem of
modernity, understood as mass man in a mass society.”=vi For Jung, then
modern man psychological quest is for such numinostic symbols that can be
lived intensely and naturally. They will arise spontaneously from the
unconscious in the form of archetypal images from which new “gods” will be
formed. Unlike the thirties Diego Rivera’s new “gods” that were industrial as
they were in his Detroit murals Jung’s could only emerge from within rather
than without. And on an individual level, since the individual expresses in his
personality the characteristics of his culture as a whole, and particularly the

qualities and problems of the particular historical phase in which he lives, the
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problems of the individual could be understood and solved through the
resources that the culture lacked. For Jung and for Pollock, psychotherapeutic
change was the same as cultural change. By facing up to his alcoholism,

Pollock implicitly understood that he faced up to the cultural issues of the era.

Jungian psychology was thus affirmative as it sought to create a new
modern social being through the psychic activity of the individual. By
recognizing, reorganizing, and rebalancing inward choices, many of which
emerged from the pressures of the collective unconscious, Jungian psychology
aimed at a new man, an integrative “psychological” man that evolved out of the
fragments of modern culture toward a more fulfilling and satisfying future and
way of life. And what is true of the individual is true of the culture - it, too,
must reorganize its forces. Thus Jung’s analysis had its origins in personal and
socio-cultural cognition of conditions that transcended the individual. For him,
the individual, the psychological, the social and historo-cultural, and
increasingly, the political, are one, all turning destructive powers into healing
forces. To Jung, the previous psychic order had led to World War I and

totalitarian states.

That Jung offered a solution to psychological and cultural problems of
mass man thus helps explains why the American Eastern establishment and
others embraced Jung in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Partly through the
program of the Bollingen Foundation and the Psychology Club of New York, for
example, Jungian thought was spread far and wide at this time. The

Foundation was founded by Mary Mellon, first wife of Paul Mellon, and the son
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of the founder of the National Gallery in Washington. An art world person and
a premier socialite, Mary Mellon wholeheartedly embraced Jungian psychology
as a new form of consciousness that had specific social ends. After she
attended some lectures at the Jungian Psychology Club and with the outbreak
of war, she established Bollingen with the explicit hopes that it would provide
new wisdom and understanding that would resolve man’s internal conflicts

that were now enacted as the next world war.

Like Jung, she saw war as the result of the upheavals in modern
consciousness necessitating change: “While man is busy killing himself he has
no time for why he is doing it—who he is, or who he may become for so doing.
But for this very reason . . . the few who are concerned with consciousness are
forced to make even more manifest their belief in the part of Man which is his
ever nourishing and renewing force; and without which he cannot live.”=xvii For
Mellon, much like T. S. Eliot’s mythic method, Jungian psychology and its use
and roots in psychology, archaeology, anthropology, ethnology, and “the history
of the word itself” would make manifest new consciousness and wisdom. Such
new understandings would create a new balance in man in which his various
feelings and tendencies would “fall into place and & work in harmony.” (C.f.
the Bollingen to the goals of theosophy of spiritual openness and balance that
would create personalities that would obviate war.) The Bollingen Foundation
began publishing a pantheon of new or old thinkers that amplified this Jungian
approach including St. John Perse, Paul Valery, Paul Radin, Gershom

Scholem, Joseph Campbell, Heinrich Zimmer and many others. While not all
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Jungians, if at all, to Mellon and thus to the Eastern Establishment, their

thought helped to gather, order, and evolve human consciousness.

With their support of the arts, the Mellon’s thus put forth an expanded
Jungian program to resolve much of inward difficulty that had precipitated war
and disorder in the modern world. The poet Kenneth Rexroth summed up the
importance of the Bollingen Foundation and its significance in American
cultural life in its time by describing it as a pivotal swing in Western culture.
For it reclaimed interiority and reinstated values in a search for new meaning
that would refound a “collapsed Western civilization.”=xviii For the Eastern
establishment, then, as well as artists and intellectuals, the solution to social
and political problems was cultural, not simply political, that is, who governs
and how. Among the cultural elites, mass society analysis was not second to

Marxism; for very many, it was first.

Jungian psychology and its program was seen in America at the end of
the 1930s and beginning of the 1940s as a form of addressing a deep social
crisis -- the very rootlessness, ignorance, lack of self, the need for self-
determined creative life, etc. that mass society theory, the World’s Fair and
American utopianism, Jung, and Nazi Germany were defining on the big
screen. As Diane Trilling noted in 1947, “dictatorship, war, and all the other
hideous phenomena of our political day undoubtedly answer a profound need

in the modern mass-personality.”bxxix



53

We can thus see why Jungian psychology and its thesis of creative illness
and transformative, inward growth would strike a profound cord in America in
the late 1930s. It sites itself within the debate about the appropriate culture for
modern America, insinuating itself within the self-consciousness and
uncertainty we saw about American cultural identity. Jungian psychology
addressed the dominant dilemmas of mass man and mass society of the time
and proposed solutions to it. As such, it was a social statement. Pollock’s
problems and use of it were a personal response to the cultural situation at large
that he saw as causing those problems. Pollock thus understood Jung’s
visionary view and connected his psychological needs to the central themes of
his era. In so doing, his work and thought assumed a public rather than an

exclusively private aesthetic.



54

Illustrations

Fig. 1. Nuremberg Rally, Germany, 1936.
Fig. 2. Jose Clemente Orozco, Man Released from the Mechanistic to the
Creative Life. 1932, Oil on_canvas, 7 x 8 ft. Dartmouth College.

Fig. 3 Jose Clemente Orozco, The Masses. Lithograph on fabriano paper, 1935.
12 % x 16 % in.



55

Endnotes

i Eleanor Roosevelt, introduction, in Federic Douglas and Rene D’Haroncourt,
Indian Art of the United States (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1941;
reprint 1969), 8.

i See Stephen Polcari, “Pollock and America, Too,” in Abstract Expressionism
The International Context, ed. By Joan Marter, (New Brunswick, New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 2007) 182-195.

iii Barnett Newman in “To Be or Not/6 Opinions on Trignant Burrow’s The
Neurosis of Man” in The Tiger’s Eye 1 # 9 (October 1949): 122, stated that he
had both agreed and disagreed with Read. The poet and longtime friend of
Mark Rothko, Stanley Kunitz, personal communication, March 21, 1979, noted
that Rothko read Read. Still, in a letter of May 10, 1946 published in Clyfford
Still (San Francisco: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1976), singled out
Read for criticism. His criticism, however, is in keeping with Still’s frequent
denials of any debt to anyone and his desire to be independent of any popular
system of criticism.

v The Abstract Expressionist sculptor Herbert Ferber, personal
communication, April 13, 1978.

v Read incorporates the thought of these figures in his writings from The
Meaning of Art of 1931 to The Grass Roots of Art of 1947 and they remained
fundamental to him through the remainder of his career.

vi This comment is probably unfair to Greenberg whose criticism was actually,
as we shall see with “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” more of a response to cultural
debates and issues than heretofore recognized. See Florence Rubenfeld,
Clement Greenberg: A Life (New York: Scribner, 1997).

vii See Larry Lutchmansingh, Sir Herbert Read’s Philosophy of Modern Art,
unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1974, 29.

viii See, for example, Herbert Read, Art and Society (New York: Macmillan
Company, 1937).

xHerbert Read, The Politics of the Unpolitical (London: Routledge, 1945) rev. ed.,
13-33.

x Ibid.



56

xi Jbid., 145.
i [bid., 124-128.

xiii Read’s arrival at editor completes a journey that was exemplary of the
journey of many English and American intellectuals between the wars. A World
War One veteran, Read moved from the late 1920s belief in the utopian power
of the machine to enable social change to an advocacy of Marx, then of Freud,
Nietzsche, Frazer, and Levy-Bruhl in the late 1930s finally to Jung and
Bergson, too, in the 1940s. For a discussion of Read’s artistic philosophy and
development, see Stephen Polcari, The Intellectual Roots of Abstract
Expressionism (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Microfilms International, 1981), 123-
46.

xiv Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford, 1975).
106.

xv Quoted in Florence Rubenfeld, Clement Greenberg/ A Life (New York:
Scribner, 1997), 58.

xvi For example, Pollock’s friend, the “Indian Space” painter Peter Busa listed it
as a book artists read at the time. See Stephen Polcari letter of February 10,
1978 to Peter Busa, Smithsonian Institution Archives of American Art, upon
which he wrote.

xvii Peter Busa, noted this in writing some thoughts on the letter. See Busa
Archive, Smithsonian Institution Archives of American Art.

xviii Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture The Growth of a New
Tradition, Fifth Ed., (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 13.

xix [bid., 12.
xx Thid., 879.
xxi Thid.

xxii Thid., 880.

xxiii Thid., 872-873.

xiv See C.T. McIntire and Marvin Perry, “Toynbee’s Achievment” in Toynbee
Reappraisals (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989), 3-31.



57

xv See Stephen Polcari, Abstract Expressionism and the Modern Experience
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 285.

xvi Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (London: Abacus,
1979), 328-329.

xxvii Peter Homans, Jung in Context/ Modernity and the Making of Psychology
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979, 1995). I am indebted to Homans
analysis.

xxviii See F. Weinstein and G. Platt, The Wish to Be Free (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1973).

xxix See Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic/ Uses of Faith after Freud
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966, 1987).

xx Rothko, “The Romantics were Prompted,” in Possibilities 1 (Winter 1947 /48):
84.

xxi Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic, 241.
xxii Homans, Jung in Context, Xxv.

xxxiii See Carl E. Schorske, Fin de Siecle Vienna: Politics and Culture. See also
the writings of William J. McGrath.

xxiv Homans, Jung in Context, xxxiii.
xxxv Tbid., xii.

xxvi In the late 1970s and early 1980s, a small group of graduate students
wrote of Pollock and his work as a form of Jungian self-analysis and
symbolization. They were famously attacked by the powerful Chief Curator of
the Museum of Modern Art William Rubin who took time off from acquiring
Picassos and Stellas to attack two youthful M.A.’s and a Ph.D. Rubin denied
much serious interest on Pollock’s part in Jung, and to confound and
obfuscate, offered a Freudian speculation himself as a counter. Francis
O’Connor has remained as the leading Jungian critic of Pollock while recently,
the Freudian critic Donald Kuspit typically spurned Jung and examined
Pollock in strongly psychoanalytic terms.

xxvii Homans, Jung in Context, 193.

xowiit Thid., xxviii.



58

xxix Tbid., xliv.

Xl See Carl G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, ed. Aniela Jaffe (New York:
Vintage, 1989).

xli Homans, Jung in Context, 116.

i Tbid., 57.
xlii [hid., 87-89.
xliv Tbid., 141.

xlv [bid., xxxii-iv.

xvi Tbhid., xliii.

xWvii Thid., 180.

xWiil Thid., 174, 153.

xlix Salvador Giner, Mass Society (New York: Academic Press, 1976), 260-61. I
am indebted to Giner’s book, one of the best reviews of the history of “mass
society” theory.

ITbid., 1-4.

i Tbid., 43-47.

li Thid., 57.

lii See Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, trans. James Strackey
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1961).

liv Giner, Mass Society, 88.
v Giner, Mass Society, 118.

Vi For Still, see Polcari, Abstract Expressionism and the Modern Experience,
114-16.

i See Roger Sandall, “Splengleriana,” in the culture cult.com June 16, 2006

Wi Giner, Mass Society, 72-74.



59

lix Tbid., 74.

x J. Ortega (1943) vol. II, 1164-65, cited in ibid., 76, note 17.

xi According to Erika Doss, Henry Luce, publisher of Time and Life magazines,
followed Ortega’s thinking after reading The Revolt of the Masses. Like most
abstract expressionists and intellectuals, Luce feared both marxism and mass
man by the end of the thirties. And like the others, he felt his class,
businessmen, were a creative elite. Luce also supported the arts particularly
regionalism. As will be seen below, then, fear of mass society was widespread
but resulted in no one artistic vision.

ki Karl Mannheim (1940), 41-43, cited in Giner., Mass Society , 83, note 31.
Ixiii [hid.

kiv “The Culture of the Thirties,” 157.

xv Cusker, “The World of Tomorrow,” 11.

kvi Cited in ibid.

vii Thid., cited in ibid., 64, note 34.

kvii Henry Adams, Thomas Hart Benton/An American Original, (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1989), 170.

xix Jaspers in Giner, Mass Society, 86, note 41.
bx Tbid., , 86

xxi Homans, Jung in Context, 174.

kxii Thid., 172-180.

Ixxiii [hid., 187.

xxiv Thid., 155.

v Carl.G. Jung, Civilization in Transition, in Collected Works vol. 10, (New
York: Pantheon, 1964). See ibid., 180.

xvi Thid., 179.



60

bxvii Mary Mellon, cited in Polcari, Abstract Expressionism and the Modern
Experience, 46, note 72.

xviii Rexroth, in ibid., 47

bxix “July 5, 1947” in Diane Trilling, Reviewing the Forties, intro. By Paul
Fussell, (New York: Harcourt Brace Javanovich, 1978) 208.



The Mexican Notebook and the Symbolics of Pollock’s Early Work

First generation Abstract Expressionism is mostly a mythic, tragic, and
epic art. Much of it sought to investigate the nature of civilization and the
nature of the man that it produced. (They were one and the same.) To do that,
the human personality or psyche had to be examined. That examination was
the subject of Abstract Expressionist art including that of Jackson Pollock. To
search for the “right” personality/psyche/culture that determined and
corrected human (Western) behavior was the order of the day.
Personality/psyche/culture determined the pattern of behavior and the nature
of human expectation. In this time between the wars and at the advent of the
Second World War, the internal nature, patterns and destiny of man were of

fundamental concern for attempts to control the threat of mass man.

The new man would reject the mechanistic world that was leading to
violence and death. He put down roots in nature and the past to counter the
shallowness of modern man. He would emphasize those parts of the psyche
that needed exposure and new power -- the Jungian nuministic unconscious --
that would deliver a new way of life (Modern Man in Search of a Soul). He would
be spiritual and anti-rational. He would above all be creative, birthing the new
individual /psyche/personality and culture. Pollock would deliver a self that is
creative and that endures. The rest of this study will elucidate the new that
was needed in Jackson Pollock and the West. It was thought that to achieve

regeneration, a new self and a new harmony in the individual and in civilization



that matched the new era, a man of deathless creativity, had to be established.
And to that represent regeneration, Pollock would focus on the image of growth
or in human terms, as we shall see, copulation, pregnancy or fecundity, and
new life as a baby. As his era noted through the overall concept of “living” and

“dying,” death is to be followed by rebirth.

In his early paintings and drawings, Pollock conceived of and symbolized
an inwardness ground in the ideas of his era. From the very beginning,
Pollock’s thought was dualistic or dialectic, as key people like Rivera, Orozco,
Benton, Jung and others taught him to be. Perhaps the best single definition
was put forth by another recognized influence, the surrealist Andre Masson,
who believed that in the permanent state of becoming that is reality, all things
carry within themselves their opposites; death is inherent in life, and life in
death. For the surrealists, as we will see later, the human state was one of
perpetual transformation, whereby everything becomes something else and
everything contains the possibility of becoming. To do all this in the late 1930s,
Pollock assumed a specific persona with specific spiritual tasks and powers --
the shaman, who we will discuss presently. Suffice to say at this point, the
shaman is a leader of inner transformation. And suffice to say that Pollock’s
lifelong conceptualization has more to do with the thrust of surrealism than the

popular inventions of the 1950s as something completely different.

By 1934, Thomas Hart Benton had left New York, moving to Missouri

and leaving Pollock, although Pollock still had his brother Charles to provide



the strong leadership that he as a young man craved. Nevertheless, strongly
imagining that there was a void in his life that needed to be filled, and feeling
vulnerable at a time when the world was descending into strife, Pollock turned
toward an art that seemed more dramatic and increasingly violent, the famous
art of the Mexican muralists. Such a choice seemed appropriate because
Mexican art represented epic human and socio-political conflicts and struggle,
as well as death and rebirth on a national and world scale, and in the late

1930s the menace of fascism dominated all else.

Pollock, however, did not simply embellish and expand upon Mexican
mural art but he recast it, as he did much of the 1930s, routing its themes and
images of upheaval and renewal from the exterior to the interior world. In this
he fused his crisis with that of civilization, the particular with the general, the
personal with the political, and the psychological with the modern in industrial
society. In transforming Mexican visionary, epic painting of that new modernity
of the 1930s, Pollock truly found his own voice and made new art. It is easy to
see in retrospect that he would “graduate” to the violent Picasso of Guernica

and other modern art after his absorption of the Mexicans.

Pollock drew from the great Mexican Muralists known as “Los Tres
Grandes” -- Diego Rivera, Jose Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros.
These artists were already legendary by the 1930s and each in a different way
could and did contribute to Pollock’s maturation. He drew from them much

more than has been recognized. To be sure, as it is known, in his drip



paintings, he studied and employed Siqueiros’s aggressive and searching
technical experiments in combination with Orozco’s historical panoramas of
strife, and together they set an example for emotional expression that few in
the era could match. He even drew from Rivera at first, indirectly through
Benton who was influenced by Rivera and probably encouraged Pollock to
follow suit, but also from the Federal Works Progress Administration of the mid
and late 1930s when Rivera dominated much artistic thinking and envisioning.
Pollock also drew directly from Rivera’s work in California and New York.
Although unlike Benton and WPA artists, however, Pollock did not look to
Rivera’s Giottesque faux naif attempt at a new folk tradition, which was most

popular at the time.

As a young boy in the 1920s, Pollock’s first engagement with art
consisted not only of the interrelationship of art with the new alternative
religiosity that Schwankovsky taught him but with Rivera and Orozco. His
brother Charles had written to him, telling him to read the articles in Creative
Art of January 1929 on Rivera, The Arts of October 1927 on Orozco (and
Creative Art of December 1928 by Benton), stating that Rivera and Orozco had
done the “finest painting.” He praised them for recognizing and visualizing the
“implements” of the modern world.! (To define and articulate those
instruments was another goal of the art of the interwar period from Benton’s
Instruments of Power of America Today of 1931 to Rothko’s Implements of Magic
of 1945.) In Creative Art he found an article by Orozco, too -- Orozco’s first

manifesto, “New World, New Races and New Art.” Orozco would become a



seminal influence on Pollock in the following years but even then, Pollock wrote
Charles that “I became acquainted with Rivera’s work through a number of
Communist meetings I attended after being ousted from school last year. He
has a painting in the [Los Angeles County] Museum now. Perhaps you have
seen it, Dia de Flores. I found the Creative Art January 1929 on Rivera. |

certainly admire his work.”#

In the 1930s, artists in America recognized not only Paris as the center of
new art but Mexico City;iii Mexico was considered equally avant-garde and
Pollock himself said he wanted to go there. This influence has been largely
overlooked in modernist accounts of the development of twentieth century
American art. As we have noted, it is only what has contributed to high
modernism that has been seen as important.iv To be sure, the Mexicans and
particularly Rivera have been recognized as major figures in terms of their
impact on the social and political art of the thirties, but the broad nature and
value of their work in itself has all but been invisible and still is in most writing
about American art. Further, as a result of this failure, their possible centrality
to modernists such as Pollock and his friend the Abstract Expressionist
sculptor Rueben Kadish and later the New York School artist Philip Guston has
not been sufficiently researched either.v As we will see below, Mexican art was
the founding father, along with Benton and the American culture of the
thirties, of Pollock’s art. Only later and mostly just through Picasso and

surrealism did European modern art enter the picture. In a way, European art



simply reaffirmed and extended the fundamental art and thought that Pollock

had already developed under the impact of the Mexicans.

The Mexicans were an influence on Pollock and others not only because
of his enthusiasm for their art but because they were artists whose epic vision
of birthing a new culture dominated the decade. The Mexicans contributed to,
if not defined and initiated, many of the questions we have examined or will
examine. These comprise among others the formation of cultural mind and
identity, their relationship to the past, the archaic or brutal yet fertile nature of
that past, the search for social and cultural transformations, the place of
cultural structure in the development of civilization, the evolution of national
and world civilizations over space and time, and the nature or
personality /psyche of man and human possibility particularly in the modern
industrial age. Pollock and to a degree other Americans would absorb, on their
own terms, the popular Mexicans’ visionary search.

While Rivera and Siqueiros were important to Jackson Pollock, they were
not the most significant of the three “Tres Grandes” Mexican muralists for him.
The one who most influenced Pollock’s imagery, form and, indeed, his entire
conception, was Jose Clemente Orozco. Pollock’s close friend Reuben Kadish,
who worked with Siqueiros around Los Angeles,'i noted that he “passed
Siqueiros off. ‘The real man,’ he said, ‘is Orozco, and his Prometheus at Pomona
is the thing to look at.”vii As I have written, not only was Orozco the most
influential Mexican muralist for Pollock, but Pollock’s work would not have

developed without him.viii Most significantly, Kadish suggested Pollock was



going “way overboard” (my italics) in response to one particular painting of
Orozco’s: Prometheus (1930) at Pomona College in California (fig. 1). Returning

to California from New York in the summer of 1930, he promptly went with his

brother Charles to see it and held

193N e soon described

it as “the greatest painting done in modern times.” He kept a reproduction of it
on his studio wall.ix

Indeed, Pollock went “more overboard” than Kadish or anyone else has
imagined.

Influenced by the art dealer Alma Reed and her Delphic Movement, a
group of Indian-inspired pacifists in New York for a short time in the 1930s,
Orozco increasingly utilized classical subjects such as Prometheus in his work.

The Delphic Movement also was behind his Brotherhood of Man fresco cycle at



the New School of Social Research in New York, also dating from 1930, which
Pollock probably saw, as his teacher Thomas Hart Benton was painting the
America Today cycle on another floor. Pollock posed for Benton and likely met
Orozco then. After their initial rise to fame in Mexico at the National
Preparatory School in Mexico City and elsewhere, by 1930 Orozco and his
colleagues had become prominent enough to be asked to do murals in the
United States and Prometheus was among the first Mexican murals painted in
the country.

Indeed, Prometheus is also among the first modern expressionist,
allegorical and mythological murals anywhere. It reflects Orozco’s capacity to
be universalizing, that is, to address topics of modernity, as well those of
Mexico. Prometheus, of course, is the Greek Titan who stole fire (knowledge)
from the gods and gave it to humankind to transform man’s destiny. In the
painting, humankind receives the gift with mixed feelings. Zeus promptly
subjects Prometheus to eternal suffering for his efforts. Orozco’s rendering of
the subject of Prometheus’s troubling gift thus suggests the complex, dualistic
cost of the agencies of human development

In Prometheus, Orozco realized his mature concepts -- a giant,
dominant, central figure engaged in an act of transfiguration; humanity
depicted as a crowd; and the double-sided cost of change, here depicted as fire
-- in a style that combined traditional representation with modern abstract
expressiveness.* In the humanity as crowd/mass image, Orozco created a

chorus of different human reactions to the two-edged sword of Prometheus’s



revelation and transformation. Some welcome the gift of the transforming fire,
significantly turning towards it, and some flee from it. On the ceiling touching
the central panel, Orozco closes the painting with a group of interlocking,
expanding, flaming rectangles, that is, a group of abstract shapes that
symbolize the divine metaphor of dualistic fire and perhaps God. The portrait of
Prometheus as a figure engaged in a transforming act cannot be

underestimated, for throughout his career Pollock’s art was shaped by it.

By 1938, after several years of study and emulation of Thomas Hart
Benton’s work, Jackson Pollock became increasingly introspective in both his
personal and artistic life. He developed a more expressionist, acerbic, and
violent art that, while symbolic and powerfully rhythmic in composition,
seemed more attuned to the world’s and his own growing somberness. By now
it had become evident that, with civil war in Spain, the remilitarization of
Europe, the possible coup of Hitler’s generals, Munich, and the Rape of
Nanking, and the emergence of the dangerous modern individual, mass man, a
second world war was inevitable, indeed imminent. Paralleling these exterior
crises were personal ones. In 1938, Pollock was hospitalized for alcoholism,
and, as the psychological and emotional difficulties that would plague him for
the rest of his life became manifest, he began four years of Jungian

psychotherapy.

At this moment, Pollock turned decisively towards Mexican art. Such a

choice seems appropriate because Mexican art represented conflict and
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struggle on a national, even epic, scale. Pollock drew especially from Jose
Clemente Orozco whose allegorical art was well known and respected in the
United States. Orozco’s historical panoramas of strife set an example for
emotional expression that few in his era could match. Pollock, however, did not
simply embellish and expand upon Orozco and other mural artists as he had
done with Benton. He recast Orozco, rerouting images and themes of upheaval
and renewal from the exterior to the interior world. In transforming the

Mexican epic painting of the 1930s, Pollock found his own voice.

Mexican mural painting, particularly the work of Diego Rivera, David
Alfaro Siqueiros, and Orozco, had a great impact on American painting in the
1930s. In this decade of economic catastrophe and sociopolitical upheaval,
climaxing with mass man and world war, the art of these Mexicans opened the
way for an American art that was also political and historically deliberate. For
many American artists of the decade, the primary sources of new art and
thought were Mexico and Paris. The second one-person show at the newly
opened Museum of Modern Art in 1931 had been Rivera’s In the 1920s, the
three Mexicans, or Los Tres Grandes, had turned largely to telling the story of
Mexico’s struggles from prehistoric and pre-Contact times to the present in
styles that fused modern European art with the art of the Renaissance and
Baroque. In the United States this fusion, together with subjects derived from
mythic and folk histories, provided rich themes for artists to explore, and many

did.
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Fire was a frequent symbol in Pollock’s time. Orozco, Sir James Frazer,
Jung, Nietzsche and proponents of shamanism made it into a ritual symbol,
and Jung probably drew upon the idea from Nietzsche whom he greatly
admired. (There is no evidence that Pollock read Nietzsche but he was familiar
with those who did such as Jung and Herbert Read who incorporated him in
their thought. It is this indirect manner that the period’s cultural history would
often influence Pollock and he would find reinforcement from one widespread
source or another.) Pollock’s colleague Clyfford Still also enveloped some of his
earlier figures in fire and then made his abstraction ultimately of fiery figural
forms that self-generate.xl One further direct influence was Andre Masson
whose early work such as Still Life with Candle of 1922-23 contained a candle
as a symbol of the popular Heraclitus concept of fire as the substance of the
world, the primordial element out of which everything arises. For Heraclitus,
everything is born from the death of something else. Fire is thus a creative and
destructive duality, destroying the old to bring in the new, a trope that would

become standard with Pollock. The same held true for Orozco, too.

Probably around 1938, Pollock painted two works whose source and
meaning points to this metaphor. We briefly looked at Pollock’s [Composition
with Figures and Banners| which consists of flags, banners, and embracing
figures in a torched world. That painting and The Flame (fig. 2) of the same

time period were inspired by the fire symbolism of Orozco, most probably Man
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of Fire in Guadalajara although Orozco used fire in many paintings from the
Dartmouth murals to Catharsis. Orozco employed fire as a common motif that
changed meanings from creative to destructive forces depending on the
context. While Pollock’s paintings of fire are more abstract than Orozco’s

circular image in Man of Fire, they were no less dualistic in meaning.

In Orozco’s Man of Fire in Guadalajara (1938-40) a single figure
representing humanity is engulfed in flames, surrounded by several figures

representing the elements (fig. 3).
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Orozco, man of fire

In contrast, Pollock’s figures are less specific and The Flame is abstract except
for what may be an embracing couple on the left. The “couple” (we can see
several white fingers of one of the participants) is penetrated by flame and its
immediate source may be a similar couple in [Composition with Figures and
Banners]|. Ultimately, however, the original source may be an embracing couple
next to Orozco’s Prometheus and his gift of fire/knowledge/ and new
civilization. In Pollock’s paintings and in particular The Flame, he evokes a near
total, all-over cataclysmic upheaval and conflagration that the fire of the new

engenders. A world of fire and flame is thus a dualistic symbol of destruction
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and creation that he knew and could easily adopt. The cleansing
psychic/spiritual nature of upheaval was often conceived as purification
through destruction in his era.xii Both world wars were often described in their

early years as a necessary cleanser of the corrupt worlds that led to them.

Pollock then takes these ideas further in a brilliant lurch, which as it
turns out was ahead of his time and ahead of his work, and indeed ahead of
our general discussion. The painting Untitled [Overall Composition] of the time

period 1934-38 (fig. 4) is an unprecedented and unique foray into abstraction.

Pollock seemingly gives up subject matter for an all-over swirling mass of short
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comma and squiggle brushstrokes across an entire canvas. Not only does this
work anticipate the figurative work throughout his career such as Portrait of .M.
of 1945, it H obviously anticipates his allover drips. Untitled [Overall
Composition| consists of a total urgency of integrated, overlapping, curvilinear
red, black, and white marks and strokes. The marking seems to be derived
from Siqueiros’s idea of marking a space and then making a form afterwards,
the result of his experimental use of proxyalne, stencils, and the like. He called
this ground-covering “controlled accidents.” The crisscrossing of the marks

seem to be suggested by Signorelli”s Damned Cast into Hell (fig. 5)
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or Michelangelo’s Battle of Cascina, old master paintings that Pollock mostly

studied the time along with other old masters.

The remarkable originality of [Overall Composition| was not followed up at
this time. In a mode typical of Pollock, he lurches forward in one direction and
then another until he arrives at the drippings of 1947-50. And even then and
later, he quickly turned to other directions. Pollock’s mode of creativity is stops
and starts, not a smooth unfolding. For now, let us return to the emergence of
Pollock’s array of generative symbols that reveal him as seeking to reconceive

and reconstruct the world and his own self as he knew them.
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Just as a flame is a symbol of the creative and destructive that are one
and the same, so is the figure that brings this about -- the mythic,
transformative hero Prometheus -- in the painting of its name. The further
impact of the Mexicans can be immediately found in the notebooks Pollock did
ca. 1938, particularly the almost completely Mexican notebook, number three.
Two early drawings in Pollock’s third notebook reveal his struggle to find the
right image that suggests symbolic creation or the duality of regenerative life

and death based on the work of the Mexicans.

The two pencil and gouache drawings, 461r and 462r, present an
exaggerated female figure with arms raised to the apex of a triangle. Sheet 462r
was apparently executed first, and the exaggerated figural form of this drawing
is taken from Siqueiros's monumental Proletarian Victim of 1933. The painting
was exhibited in The Museum of Modern Art’s 1934 show, Modern Works of Art,
and published in the catalogue. (The painter’s sole owner, George Gershwin,
who was a good friend of Siqueiros, later gave it to the museum in 1938.)
Behind the figure in Pollock’s work is what seems to be a rising white and
black diagonal plank to which she is attached. The plank becomes a sword-like
thrust above the figure's head. This image is based on a pencil drawing (1926)
by Orozco for The Trench (1928). Pollock has made the figure from the rising
white plane into the idea of the cross. In Orozco’s drawing and painting, the

cross is a crossbar.
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It has convincingly been pointed out that the source for the image of a
voluptuous female attached to a plank is a mural, The Struggle against War
and Fascism, painted in Morelia, Mexico by two young friends of Pollock from
Los Angeles, Reuben Kadish and Philip Guston.xii In that work, Siqueiros's
Proletarian Victim is attached to a cross, in effect, martyred. Pollock would have

known this work since Kadish and Guston in particular were life-long friends.

Pollock's sheet 462r (fig. 6) seems to a summary of that image done not
only in his usual graphite and colored pencils, but also gouache. He has not
attached a full-figured woman to an abbreviated cross to represent the
martyred proletariat as his friends have, however, but to express his theme of
creation or new life. This seems to be the case because the even more
exaggerated curvilinearity of the flesh than is seen even in Siqueiros and
Kadish/Guston works suggests the fecund female, a fecundity that triumphs

over the bare bones of a hip and socket (a shamanic x-ray death symbol?) that
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make up one side of the figure. Pollock would go on to use both images

repeatedly.
Pollock reinforced the idea of fertility with what woman reaches for. She

reaches at the very top for a bent-over shape with a large head that is most

likely a child. The bent-over shape then seems to be that of a womb with a fetal

form within. Such a suggestion may seem far-fetched to some observers but
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typically in looking at Pollock’s work, parallels in some works can often
illuminate difficult forms in others. Further evidence for the proposed
association will pointed out shortly. Suffice to say here that there may be direct
sources for this image of a fetal womb although it is different in meaning: the
biomorphic frieze of hieroglyphs in Siqueiros’s Tropical America (1932) and the
panel at the left of Siqueiros’s Portrait of Present Day Mexico from the same
year. In the latter panel, Siqueiros has enwrapped Mexican dead in serapes to
represent their slaughter under the government of Plutarco Elias Callas. The
serapes have large strong curvilinear edges within which lay large, ambiguous
shapes. Pollock took this image, which he saw in California, and joined it with
the traditional drapery of old master painting to articulate an enclosed shape
with a child within. The whole enveloping shape above the figure’s head thus
becomes a womb with child for which the fertile woman on the cross is

reaching.

In contrast, in sheet 461r (fig. 7) the female form is halved, its right

section open to an “x-ray” configuration of bone, ribs, and sinews.
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To the figure's left is a

horse’s head, a standard image used by Pollock, shortly to be derived from
Picasso's Guernica and its drawings. For Pollock, the horse, usually combined
with its alter ego, the bull, suggest a creature of sacrificial suffering.xv (The
horse and bull are, of course, the protagonists of the bullfight. The Spaniards
Goya and Picasso made their conflict into human metaphors. For all three

artists, the bull may be the victim as well as aggressor but the horse never
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afflicts pain. He only suffers it. Pollock frequently represents the horse and bull
tied together and often locked in mortal combat as the psyche battles against
itself with its capacity for aggression and suffering. The animal as protagonist

and victim is a common theme of surrealism, too.¥)

This woman also reaches upward. What she grasps in this example is not
a pregnant womb but a bunch of brown branches (difficult to see in the
reproduction because of its dull brown and white colors). Those branches
represent fertility and eventual new growth, as will also become clear below. All
of this takes place in front of a white house drawn from Orozco’s work. All
forms are encompassed by a strange cape-like shape again drawn from the
Siqueiros and also from Orozco’s representation of Mexican women in serapes.
In 461r, however, Pollock has made the serape or cloak suggest an all-

enveloping womb for all of the figures and forms.

In its way, the child in the womb shape of sheet 461r evokes a similar

and clearer image in the earlier drawing 405r in notebook one (fig. 8).
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Notebooks one and two
were devoted to learning and taking command of Benton’s analytic methods
from old master art and the foundation patterns of the West, yet they also
contained images that were most probably later additions because they are of
different media. They also were out of keeping with the rest of the notebooks
and the pages. In drawing 405r, the womb and child shape is a part of a

rectangular drawing that had been added to the left of the page. The drawing
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as a whole consists of lamentation-like figures before Calvary in the distance.
No old master source is known for this drawing but the combination of the
ritual death of Calvary, darkness, and the womb and child suggest the
combination of contrasting life and death that would become standard in

Pollock’s art.

To return to our principal discussion of 461r and 4621, it is important to
note that the human figures reaching upward to grasp a new or fecund form
also represent one of Pollock’s favorite images. Orozco’s mythological painting
Prometheus, of course, showed a giant figure that reaches upward toward the
light that will illuminate, transform, and give wisdom and creativity to the
earth and its people. Pollock’s sheets 461r and 462r reenact the giant
Promethean gesture, this time in the more creative form of a fecund woman
and her gifts of fertility in the form of the branches and baby. The redeeming
symbols of fecundity together with the creative force that transforms life thus
take center stage early on in Pollock’s work. With these drawings, it is evident
that Pollock was becoming a mythic artist, an artist who invents, repeats, and
yet varies the same ideas. With them, too, we see Pollock repeat yet also invent
from the previous forms and their patterns as Benton taught him. The intensity
in these drawings does not reflect mere spontaneity, troubled “psychological
fantasy,” or common sexuality but an analytic mind and artist at work.
Sketchbook three, the Mexican, is thus a major site of Pollock’s developing
capacity to symbolize. In it, he fuses historical and expressive sources with

personal inventions to summarize and evoke a larger philosophically cultural
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stance that faces both personal and public crises. The obscurity of the imagery
here as elsewhere has seldom been interpreted. The difficulty of such an
endeavor and the enabling fiction of “it’s the unconscious” have prevented most
critics from seeing Pollock’s intention to dress his stance toward the modern in
mythic form so as to link his work to an authentic modern tradition -- the
Mexicans, shamanism, Jungian thought and other ideas -- and then redo
himself and his own world. His modern myth-making made a cultural point

that seems to have been lost on contemporaries and critics alike.

It could be also be linked to another of Pollock’s interests -- theosophy --
for the gift-giver was a central idea of theosophy. The gift-giver, usually one of
the Masters of theosophy, helps humanity improve itself and search for new
spiritual life through beneficent work. He is of higher intelligence and “soul,”
and Pollock’s love of Prometheus, both in painting and idea, may be because he
seeks those who can spiritually benefit him. Krishnamurti was, of course, such
a figure but the conceptions of the creative unconscious and shamanism would

soon take over this role for Pollock.

In the next two pages of sketchbook three, Pollock’s concept of female
procreativity as a mythic, life-giving and life-transforming force sets the stage
for his work. It develops further through the choice of an image that he seems
to believe to be as direct as possible, as opposed to his previous more art
historical and symbolic forms. In sheet 464r (fig. 9) we find a graphite and

colored pencil drawing of female genitals, an archetypal procreative and thus
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creative form. Pollock owned a
medical book, Gynecology, which had a number of illustrations, although none
of which exactly match this drawing.xvi He significantly sought to research this

idea even though in the end he did not specifically use what he read. He used



CRIII: 464r in his drawings (CRIII: 473r) (fig. 10). Significantly, Picasso used

27
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male genitals in the same way

in his work inspired by Marie Therese-Walter (fig. 11).

In 463r (fig. 12), Siqueiros’s bird presides over a related whirlwind set of

forms that at first seem to be capes but their true form gradually becomes
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Clear. R — ©" Lisa Messinger has

pointed to Andre Masson’s In the Tower of Sleep (1938) as a work that was
reproduced in Cahiers d'Artin 1939 which Pollock may have seen and then
drawn upon for this work.xVii He seems to have done that here in the swirling,
curvilinear effects and the sense of overlapping and unfolding forms which are
also found at the lower center of the Masson. But Pollock has transformed that

sense of unfolding into a field of vaginal forms reflecting the same thought that
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inspired his own drawing 464r. Particularly this is true at the right, where
labial lips emerge and also in the center where other forms echo the shape of
fallopian tubes. At the center below the pointed wing of the bird is an oval with
a white curving form. This shape tops 462r and is probably the baby-in-womb
form again. The bird, then, presides over this field of fecund dreams as most of
the imagery of the drawing is a dream emanating from the barely visible brown,
central lower section. There a man lies hugging the ground with his fingers
extended. He seems to be dreaming this dream of the teeming and swarming
creative. Messinger has also noticed that a vaginal image, derived from a
gynecological drawing, seems to form the head of a shape attached to a cross in
473r, a key image in Pollock’s work.xviii Although not in the notebook,
independent sheet 479 (fig. 13) also records proliferating female genitalia and

“babies” in the womb as burgeoning growth, this time arising from bones on
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the ground. o In all of these
drawings, the imagery has adapted Benton’s rhythm so that form and imagery
flow, proliferate and overlap, formally and expressively matching the meaning

of the work.

Pollock thus utilized procreative forms to suggest creative life. He learned
this from the Mexicans as we can see in one of Pollock’s most provocative
drawings. In a drawing from 1939-40, sheet 555, Pollock renders what seems
to be copulation with the earth. This drawing has been a favorite for arguing
that Pollock had a troubled psyche and thus has been a source for much

speculation about his fears of sexuality and alleged trouble with women; but I
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believe, however, it has a characteristically predictable source and a
characteristically predictable meaning if seen within the larger context of the

€ra.

Sheet 555 (fig. 14) is a drawing of penetration of the earth and

penetration, a frequent topic of one of his painters of interest, Diego Rivera.

From the penetration of the earth that leads to new, redeeming hydroelectric
power symbolized by a woman to the images of the industrial “penetration” in
Detroit (“Steam and Electricity”) to the upper left corner of copulating genitals

in one of the central rays at the Rockefeller Center,
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Natural penetration and copulation were a symbol for human social creativity

and for all that Rivera intended in his art. Pollock knew of these images and

their meaning and most importantly he adopted the theme for himself.

Sheet 555 repeats Rivera theme of the fecund copulation of the earth as
symbolic of the germination of life. Indeed, Pollock drew his image of the
central penetrating column or pipe from such an image rendered by Rivera.
The image is at the center of Rivera’s Man at a Crossroads at Rockefeller Center
(fig. 15). It is the pipe to and from the lower strata or subterranean forces of the
earth that feeds and flows to the machine that engenders central dualistic rays
of cosmic and earthbound germinations, both natural and human.
Surrounding the pipe in the Rivera are its immediate results -- new rows of

fertile fruits.
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Pollock drew his idea and theme from this image but he added his own
symbols of the nurturing soil and fecund new life that were necessary for
fructification. While the columnar phallus repeats the Rivera’s pipe column,
Pollock added an enwrapping snake, a frequent and common symbol he used
for the unconscious, the “dark god.” The top of the column branches out,
Pollock’s concision of Rivera’s fruitfulness and an echo of the branches of
drawing 461r and others, as we will see. Surrounding the column is a mandela,
a prominent Jungian mythic symbol (and used by others as well) of the goal of
wholeness. It is usually in the form of magic circle, square, or quaternity.
Jungian theory represents the psychic process of organizing a center order to
being, that is, a new personality/psychological order. The mandela is also the
birthplace of the gods and is placed over chaos to enwrap and transform it. The
column phallus is further surrounded by crisscrossing legs and arms,
suggesting the coordination and unity of different parts, as we shall see below.
Further, the crossed hands are surrounded by a bright aureole suggesting a
radiant event taking place. The crisscrossing arms also suggest a crucified
figure (a cross is barely visible in reproduction), which, like the Mandela, is
again a frequent Pollock symbol. Around this complex is a cape with radiating
curving lines and Pollock’s common dualist symbols for the unconscious

processes of sacrifice or destruction, the horse and bull.

There are many symbols here -- too many to maintain a focus on our
discussion of fertility. Let us put them aside at this point so that we can

continue our discussion of Pollock’s symbols of growth and development of
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1938 and beyond.

To the image of penetration of the earth in sheet 555 can be added
drawings of actual human copulation. Drawings such as # 491 (fig.16) of a

couple embracing in the so-called “psychoanalytic drawings,” for example,

491

491

indicate further procreative acts.

The result of such acts is pregnancy and Pollock draws that several
times in this period again inspired by Rivera. In the Chapingo chapel, Rivera
had painted a voluptuous, pregnant nude after Tina Madotti. A fecund body

seemingly molded of clay, the figure evokes the earth goddesses of fertility such
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as that of the Aztec Coatlicue/Tonantzin and represented the Mexican

continent. Other images of pregnancy abound in Rivera’s work.

At the bottom of Pollock’s pencil and colored crayon drawing in 475r (fig.

17) in the “Mexican” notebook lies a

pregnant woman, his “fertile” earth. Her swollenness gives birth to a complex
scene above, the most relevant image for us now being the uterine shape once
again, this time filled with the full figure of the crucified Christ. Again we have
a complex image that we will explicate presently. Suffice to say at this point

that this image is a simple representation of pregnancy and its results.
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Perhaps the most inventive image of concentrated fecundity is 469r (fig.
18), again in the “Mexican” notebook. Lisa Messinger has described this strange

representating

Pollock, Sheet # 469r

on as a “surreal composite of both and male and female body parts -- breasts,
uterus, testicles, penis, hair, intestines, and a six-fingered hand.”*x The
brilliant combination of fecund images of sheet 469r is illuminating if we
compare the drawing to well-known Picassos of the period such as the painting
of Maria-Therese Walter, The Dreamer of 1932 (fig. 19), formerly in the Klaus

Perls Collection, now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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One of a
series, this painting or its composition is one that Pollock must have known
because by now the telling familiar branching forms at the upper right of his
composition are taken from the Picasso as a direct quotation. (Such a Picasso
idea and image thus lies behind other uses of branching lines that we have
seen such as 461r.) The Picasso, with its oval forms around the fecund Maria-
Therese, symbolizes fertile life -- as does the Pollock. The ovoid forms also

recall the pregnant female in Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror of 1932, a painting
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in the Museum of Modern Art in New York that Pollock was well known to have

admired (fig. 20)

Il S

=

That Picasso represents the theme of fecundity, which was popular with
the Mexicans, and others as well, and this additionally indicates how prevalent
this theme was in the era between the wars. Thus, it is no surprise that Pollock
chose it. Pollock’s ideas are those of his era. He is not the exception but the
rule even if his particularization -- for example, the Mexicans, Jungianism,
Native American symbolics, etc. -- is his own. He thus does not have to be
brilliant or verbal or profoundly intellectual, only au courant. This is what his
brother Charles meant when he said he knew the issues and these are some of
the issues.” Interestingly, such themes indicate the change in Picasso who
also went from representing his bottles of absinthe and guitars of cubism to

themes of fecund, mythic woman. Picasso followed the trends as well. That the
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figure is Maria-Therese is just his particularization of the period’s themes; he
inflects them through people in his own personal life but it is the overall theme
that matters most, not the personal life, as was the case with Pollock. Picasso
made this abundantly clear not only in his paintings but his sculpture of the
period in which Maria Therese’s voluptuous form is fused with male genitalia, a
concept ultimately related to Pollock’s and the ultimate source of Pollock’s

vaginal head figure. But Pollock feminized both Picasso and Orozco.

Pollock knew that possibilities are first those of the mind. This seems to
be confirmed by the inscription at the right of the drawing below the penis in #
469r with another fertile figure which reads “passive fantasy/active fantasy.”
Michael Leja has noted that these words refer to “the Jungian distinction
between fantasies that erupt into consciousness and those that require action
from the ego to bring them into consciousness. Jung described passive fantasy
as the product of a dissociated psyche and a completely passive consciousness
in the subject. Such fantasies, in contrast, are produced by healthy psyches
and are among the highest forms of psychic activity, since they involve the
positive participation of consciousness with unconscious materials. They are,

furthermore, ‘the principal attribute of the artistic mentality.”=xi

If this inscription is directly relevant to the drawing -- it does not have to
be -- but if it is, Pollock uses an image of rich fecundity to suggest the creative,
psychological capacities of the artist. It is this that is pregnant within Pollock’s

consciousness and it is this that needs to be giving birth.
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And birth is the result of pregnancy. Throughout his work, Pollock paints
and draws innumerable birth scenes with their final results -- babies -- in
symbolic and pictographic terms. Let us look at the simplest and most direct

one. [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton| of 1938-41 (fig. 21) displays all three of

the characteristics Pollock revealed in his drawings.

The painting presents a scene of a public ritual birth that draws upon the
Mexicans. Rising above a horse-skeleton is a fully fleshed woman with a

Siqueiros-like head, that is, an intense white much like Siqueiros’s (Rotation)



42

J0SE DAVID ALFARD SIQUEIRDS (1896-
1974), Abstraccidn, 1924, Pyroxylin on

bakelite, 81.5 ¥ 92 ¢m, Museo de Arte
Modermo, COMNACULTA-INBA

(fig. 22) and the
later Patricians and Parricides and The Face of Treason finished in 1947. For
Siqueiros, and probably for Pollock, such heads, as do babies, refer to the seat
of vital energy. The horse skeleton resembles the skeleton figure in Orozco’s
crayon drawing *ii for [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton| as much as the actual
panel for Gods of the Modern World, one of the Dartmouth murals, from which
it was drawn. Together the skeleton and the curvilinear woman form a “hump-

like” shape which we shall see always suggests pregnancy and birth for Pollock.

These forms are surrounded by the many gesticulating figures bringing
up in our discussions the idea of the crowd or humanity which Pollock knew
from Orozco’s Prometheus and other works such as El Greco’s The Dream of

Philip II (plate 92) (fig. 23)
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and especially
the detail of the Burial of the Conde de Orgaz (plate 86) in M. Legendre and A.
Hartmann’s El Greco (Paris Hyperion, 1937). xiii They celebrate what is taking
place. In shamanist terms, which we will see is very important to Pollock, they
can be considered to be in a trance-rapture. Behind the crowd is a wall of

flame, that familiar symbol of possible creation/ destruction. For Pollock, the
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choice seems to indicate creation because of the two remaining symbols. One is
a serpent that crawls below the horse skeleton and seems to “guard” the dark

ceremony. Clearly drawn from Orozco’s similar form in Dartmouth (fig. 24),

T
| il...... i

Orozco, Snake, Epic of Civilization

it is a pre-Contact as well as Native American symbol. In many shamanic
cultures, the serpent denotes the presence of a primitive deity and its nature
powers. It sheds its skin periodically and thus is continually reborn like the
pre-Contact plumed serpent: “[Blecause it sheds its skin, it symbolizes
resurrection . . . because of its sinuous movement, it signifies strength ... it
represents the evil side of nature, too, [and] is a potent manifestation of the
energy of birth and rebirth, sex and death.” =iv (Recall that the snake is
wrapped around the rising phallic column in sheet # 555.) All mysteries of the

universe, such as the cycle of the sun and moon, the seasons and the sounds
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of life at dawn, manifested unseen powers, the life energy or vitality that

activates body and soul. =v These are all Pollock subjects.

As noted above, the snake is also the Jungian symbol of the dark god,
the unconscious, functioning as does the plumed serpent for the development
of a new selfhood since it requires the shedding of the old, that is, destruction,
and the emergence of the new, that is, reconstruction: “The Snake, because it
casts its skin, is a symbol of renewal, a sun symbol.”*vi And, the snake is the
subject of Hopi ritual in the Snake ceremony that Pollock had read about in the
Smithsonian Institution’s Nineteenth Annual Report Bureau of Ethnography
Publication. There the primary purpose of the ceremony was thought to “bring
rain and thus to promote growth . . . . [T]his desire . . . dominates all the rites
of the Hopi ritual.”®vii The presence of the serpent in the painting thus signifies
that change needs to takes place in psychological as well as real space and that
change requires darkness as well as light. (Also rebirth from bones -- ancestors
-- is a shamanic trope. It is often expressed as a “refleshing “of the bones.
Pollock shared this concept with his fellow Abstract Expressionist “shaman,”

Clyfford Still, an issue which we will discuss further below.)xxvii

[Bald Woman with a Skeleton] is thus what Pollock’s work has always
been considered to be in modernist criticism -- a psychological fantasy. But
what a psychological fantasy! Such modernist descriptions do not begin to do

justice to works such as these.
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In a second symbol, Pollock clarifies this scene further, for it clinches the
process of rebirth or resurrection that the horse sacrifice and dark god
requires. That symbol is an upside-down baby emerging from between the legs
of the bone horse skeleton. Though hard to see, it clearly is there and it clearly
has been used before. Pollock cast this image of a small human figure with

arms up as the centerpiece of the chinaware bowl that he gave to a Dr. Wall in

1938 (fig. 25).
The figures thrusting in all directions across the surface of the bowl in a palette
of flame Dr. Wall described, in his words, as representing the “Flight of Man”
after Pollock explained it to him.=i The thrusting form in the bowl and the

painting has a source that further explicates this flight, journey, or life process
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of man. The baby may be taken from a Michelangelo drawing of 1532-33 (fig.

26) revealingly entitled “Resurrection.”

Michelangelo, The Resurrection

Recall that Pollock drew from Michelangelo before. He owned several books but
also went to the Frick Reference library to study works from which he drew.
The form has obviously been chosen for its meaning and for the representation
of rising and resurrection with its up thrust arms since it does not really look
like a baby. A real baby form will be chosen shortly. [Bald (sic) Woman with
Skeleton] is thus a scene of rebirth or resurrection. All elements function
together to represent a ritual rebirth from the darkness and sacrifice. This

painting is a Pollock Prometheus once again, then, in which ritual life generates
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anew. And the life is for what was known as the “people” or the masses that
surround, witness, flee yet guarantee the event. Pollock thus addressed his
deed to the public. As in Orozco’s painting Prometheus, Pollock’s presents a
birth or ritual act for the good of the public, some of which are pleased and some

of which are fearful.

Ironically, with [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton], he fulfilled Benton’s
definition of the kind of art needed in America. In the 1930s, Benton wrote an
essay on Regionalism in which he criticized modern art in the sense that
despite its technical developments, modern art ended up merely in a “private
soul cultist.” Modern art, he said, separated itself from a publicly meaningful
subject, from ideas, legends, stories, religious or secular and concrete factors of
a public nature in order to sustain itself. For Benton, the anarchic
individualism of modern art expresses nothing whatsoever of the driving forces
of society. Ironically, despite its obvious rejection of Benton’s social subjects,
despite all the inventiveness of [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton]|, Pollock’s
painting, nevertheless, has a meaningful subject and an idea based on
religious legends or rites that are meant for the public. And even though
modernist critics in the early 1950s embraced, in obvious willful radical chic,
the anarchic individualism and its “private soul cultism” vilified by the previous
generation of the thirties such as Benton and the Mexicans and praised
Pollock, [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton] is not a representation of “anarchic
individualism” or primarily the tortured soul of Pollock but just what Benton

called for -- the driving forces of society needed for its nurturing. For Pollock,
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however, they were psychological and cultural in the late 1930s, not social and

regional.

(Ironically, too, [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton] seems to be a fulfillment
of an earlier idea at the end of notebook one when Pollock was copying old
master art. The drawing CRIII: 4251 (fig. 27) consists of a truncated, single,

semi-fluid female body above a copy of Giotto’s The Vision of Saint Francis in
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the Fiery Chariot of ca. 1290.
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Like his earlier drawings, the woman is an irregular, concentrated fragment --
what I have called an emblem -- and significantly, she also prefigures a Pollock
symbol, for a skull in graphite pencil is attached to the top of the female torso.
Because the skull is in a different medium from the colored pencil torso, it
could have been added later, but if it was done at the same time as the torso, it
is the first instance of Pollock’s use of death imagery. The combination of
fleshy form and skeletal head foretells the symbolization of life and death, and
death and rebirth that is so fundamental to him as in [Bald (sic) Woman with

Skeleton].)

Pollock makes ritual birth, or really, new birth or renewal, a frequent
subject that we will explore beyond our schematic introduction to his symbols
and themes. We will not go into them now except to discuss the next major
symbol used by Pollock: the baby. For a man who never had children, Pollock’s
work is full of images of babies. They have ritual, cultural and psychic
significance once again and are not necessarily, if at all, biographical. Although
Rivera’s frequent use of a symbol of a child as the innocent new was also an
inspiration (see Detroit, for example), most often Pollock uses the dualistic

child from Orozco’s Dartmouth murals as his ideal child form.

We see this image in the last page of notebook # 1. Drawing 452r (fig. 28)
is a reprise of both old masters of that notebook with Orozco’s symbolic

imagery, probably at a later date. In the drawing, a stack of bodies is set
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forth before a conflagration in the rear, with spring-toned, dagger-like, yellow-
green maguey plant leaves in the bottom front.xx

The stack echoes many Orozco images of people suffering and the dead such as
those in the Hildago murals and those in Dartmouth. In Pollock’s full drawing,
the stack is flattened into a shallow shape, a cascading bas-relief of
overlapping, crisscrossing bodies, muscles, angles, and intervals, cf. Overall
Composition. The crowd suggests mass death, and with its body parts the scene
is grim yet hope appears. A male figure seen from behind holds out with a stiff

diagonal arm from Orozco’s Prometheus, The Trench and other paintings, a
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newborn to a large-breasted, that is, fecund woman. All of this takes place in a
dynamic format, an oval, not the usual format used by Orozco except for his
Guadalajara cupola of that year. The format does echo, however, similar
designs Pollock drew from his old master books such as Klassiker der Kunst,
P.P. Rubens (p. 314) and from Benton. Interestingly, the oval shape of the
format is not unrelated to the curvilinear shape of the womb in his drawings

where life itself is born.

The newborn with the large skull and small curving if not skeletal body is
derived from Orozco’s stillborn child in his Dartmouth frescoes. For Orozco, it
was a symbol of education “dead on arrival.” But for Pollock, it stands as a
dualistic symbol that trumps its lack of life with the possibility of the new. The
Orozco stillborn child is a new and major symbol for Pollock, one which he
used often in his dualistic way. Thus this last image of Pollock’s first youthful
notebook represents a death-and-renewal scene using Mexican elements. This
depiction is also dualistic, complex, and varied as Pollock’s first plaques were,
with their newborns and families and their dead in the course of the life
journey. By means of the Mexicans, Pollock moved into the beginnings of his
obsession with representations of “the flight of man,” and the conflicts,
suffering, and death and renewal of dualistic “living and “dying” or creation and
destruction that dominates his art and the thinking of his era, as we have seen.
As he absorbed and transformed Benton for his own ends in his first
notebooks, in the Mexican notebook Pollock absorbs and transforms the

Mexicans. Death and renewal takes place in a self-induced, self-perpetuating
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cyclic dynamic format, the oval, and the heads of its participants are
sometimes bare. The event is thus of the mind. For all its physicality, Pollock
depicts imaginary psychic events.

In the first pages of sketchbook three, the domination of symbols from
the allegorical Mexicans becomes immediately evident. So is Pollock’s search
for a way to develop an expressive use of his mastery of active form. The images
of this notebook are more turbulent than completely dynamic, as were his
analyses in the earlier sketchbooks. In most of them, he does not use
Bentonian devices except fitfully in a truncated fashion. Just as often, the
images reflect a visionary dynamism derived mostly from the Mexicans. It is as
if he has played down Benton’s structural principles for the moment so that he
can absorb the dramatic richness of Orozco, Rivera and Siqueiros. Only then

can he invent and speak on his own with a combination of all of them.

Thus in 1938 a new Pollock appeared, an artist who had absorbed the
mysticism and ritual of El Greco, the vitalist bodily force, and structural
dynamics of Benton, the introspection of Ryder, the struggle for renewal and
regeneration of the Mexicans, the thirties, Picasso, shamanism and surrealism,
and the concepts of the cultural and psychic life of the period. With this
foundation, for the rest of his career Pollock would forge a symbolic and
allegorical art representing and then enacting the forms, ideas, and structures
of the journey of life and death (creation and destruction and rebirth and
renewal of personality/psyche) as he understood it. In this conception of a

broad, epic voyage, he came to his mature art and to the art that defines
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Abstract Expressionism. His greatest achievement would be to realize a

structural, that is, “abstract” yet concrete expression of his idea.

With our understanding of the fertile womb, the child, the Promethean
dualistic hero and fire, nature rebirth, penetration, pregnancy, growth, and
new life, we have a foothold for understanding Pollock’s complex and difficult
drawings in his confused and messy years, particularly from 1938 to 1941.
Pollock’s thinking is genetic or developmental in character. Whether drawing
upon the Mexicans, the WPA, shamanism or the psychologist Jung, Pollock
was working in accord with the deepest wishes (living after dying) of his era.
For them, historical evolution was a series of changes that led to a higher
stage, a greater development, that is, process, growth and transformation.
Pollock’s imagery is as organic and dynamic as theirs, expressing vital
tendencies. For all of them, developmental sequences or cycles were described
in representation and often natural or biological metaphors. With this foothold,
we can expand further by putting together the additional mythmaking symbols
Pollock used and the issues he represents. Let’s go back to look at the other

drawings of notebook three, which are now open to us.

Additional images of fecundity appear in 468r (fig. 29). In the former, the

voluptuous female is again attached to a cross.
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She is formed with two
heads, however, one a skull from Orozco’s row of gods at Dartmouth, the other
masked. As noted above, the combination of a skull head and abundant flesh
had appeared before in Pollock's sketchbooks -- in drawing 425r in sketchbook
one. There, a drawing from life was combined with a head that was a skull,
signifying this deliberate dialectic combination which, as we will see, is a

shamanic manifestation of the conjunction of opposites.xxi



56

Flesh and bone as opposites were a frequent symbolic combination used
by Rivera. He employed such a pre-Columbian mythic symbol of a half-face and
half-skull (fig. 30) in the famous Detroit frescoes in reference to the life and
death mask from Tlatico, Mexico of 1000 to 5000 B.C. Rivera himself described

the symbol as “the star, the symbol of life and death since man is ever between

the two.”xxxi

The use of bone imagery also became widespread in the 1920s in
European painting from Picasso to the surrealists. Bone imagery suggests age
and it suggests the base line of human existence. One of its central origins in
Europe was prehistoric art that was made widely known as the original
expression of humanity for the first time in that decade. In the pioneering
writing of Henri Breuil, Hans Obermaier and George-Henri Luquet on
prehistoric art, modern artists discovered the origins of art, religious
sentiment, and language and myth. Modern artists absorbed and employed
stone and bone imagery to thus give deeper resonance to their imagery.

Picasso, for example, in his Bathers and Anatomies of the late 1920s and 1930s
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reformulated the human figure to include these foundational references. In his
work of the thirties he did the same, such as in Woman of 1934, and so did

Joan Miro.xxxiii

Bone imagery is thus a reference to the past, to the fundamental, and to
origins, all concepts lacking in mass man. To that baseline in American art was
added its ritual use as the referent for ancestors in the artifacts of Western
Native American peoples where new vitality was drawn from distant memories
of the past through reference to the bones of ancestors in ceremonies.*xiv For
many peoples, to refer to the ancient bones of ancestors was to directly contact
their ancestral power and make it available to the present. Contact with death
was a necessary step in the process of revivifying the present -- and, the future.
In many shaman episodes of these peoples, power is realized through an ordeal
involving an encounter with “death.” The shaman initiate, a role with which
Pollock identifies, surrenders to the chaos, making for us the expression of fear

and dread to amplify the intensity of the experience.xxxv

In Pollock’s [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton], then, we have an
additional set of implications besides the ones previously discussed. Besides
the allusion to Orozco’s skeleton, it makes a reference to the Native American
ritual use of bone. Further, this ritual reference alludes to the past and origins
too. When combined with a fleshy female nude as in [Bald (sic) Woman with
Skeleton| and sheet 468r, we thus have a mythic suggestion of these two

polarities of existence -- life as abundant, live, nude flesh and death in skeletal
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form. Pollock thus engaged the dialectic process of the past and future for the
future arises (via rebirth /renewal/resurrection) from the bones and roots of the

past.

This dialectic is further expanded in another drawing in notebook three,
sheet 470r (fig. 31) where it is presented in a form that has been used before

and will be used again: an enclosing shape or emblematic design.

Il 470r

- i

Sheet 470r is dominated by another le:r.ge female figure, tis one significantly

mechanically armed, drawn from Orozco’s frescoes in Guadalajara in 1938-39.
The figure has a particularly rhythmically curving body. At the top of her neck
is the confrontation of two tiny heads, one oval, one a skull. The oval head

actually branches to the right as though it was a head of a quadruped animal
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with a long back. It rests on the female figure’s neck. The skull belongs to a
long bone figure that is bent to the right at a joint in its middle. Slightly below
that joint is a horizontal protrusion, probably a suggested phallus. The bone
figure descends to an elongated, skeletal hand much like that of the dreaming
figure at the bottom of 463r. It may, however, also be a foot. The hand or foot
steadies another, smaller bony creature that rises straight up. The mechanical
arm seems to hold it in place. Significantly, its head lies at the center of
Pollock’s womb image, which by now is standard. The womb is aptly placed in
the abdomen of the female and the phallus of the larger bone figure stands just
outside of it. The whole configuration, however, also rests within a large and
again standard cloak/womb frame. This drawing seems to represent an
embracing couple with a child, and the embrace of skeletal death and fleshy,
fecund life, life that can turn dangerously into the deadly, mechanized
aggressiveness of the arm. All of this is condensed into an irregular,
emblematic design filling up nine-tenths of the sheet. It thus symbolizes what
other Pollock drawings in this notebook have alluded to and sometimes
presented in their imagery: a total design of the struggle and conflict between
the forces of life and mechanization, between darkness and transformation.

This design is an allusion to the issue of mass man.xxvi

The emblematic form, condensing as it does several concepts and forms
is Pollock’s version of a shape that will become common among his colleagues
and the mythic culture of the 1940s, including the dances of Martha Graham:

the totemic form. The totemic form compresses several ideas into one space.
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Rothko, Gottlieb, and Pousette-Dart used it often. And so does Pollock;
ultimately, Pollock’s emblematic structure foretells his “abstractions” and

similar condensations.

Pollock’s art now has fully centered itself in an imagery of symbolic
conflict, dramatized and often consisting of rhythmic and dynamic sections
(bodies, radiating lines) within an all-encompassing shape. Often the shape
takes up much of the drawing space. Here is the origin of Pollock’s emblematic
totalizing known as the “all-over” paintings of 1947-50. Pollock would go on to
employ this symbolic form often from this point. See, for examples, 463r, 471r,
473r, and many others. As with his Benton rhythmizations, he, however, will
not be consistent. Instead, the design of the total event in the work would only

become used fully and consistently later.

The ritual knife-wielding subject makes perhaps its first appearance in

Pollock’s sketchbook three in sheet 471r in the figure to the right (fig. 32).
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Orozco is the visual source

for such a figure. His knife-wielders usually kill the politically helpless who
sometimes are stacked together in an emblematic form that Orozco used often,
from Zapata of 1926 to Prometheus of 1930 and to Figure with Sword of 1945.
Pollock’s composition fuses his familiar symbols into a similar emblem of, most
likely, the ritual process of sacrifice for renewal.

Returning to sheet 475r allows us to see a major sacrificial figure and his

role in Pollock’s thinking. We saw that it consists of a reclining woman who
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gives birth in a death-and-rebirth vision before a crowd. The woman lies
recumbent on the ground. Lisa Messinger has pointed out that her swelling
body, particularly her lower limbs, have been taken from Orozco’s male nude
peasant in The Franciscan and transformed into a woman, much as Pollock
transformed Orozco’s Prometheus into women in 461r and 462r. Her head is
formed by the white of the paper, and is the brightest spot in the drawing. This
detail signifies the employment of the symbolism of the head for the events of
the unconscious. It is a site of struggle and change. The transfiguring head as
a symbol of the transfigured mind will become another Pollock psychic staple

as in the misnamed [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton)].

The woman in 475r is large-breasted in a Mexican muralist manner
again, and her abdomen is again large and swelling (cf. 426v). From that fertile
abdomen, the sacrificed Christ on the cross rises enclosed within an open
womb. Christ emerges into new life at that point. On top of his cross is another
nude woman with a bird's head. From her eye thrusts a pointed lance of light,
much as that which rose above the woman in 462r. To the right of the woman
above the cross, the legs of which trail off into snake-like squiggles, is an
encompassing cloak filled with smaller squiggles resembling spermatozoa. A
large round burst of yellow light terminates with the thrust of the horizontal
bar of the cross at the right. At the lower left center is a crowd of stick figures
ultimately derived from the crowds once again encouraging, acclaiming, and

fleeing from Prometheus’s transformative act in Orozco’s Prometheus. Pollock’s
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crowd is matched at the top of the womb/cloak by another. Both crowds are

stick-figured or pictographic in style.

Thus, from the detached womb of the reclining woman arises a concise
emblem: the birth of a symbol of death and resurrection -- the crucified Christ
of Christian ritual sacrifice -- which is attached to the abdomen of the
ascending bird woman. The event is acclaimed by the crowd and celebrated
with a formal outburst of light and color. Despite the seeming bizarreness of

this image, it is well in line with Pollock’s better well-known representations.

One must remember that the most important image of the period, the
famous painting Birth of 1938-41, is an image of a related mythic figure giving
birth in curvilinear plenitude. The image and idea of that picture are
completely Pollock’s, and they climax with the thought and imagery of
sketchbooks three. It should also be pointed out that fecund life and interior
and exterior female imagery were themes explored by many artists at this time

from Rivera to Picasso to Masson.

Thus the renovation of themes of the Mexicans on his own terms can be
seen in innumerable drawings and paintings in 1938-41, that is, before
Pollock’s absorption of modern European art. To be sure, there is evidence of
some Picasso and others, but it is limited to adding to the Mexican and Native

American iconographic theme that Pollock then used for his own.

Drawing 475r exploits Christian imagery, and if we move a little ahead in

the story, shaman imagery too. For example, the bird figure is most probably a
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spirit-bird, a guardian of heavenly beings. From its head an all-powerful vision
ray emerges. Pollock would go on to frequently use both guardian and bird
imagery. Shamanist, too, is the large round burst of yellow light. It signifies

ecstatic transformation, as shamanism is a religion of ecstasy.

One of Pollock’s major themes in this period was thus ritual sacrifice.

The crucified Christ or symbol of the

cross is one sign of it. In [Naked Man] of 1938-41 (fig. 33), he drew on Orozco’s
frequent images, particularly the images of political beheadings, seen most
prominently in the Hidalgo and National Independence fresco at the Palace of

Government in Guadalajara (1937-38). In the work by Orozco, one figure holds
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the head of a slain foe. Pollock’s figure, however, more closely resembles

Orozco’s drawing of a figure in the Hispanio-American Society panel in

Dartmouth (fig. 34). Unlike Orozco’s
figures, however, Pollock’s is naked and decidedly simplified except for his
genitals and an unusual head that is difficult to decipher. Pollock thus
transmuted Orozco’s battling sociopolitical figures into his symbolic forms and
forces, confirming his lack of interest in the specifics of politics and his move

into mythic time and space that still address his personal and yet cultural

needs of the reformation of the time.

The figure in Pollock’s painting reinforces the transformation of that need
into myth, for it is engaged in some kind of ritualistic killing, a knife in its hand

suggesting blood sacrifice and dismemberment. While we will discuss the
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significance of dismemberment below, blood sacrifice became a frequent topic
in American cultural circles at this time. Themes involving rituals, as well as
blood sacrifice as a means of death and rebirth as pre-Contact and the cultures
of other peoples defined them, were increasingly prominent in the works of the
Abstract Expressionists. Diego Rivera, Adolph Gottlieb, Mark Rothko, Theodore
Stamos, Barnett Newman, and Seymour Lipton, as well as the popular
anthropologist Sir James Frazer, Carl Jung, and the Abstract Expressionist
dancer Martha Graham frequently emphasized the power of sacrifice as

renewal, xxxvii

The surrealists often depicted blood sacrifice, too, as did the Mexicans,
e.g. Rivera’s Blood of Heroic Martyrs Fertilize the Earth. As Sidra Stich writes,
Andre Masson, who together with Miro was a surrealist beloved of Pollock,
painted a series of massacres, e.g. Massacre in a Field, in the early 1930s (fig.

35).
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Masson, Massacre, 1932

His series was inspired by Frazer’s descriptions of the traditions of ritual
sacrifice allegedly common among rural societies, so-called primitive societies.
According to these traditions, at harvest or sowing time the community killed
individuals, most often young girls, to promote the fecundity of the land. A
licentious festival may have followed: “Death was thereby associated with
regeneration as well as the violation of primal taboos (killing and
sexuality).”=xviii As with Pollock, the use of sexual imagery relates to ritual
fecundity and the cycle of death and life and not the simply psychoanalytic

banalities of a “disturbed sexuality.”
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In his paintings, Masson emphasized scenes of horror through slashing
brushwork, disjointed bodies, torn contours, strong color, and spatial
displacements, thus heightening a sense of violent destruction in dynamic
collision with freedom, revitalization, and continuity. Although sacrifice is a
“disordering” force, Stich notes that it restores in its action a connection

between the self, others, the natural sphere, and the universe.

Ritual sacrifice was not, however, an archaic conceit for Masson, nor
would it be for Pollock. Masson connected the cycle of human sacrifice and
renewal to the situation in Europe in 1933. Stitch writes that “the very real
situation of renewal following chaos plus the incipient return of a chaos that
necessitate renewal were shatteringly immediate in 1933.”=xix Masson felt
threatened by imminent threat: “I was obsessed by memories of the First World
War, still under the impact of life at the front, where I had been wounded and
shell-shocked, and also by events in Europe which looked ominous to me. That

was the stimulus behind the Massacres.”<

Masson, as the others had done, thus took up references to history and
war through ritual sacrifice and death and rebirth imagery. He may also have
been aware of the surrealist theorist Bataille’s ideas of viewing sacrifice as a
religious act that combines crime with expiation and thus conjoins the profane
and sacred.®i For him, as he followed Marcel Mausss’s conception, sacrifice
embodied a process of painful self-awareness in which in the unique

autonomous authentic human self dies. It is unlikely that Pollock knew



69

Bataille, but likely read Jung who wrote extensively of the psychic effects of
sacrifice in his major text Psychology of the Unconscious (pp. 428-48) which by

frequency of occurrence Pollock seems to have known in some fashion.

The nature of sacrifice was discussed in one chapter of Psychology of the
Unconscious and in one discussion, several symbols that we find in Pollock
were used: the crucifixion, the eagle, the sacrificial spot, the fissure in the
world (vagina) in the shape of an “X” cross, the “destroying knife,”

circumcisions, and the serpent and two other forms, the horse and the bull.

The assertion of renewal through ritual sacrifice in [Naked Man] is
further confirmed by several other details. On close examination, the swirling,
painterly head turns out to be a snake with its head as a horizontal eye in the
center of its coils. This form is taken from the “Endless Snake” imagery from

the Navajo sand painting of the Southwest (fig. 36).
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In this example, the darker,
smaller snake to the right of the large central one is the more likely kind of
source for Pollock’s [Naked Man]. “Endless Snake” is poisonous but we can
use that power for good (such as gaining ceremonial knowledge) as well as for
destruction. Again, the snake is the Jungian symbol of the unconscious that
Pollock employed to represent dark forces against which rebirth occurs as in
[Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton]. Pollock seems to suggest with this figure that
psychic renewal can be only achieved through ritual cutting, that is, painful

actions, violence, and destruction, or something to that end.

Another detail is the head that the man is actually carrying; it is an
elaborated Inuit magical mask, examples of which Pollock would have seen at
the American Museum of Natural History and the Heye Foundation Museum,

now part of the Smithsonian Museum in Washington. He also would have
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found many examples for this mask/head in the Annual Reports of the
Smithsonian Institution’s Bureau of American Ethnography, twelve of which he
owned. Here, however, the headdress is exaggerated, its plumage cut by the
figure from the mask and strewn about his feet. While a ritual act, here the
throwing off of plumage, is reminiscent of the Mexicans and D.H. Lawrence in
his novel The Plumed Serpent of 1926, it is the ritual figure, the plumed serpent
(Quetzalcoatl) that sheds his skin to renew himself. Recall it is a Southwest

Native American symbol for the same as well.

Other details may provide further clues as to the meaning of [Naked
Man]. The emphasis on the genitals, the only feature visible on the body,
suggests their importance. They are, of course, a symbol of pro-creative power.
The torn and falling forms of the feathered demon mask may suggest
shamanist death and dismemberment. And in between the figure’s arm and
torso presides an unusual humanoid form prominently lit from behind whose
placement is closely reminiscent of the installation of wooden figural sculptures
at the Museum of Modern Art’s exhibition “Indian Art of the United States”
which was held in 1941 (fig. 37), an exhibition that Pollock was well known to

have seen.
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Pollock might also have developed this curious glyph-like form from
descriptions and illustrations in the Smithsonian’s Annual Reports of wooden
effigies on the walls of Native American altars. Together with its surrounding
imagery, the principal symbolic figure in [Naked Man] seems -- at the very least
-- thus to be involved in a ritual sacrifice to increase his creative, magical

power and transform himself.

Other works of this period evoke similar blood sacrifices. [Composition
with Ritual Scene] (fig. 38) is one example, with its earth colors, dense
gesticulating dramatic crowds, skeletal forms on ritual altars or biers, and

animal heads in the shape of the sacrificial, or in Jungian terminology,

“destroying knife” itself.

Pollock reshuffled the components of ritual sacrifice in other works such as the
Siqueiros-toned [Naked Man with a Knife] in the Tate Gallery in London, too.
This work closely resembles a similar form from Orozco’s drawing for an
illustration for Mariano Azuela’s book, Under Dogs (1929), which was in the

Delphic Studio collection and reproduced in their publication on Orozco’s work
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in 1932. Again Orozco’s work is more socially specific than Pollock’s; he drew a
soldier attacking a peasant with a knife in the midst of a general battle scene.
Orozco’s work frequently depicted the thrusting of a knife or sword through a
figure in a violent struggle. Pollock turned his composition into a series of
closely focused, very muscular forms, multiple biomorphic dismembered and
extended nude body parts in a rhythm. Pollock expanded the human figure
and spread it out across the ritual bier and canvas (both ritual figure and
“victim” seem to be tied together in the drawing coloration suggesting a “self-
sacrifice” that is shamanistic, as we shall see), thus distilling the general
abstract principle of repeated efforts and acts from the more concrete work of
Orozco and transforming its sociopolitical meaning.xli Pollock also scattered
some glaring Northwest Coast mask-like heads in the manner of Orozco from
the latter’s Dive Bomber and Tank of 1940. Similarly, in the gouache and ink
Blue (Moby Dick) of 1943, often invoked as an indication of Pollock’s interest in

Miro, Pollock floats a beast above a roiling, jagged sea (fig. 39).
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However, that sea has been drawn from Siqueiros’ Birth of Fascism of 1939

(second version) (fig. 40)
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and not Miro,
and Pollock has replaced a floating swastika with his beast. In the misnamed
[Composition with Donkey Head)] the “donkey” is a conflation of Pollock’s horse,
bull and knife. This is another ritual sacrifice scene based on Orozco’s Science
Labor and Art in the New School murals. While Orozco used the intellectual
and rationalistic and scientific instruments of creativity and construction,

Pollock countered with his ritual ones.

Interestingly, Pollock made another use of a contrast of intellect,
construction, action, death, and destructiveness in his [Head with Polygons| of

1938-41 (fig. 41), a painting based on one of Orozco’s cupolas in Guadalajara.



he Orozco cupola, Creative Man in Guadalajara,
consists of the constructive actions of mankind, worker-philosophers, and

scientists against a background of flame.
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One part of the image consists of polygon squares in which the discovering

mind of man can be found (fig. 42). The polygons surround a dissected corpse
with an open head representing man’s mental quest for scientific knowledge
and understanding. Pollock joins both images, superimposing the polygon
designs over a compressed but curvilinear female next to the hollow man. The

oft-misunderstood [Composition with Ladders] of the same time period drops



79

the corpse but elaborates on the angular structures and adds a branch to
repeat Orozco and his idea of the search for a constructive, creative life and

mind.

Perhaps the significance of the creative symbol should be discussed by
means of an important drawing that Pollock did at this time, sheet 556 (fig, 43)

of 1938-41.

It contains Pollock’s absorption of the issues we have been discussing and the
beginnings of his mature way of addressing them. This drawing, with its
famous designs, is really an instructional diagram that articulates the thought

of this allegedly non-thinking, allegedly mentally skewered artist.

The drawing consists of notes and images recording Pollock’s thoughts,

or rather as needs to be said about this artist, revealing Pollock as an
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intelligent man. It consists of several combinations informally put together on
the sheet that cryptically indicate much of his knowledge at this time and
Pollock’s hoped-for direction. At the left, sheet 556 consists of a mandela circle
around a drawing of layered figures before a cross, a sketch for a gouache that
he gave his Jungian analyst Joseph Henderson. Around this circle are
notations of the four Jungian functions that constitute consciousness:
intuition, sensation, thinking, and feeling. Pollock assigned colors to these
functions so that they read clockwise from the “top yellow / int. emotion /
feeling/ Red / sensation / black (crossed-out) / green / thinking / blue.” To
the right in parentheses is the notation: “3 humans 1 animal / 1 human 3
animal.” Below the circle cross in the center is a diagram of something
unknown and to its left is another heretofore-unknown image with a nearby

undecipherable word.

This oneness is further reinforced or explicated by the unity of opposites
of the Jungian diagram. To Jung and so many others, as we saw, feeling,
intuition, sensation, and reason created the balance and integration he sought.
In general, in Pollock’s work to reform man, to counter the machine, to
undermine strictly rational scientific life, to oppose regimentation, and to
destroy mass man, new combinations and the integration of previously
downplayed elements of the existing personality/culture/society/history had to
be revived. In this drawing, Pollock asserted his allegiance to this cultural

critique.xlii
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Pollock further asserted his allegiance to another Jungian idea for
reforming man: the introduction of the effects of his lower or animal self into
his consciousness. Michael Leja has written that the equation of animal and
human that Pollock has written out is Jungian -- the combination of the lower,
baser, more instinctual parts of the self with the higher or more human
ones.xliv This is again another idea of symbolic synthesis. It is also Native
American and indicative of the Navaho, Northwest Coast and other peoples. To

don masks in their ceremonies, for example, is to become an animal spirit.

Finally, in sheet 556, there are two other diagrammatic images that
heretofore have never been explained. One is of a vertical rectangle with lines
extending outward from its angles. This diagram has a direct source and
accompanying text that explicates it. In a Smithsonian Institution’s Bureau of

Ethnology’s Annual Report that he owned it is explained as the Dakota “U-ma-
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The mellowed earth space, U-ma-ne in Dakota, and called by some

peculiar names in other tribes, has never been absent from any religious
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exercise | have yet seen or learned of from the Indians. It represents the
unappropriated life or power of the earth, hence man may obtain it. The
square or oblong, with the four lines standing out, is invariably
interpreted to mean the earth or land with the four winds standing
toward it. The cross, whether diagonal or upright, always symbolizes the

four winds or four quarters.xv

Thus this is a radical cross of the four directions that define the sacred powers

of the earth that man sought to obtain.

Thus this is another quadernity symbol, one that announces Pollock’s
turn toward and use of symbols of Native American peoples to approach the
same woven unity that was evident in the Jungian quadripartite Mandela of
symbolic union and transcendence of the four elements or pathways of
consciousness. At the same time, it announces Pollock’s incorporation of

nature and the land, nature and ground into his symbolic complexes.

Finding a connection to the land was fundamental to American culture in
the 1930s. The “environment” included not only physical but psychological and
cultural nature, too. The earth and nature were conceived as timeless
repositories and generative sources of human life. The thirties sought the new
of the old intuitive connection with the formative power of soil as well as of the
self and past. Pollock’s colleague Arshile Gorky summed up the chthonic power

of the primal connection to one’s own land when he wrote his sister, “Can a son
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forget the soil which sires him?” One’s personal and cultural ecosystem thus

consisted of nature as well as the psychic and social ground one stood on.

Pollock sought such a mental, cultural and physical connection to the
soil. Through it, he conjoined the endless array of cultures from which its
power arose. By doing so, he would counter the effect of the natureless,
rootless modernity of contemporary civilization, the city and the mass. In a
way, it is fitting that Pollock chose a Dakotan symbol to reveal his interest in
this regard, for it is a form of so-called primitivism that is really a pastorialism
frequently sought in the West throughout its history, from Virgil to Giorgione
and to its modern version of Impressionism. In his times, that pastorialism had
to be inward hence the connection across their natural, although not regional,

roots.

And lastly, Pollock joined all symbols on sheet 556 with the last image to
the left of the diagram of four directions. This image consists of a series of
curves that outline the upright snake that Pollock drew from Orozco at
Dartmouth and used for [Bald (sic) Woman with Skeleton] and other drawings.
As we may suspect, it could be a symbol of the unconscious. Underneath the

image is a word that is undecipherable at this time.

Thus Pollock employs the imagery and thought of Jung, the peoples of
Native America, the old masters and the Mexicans in the diagrams of sheet
556. But more than a fusion of different styles, the sheet indicates the ideal of

fusion itself -- of the development of wholeness from disparate parts of all
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different kinds. Thus this drawing reveals Pollock’s desire for a new wholeness
made from various cultures and parts of the psyche with all their implications.
It also indicates his penchant for integration as well as manifests how
connectedness itself was sought. Pollock’s drawings reveal a subject of
connection, countering, and connection again. His work would go on to be
dedicated to this, both formally and thematically. Pollock’s art, as with his life
and times, was a balancing act. Thus Pollock’s so-called fantasies do not
simply mask an incoherence or disturbance, they do much more: they re-
envision. Fantasy can be a way to remake. In this sheet, Pollock reveals his

overall goal: metamorphosis and dynamic but coordinated change.

In his early work, Pollock experimented with a unity of form and
conception. Through interlocking forms, he sought a contrapuntal harmony
that he eventually achieved. His transitions were not effortless but awkward,
and in his creative dualistic unity, he sought reciprocity. Such a give and take
is the “pseudo-equilibrium” and “concentrated fluidity” which was his era’s

most profound ideal.

The Mexicans sought transformation as a social and political good but
Pollock had little interest in class or occupation liberation. It is clear in these
drawings that he rejected their and Benton’s orthodox social formations. He did
not abandon the public good, however, nor transformation itself. He continued

to share those goals with his previous generation. What began to emerge was
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his own method and means of renewing himself and the dangerous world at

large.

But did Pollock read or know all this? I doubt it. Using Jung or others’
words and ideas here and elsewhere add a literary and intellectualized quality
that was unintended. Such statements suggest that Pollock worked from a
book or from writing. Nothing could be further than the truth. Pollock worked
from the common ideas of his era which, as we have seen, were widespread
enough to extend from the Mexicans to the modernists. Most likely he got such
ideas from them. These statements here just add a more explicit and more
explanatory meaning that can help us understand his work. As has been
discussed, however, Pollock was aware of these issues and what he knew was
sufficient to generate imagery and forms that made sense. His symbols and
their meanings are thus contextual; they declare something that was part of
his culture. If that sense were not part of his culture, it would not have been

included in his work. Lastly, in [Composition with Woman] (fig. 45),
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Pollock
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constructed a single figure of the variety of symbols that were often used to
create a complex, varied dominating giant. In this he drew from and joined
Orozco, Rivera and many others in their use of images of women as allegorical
complexes of modernity. Pollock’s series of symbols around the head of a

woman were taken from Orozco’s Allegory of Mexico (fig. 46).



(Hence, the date of 1940-41 would be more precise here than the broader

period of 1938-41.) They include two horses on either side of the woman’s

head, which replace Orozco’s jaguar. Their symmetry derives from guardian
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figures in Southwest Navaho sand painting, upon which Pollock often drew.
(See The Guardians of the Secret of 1943.) A detached arm and the hand of the
woman are holding the mouth of the horse on the right. At the point where the
mouth is held, bright yellow lines flare outward and downward. Thus the
ceremony suggested probably shows the exhalation of the magical and mythical
breath of life, a common mythical idea found frequently in Pollock’s work. (See

e.g. Stenographic Figure of 1942.)

Interestingly, the arm may also be borrowed from Orozco’s work. It first
appears in the crowd scene, to the right of Prometheus, but it takes on an
additional, now sacred significance in Orozco’s The Trench. In the latter, the
arm extension became the cross of the martyred figures. Pollock seems to have
taken this symbol and its significance and used it to give greater meaning to
the horse and magical breath of [Composition with Woman]. Indeed, he uses the
symbol of the horse in several paintings of horse sacrifices at this time:
[Composition with Horse at Right], [ Composition with Red Arc and Horses|, and
[Composition with Horse at Center], all dating from 1934 to 1938, probably
closer to 1938. [Square Composition with Horse] and [Composition with Horse
Forms] of the same time period further combine the crowd with the sacrifice.
The former group seems to owe much to Orozco’s The Dictators of the Hospicio
Cabanas in Guadalajara while the latter seems to employ the fleeting touches
of El Greco that Pollock also used in his [Figure Kneeling before Arch with

Skulls] of 1934-38.
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[Composition with Woman] also includes many snakes, some of which
(bottom center) are topped with light-colored flames. These snakes are

borrowed from the raft of serpents in Orozco’s Quetzalcoatl panel from An Epic

of Civilization in Dartmouth (fig. 47).

Others (top
and sides) metamorphose into lightning bolts. (One of Orozco’s erect gods in
Dartmouth was surrounded by a serpent and by lightning and is a possible
source, too.) On the one hand, snakes and lightning surround gods in
Dartmouth. On the other, the two are derived from Southwest Indian art and
culture in which lightning and zigzag-shaped serpents can be found, as in an
illustration (fig. 48) taken from one of the many Smithsonian Institution

Bureau of Ethnography’s publications on the American Indian that Pollock
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owned. This image was also
discussed in Bureau publications, for example: “[L]ightning is often given the
form of a serpent, with or without an arrow-pointed tongue, because its course
through the sky is serpentine . . . its most obvious trait . . . [is] its gliding,
zigzag motion."* Snakes, because of their shape and speed have long been
identified with lightning by the Navajo, and thus snakes and lightning bolts
symbolize fertility and new growth after the turbulence of a storm, for the

coming of rain generates new life in the arid southwest.

Interestingly, and not accidentally, Pollock was aware of another

symbolic use of lighting as the means to fertility. Diego Rivera’s Man at the
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Crossroads, which we know he saw at the Rockefeller Center and from which
he drew procreative symbols of generative force, contains such a use of light as
well. Rivera wrote of the symbol of his light that it is “the human
understanding in possession of the forces of nature, expressed by the
lightening that falls from Jupiter’s fist and then is transformed into useful
electricity, thus helping to cure man’s illness. He united men through radio
and television giving them light and mobile energy.”sVii In his fresco, light
comes from the cosmos and is regenerated through, as one would expect,
machines. While Pollock’s symbols differ from Rivera’s in terms of source, still
remain mythic and share Rivera’s goal: the transformation of human life for the
better through the dynamic and fecund forces of nature. In Pollock’s painting,
a downward pointing arrow in parenthesis further depicts Pollock’s ideas about
the location and source of the figure and the fertile events around it -- the

unconscious “below.”

The curving lines that flow from and around the figure further express
the idea of new life and power. These emanating rays, which we have seen
before, indicate that we are witnessing the emergence of flowing magical power,
a common motif among the Ojibwe and others. We can see the same lines in
this familiar image of a thunderbird (fig. 49), another well-known Indian (Sioux)
symbol of storm and rain, i.e., turbulence and growth, in other words, watery

creation itself.



93

(The Navajos do not have the thunderbird but they do have other symbols such
as the “Big Thunder” or the “Thunder People” from which crooked lightning
arrows project. They often appear in Southwest sand painting.) Pollock's
peripheral wavy skeins imitate this magical manifestation, as do the shining
tips in the skein at the center right, which may also suggest imminent
flowering. The tones of red and yellow further ground the work in Indian art,

and the red sky may also allude to a recurrent Pollock symbol of creation and
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destruction derived from Orozco, namely fire.xVii [t should be noted that images
of the flow of power, fecundity, and abundance were frequent in the 1930s,
whatever the aesthetic or idea. Andre Masson, for example, pictured the

radiance and fertility of Goethe’s mind in his Goethe and the Metamorphosis of

Plants of 1940 (fig. 50) with its generating colors and foliage.

Besides Allegory of California, Rivera expressed the abundance, richness, and
fruitfulness of nature in his murals such as Man at the Crossroads and in his
easel paintings such as Calla Lilies and Flower Vender (Dia de Flores?), a

painting we know that Pollock knew and admired.

(Pollock's colleague, Clyfford Still, an Abstract Expressionist, was
interested in and as knowledgeable as Pollock about the cultures of the Native
American peoples, particularly those of the Colville Reservation of the

Columbian Plateau where he lived; for him, they also symbolized the flow of
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magical power or creation itself with the very same vital form as Pollock (fig.

: .Still, who actually lived and worked on
and around Nespelem and other reservations in Eastern Washington State and
emulated what he learned firsthand, employed the flowing lines drawn from
tribal shamanistic ceremonies in his early work. He abutted a somewhat cubist
figure with magic radiation. Later, Still's art developed into a semi-abstract
representation of the force and powers of shaman ceremony, through which,
like Pollock and others, he sought magical creativity and self and cultural

transformation.)

Pollock’s [Composition with Woman] thus suggests the release of new life
and power through ritual symbols’ transformative processes. It confirms what
Pollock wrote in a rare passage of free association on a shamanistic drawing at

this time: “Thick / thin / Chinese / Am. indian / s [un?]/ snake / woman / life
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/ effort / reality / total [my italics] / shoe / foot.”®lix In this comment, Pollock

moved from the trivial and everyday to his symbolic pantheon and back again.

(It should be pointed out that Pollock adopted part of this statement for
his own signature. In letters to his friend Alfonso Ossorio in the early 1950s
such as that of March 30, 1952 in the Ossorio Foundation on Long Island, New
York, he would sign them with “/ s / [un]” signifying his identity as a creature

of the unconscious and its symbol the “s” or snake.)

Thus, although a single figure, [Composition with Woman] is a complex,
mythic figure constituted by an array of symbols suggesting fertile growth. The
painting joins the dark and light gods and the experience and hope that we
have discussed. In this, Pollock’s [Composition with Woman] is closer to the
dualistic and dialectic tenor of Orozco’s Allegory of Mexico than Rivera’s more
single-toned Allegory of California. All three artists constructed fertile woman
from complex symbols. Here as elsewhere, then, Pollock is in line with the

allegories and terms of his era. He simply has made them his own.

Let us conclude with one last image that contrasts with [Composition
with Woman| by its seeming simplicity. We will find, however, that it is no less
allusive and that, consequently, Pollock indicated again his ability to find
abstract means to say a great deal. The image is actually on the first page of
the first notebook but was probably placed there later. We began our
discussion in this section with the image of a child surrounded by the curves of

a womb that became a central theme in Pollock’s work at the time.
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On the first page of notebook # 1, sheet 402r (fig. 52), we can see the

simplest rendition of this theme that sums up where Pollock had been and

where he would go.

In the upper left hand corner, among the summary emblems of an old master

form is a stick figure, a skeletal child surrounded solely by closed curves.
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It is difficult to see at first, but close examination reveals curves suggesting a
womb and thus a child, on its back, within it. The skeletal child has a large
skull and curving, seemingly humped, fetal body, and is, yet again, a direct
evocation of the famous skeletal stillborn child in Orozco’s murals that Pollock

saw and rendered time and again.

This image sums up Pollock’s thinking in the late 1930s; it was obviously
added later to the earlier notebook as we have noted about other images there.
As we saw in the previous reading, the child is a dualistic, dialectic image of
the intertwined nature of living and dying, birth and death, creation and
destruction, and death and renewal. That is combined with a Bentonian
exercise of form that also summarizes the dynamic, and the all-over emblem of
continuous yet dialectic flow reveals that already at this time Pollock
understood his direction -- before modernism,” before automatism, and before
perhaps even before full Jungian psychotherapy. He was moving toward
rendering an abbreviated, self-contained image of creation and destruction set
with a form of endless flow. In this image, Pollock combines Benton, his
archaism and his modern dynamics, with the Mexicans’ complex layering and
weaving of the essential forces and possibilities of the world. His image is
succinct, brief, and almost pictographic. Figure and abstract idea, the past and
future, duality, and dynamics are fused to make an image of complexities of

“living and dying.” The pictographic form is ultimately a form of potentia.
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Thus we can determine several things from our examination. The first is
that Pollock began using his own symbols around 1938 and that he was thus a
symbolic, allegorical painter, not simply a disturbed one, a drunken one, or a
private one as the standard readings would have it. Indexing Pollock’s art to a
Freudian-conceived personal life and its alleged expression, the unconscious,
trivializes it. Or, to put it another way, Rivera, Orozco and Siqueiros did mythic
work and they were social; if Pollock did it, it was supposedly his “troubled self”
according to the melodramatic script of the 1950s. Secondly, he repeats his
symbols over and over again in different compositions and media that belie
their spontaneity. To be sure there are embellishments, inventions, variations
(“doodlings”) and the like in the “psychoanalytic drawings” in particular, but
they are variations on issues that he knew and had done before. More
importantly, for the most part they are symbols that are preconceived ideas
that he cultivated and embellished upon, or to use a jazz phrase, riffed on.
Thirdly, he derived those symbols, ideas and meanings from his context to
portray his conception of the unconscious. In other words, his idea of the
unconscious is really made up of the ideas of the inner life from his sources.
Those ideas make up a conception that he depicts. They are thus not private
but common ideas and issues that Pollock absorbed from the context around
him. Fourthly, Pollock’s symbols permutated and varied according to his own
expressive needs. That is, after absorbing certain formal and thematic sources,
Pollock extended the issues of his time in his own way. He uniquely moved

from Benton to Mexican to Jungian and other psycho-cultural forms of
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expression. In its life cycle, Pollock’s art changed. Pollock’s adaptability was
one of his brilliant characteristics. And fifthly, what matters was Jackson
Pollock’s work, not a preconceived theory about it. That is, what counts in
understanding Pollock comes from within the paintings themselves if looked at
closely in an open manner. Sweeping generalizations such as the
“unconscious,” “fantasy,” or tropes about modern man’s ideology, or modernist

formal evolution, actually blind the viewer.

We are, of course, moving now from Benton’s work and into Pollock’s
own fully mythic realm of psychic myth. Pollock became a mythic artist
borrowing and exploiting images and ideas to render his personal and
ultimately public renewal, as in the crowds from Prometheus. His figures are
less driven by structural dynamics for the moment, although they have
considerable force and power, and they are more emblematic of his idea for
psychodynamics. Pollock found his subject and his mode -- symbol and
allegory -- with the fundamental aid of the allegorical Mexican artists. It was
they who provided important guidelines for readings not only through form but
also through ideas. No doubt Pollock added a layer of psychodynamic structure
and meaning to his paintings that made his work original and unique, but it
was their network of themes from which he began and elaborated upon. The
fact that modern and postmodern critics continue to ignore these issues means
that their readings will miss the general theses that informed avant-garde

painting in America in the late 1930s.
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Pollock’s Primitivism and Shamanic Acculturation

When on September 1, 1939 “mass man” marched into Poland, the crisis
of civilization that had dominated the West in the interwar period became a
crisis of survival and the war became the great university of modern man. It
also became a crisis for the individual because the individual had lost his
personal life. As FDR said in the summer of 1940: “All private plans, all private
lives, have been in a sense been repealed by an overriding public danger.” We
saw that the interwar period was a period of escalating schemes to change the
world and repair if not transform civilization. Further, advancing secularism, a
love of the machine, the subordination of the individual to the masses, and the
intensification of bureaucratic society all in the wake of World War I made
acute to many the problem of human nature and culture in the modern age.
Secular theories of doom in the interwar period, that is, theories of mass
society that had become standard, seemed to foretell the onslaught of World
War II. But such theories and events called for an even greater riposte than
between the wars. All responses would now enlarge the consciousness that
would defeat the crisis. Victory was required in the theaters of war and the
melodrama of the self. It was a question of mind and spirit as well as social

and political organization.

In 1939 Jackson Pollock took on this task. Pollock’s project was to redo

his psychology and its attendant culture in a way that would meet those



challenges and take up those needs, which were his needs as well. That is not
to say that Pollock, as with most cultural figures, did not have a political
response to the impeding war and its crisis. As with most Americans, he most
likely opposed Nazism and Japanese militarism although we have no actual
statements from him to that effect. (Paintings are another question, as
discussed below.) Large political responses, however, were discredited by the
late 1930s and Pollock was an artist, not a politician. His chosen path was
cultural. He did not join the army and the army did not want him. Fortunately,
during World War II the United States Armed Forces generally refused to take
artists. They thought that artists they made poor soldiers so they prevented
their participation from the beginning. The only first generation Abstract
Expressionist to serve was Ad Reinhardt, ironically, the most political, and he
was soon released from the Navy for the predictable reason that he was
“neurasthenic,” the very concept that preempted the participation of most other
artists. The idea of Pollock armed a gun is not a comforting one and the Army
agreed. For the war, together with his girlfriend Lee Krasner, much like

Salvador Dali, he designed war windows in the early 1940s.

Instead, through Pollock’s loss of private self the West had to be
transformed from within, its historical trajectory and cultural patterns renewed
in a novel way. Obviously, Pollock rejected fanciful contemporary political
solutions. Despite Pollock’s youthful flirtation with the fashion for Marxist-
Leninism, by this time he saw change as being more psychological and cultural

than political. Even with lingering support for some American artists in 1938



(although not the future Abstract Expressionists) in manifestoes backing the
show trials, by 1941 Stalinism was largely a spent force in America. After the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, many artists walked out of the artists’ unions and
formed a group dedicated to a free art, the Federation of Modern Painters. And
despite some continued romanticizing of Trotsky, even to this day he was not
only finished but also very dead by then — assassinated by a Stalinist agent in
1940 more successful than Siqueiros. (To be a Trotskyist then meant simply
being anti-Stalinist and pro-modern culture, not a complex position to hold.)
Even in leftist circles, it was realized that Trotsky would and did kill only a few
million less than Stalin when he was in power. It was increasingly understood
by Americans that this ideology of liberation, social change, and justice was
well on its way to murdering eighty to a hundred million people in the
twentieth century — the Soviets thirty million of that, a number that surpasses

Hitler easily.

To be sure, there were still some true believers in Marx such as the art
historian Meyer Schapiro. Many of these were intellectuals behind the new,
more modern Partisan Review of post-1938 that had dumped its Stalinism. Yet
many in this leading journal in the litmus test of sense and adulthood refused
to support America’s war effort. To them, the Second World War was just
another capitalist imperialist exercise. Robert Motherwell and David Smith held
this opinion, too.! Clearly, this was yet another opinion that reveals
intellectuals as prisoners of ideology. That is, Schapiro was hailed by some for

his belief in social art history and for his criticism of other streams of thought



in America in the 1930s such as “modern man,” but populism then went out
and immediately failed the critical test of his time and the twentieth century.
Indeed, Schapiro was and remained a socialist the rest of life, unable to change
his ideology despite the increasingly obviousness of its failure. And in a great
irony, Schapiro, the alleged mouthpiece of resistance to the alleged weakness
and accommodation of modern American ideologies, himself supported the
Abstract Expressionism in the 1950s partly in terms of a popular
misconception — “freedom.” In “The Liberating Quality of the Avant-Garde,” of
1957, Schapiro praised the work as an exercise in freedom. Schapiro seems to
have gotten it critically wrong on several fronts, or rather, he and others were
just as vulnerable as everyone else to political misjudgment. This is not a great
track record and reveals, as if it needed to be revealed, that after the failure of
Marxist-Leninism by 1939-40, there was, as history has indicated, only
government-monitored capitalism and its culture of “bourgeois humanism” that
actually was mostly shared across America by many classes.ii That was
Pollock’s choice and the result was significant art. There was no other real

political alternative except in the imaginary rewriting of history in hindsight.

A commitment to human dignity and worth is ideology enough for
Pollock and mostly that of his other Abstract Expressionist colleagues. Western
humanism that has been an ideology throughout the ages, whether bourgeois
or otherwise, is responsible for most culture. Its politics are that which are

tolerant and marked by middle-class generosity with its belief in human



capacity and the possibility of social progress in variable ways, not just one

prescribed path.

How would Pollock “fight” the good fight then? By the adoption of the
transformative cultural configuration then prevalent in the West. That
configuration consisted of the conjoining of new disciplines such as depth
psychology, cultural anthropology, prehistory, and philosophy. Typically for
artist who was an intellectual, he imagined he could think his way forward with
new ideas from the great figures in the first half of the twentieth century
including Jung, Frazer, Nietzsche, Bergson, Levy-Bruhl, Campbell, Mumford,
Read, Eliot, Pound and Joyce, among others. He also included the French
Symbolist poets, surrealists, and modern artists themselves, particularly
Picasso. This thrust also included popularizers such as the “modern man”
authors. All of these figures were ultimately critics of the nature of the West, its
culture, and its individuals. Most rejected the ideal of the rational machine that
dominated the much of the 1920s and 1930s, which were known as the
Machine Age, actually the “Age of Rationalization.”i Most, too, saw solutions to
the West’s problems as internal, not external. Adopting a visionary view of
mankind, they reconceived it in terms of new understandings which then

greatly altered Western thought and, culturally, nineteenth century man.

Pollock knew most of this critical thought directly. We have seen his
dedication to Jung. Bergson was everywhere, one of the most influential

thinkers of the twentieth century and second only to Freud as a psychological



theorist to the surrealists. Everyone read Frazer, the doyen of evolutionary
anthropology. Pollock owned The Golden Bough. So too Levy-Bruhl, who was a
favorite of many with his alternative ways of thinking whose effects could be
seen among the surrealists, Jung, Read and others, from where Pollock
probably picked it up. Eliot and Pound were major writers, thinkers, and critics
whose ideas were well-known. Joyce in particular was a favorite of Pollock’s.
We will perhaps see the presence of French symbolist poets in Pollock’s work in
the early 1940s as well as among his colleagues. Pollock owned Campbell’s
Skeleton Key to Finnegan’s Wake and later, his key Hero with a Thousand
Faces of 1949. We must remember that Campbell spoke at the Club that year
after the “long-awaited” publication of The Hero with a Thousand Faces and his
influence was well attested to by many Abstract Expressionists in their work
around the 1950s including de Kooning whose own decisive painting Woman I

of 1950-52 owes a great deal to the mythic ideas of Campbell. ¥

To be sure, we are critical of these figures today. As time passes, new
ideas arise while others fall from grace. We have seen the once unassailable
ideas and reputations of Freud and Jung founder. Margaret Mead’s reputation
has recovered after a fall (and those who attacked her faulted).v Frazer divided
history into a nineteenth century evolutionary schema of the early history of
man in which he moves from magic to religion to science, the vaunted ideal of
that century. Frazer thus proposed a ladder of the simplicity of the primitive to
the complexity of the modern day. His was the nineteenth century

Enlightenment belief in progress. Furthermore, Frazer did this all while



residing in England, that is, without the fieldwork considered absolutely
necessary by the next generation of anthropologists such as Franz Boas, the
most important American anthropologist in the first half of the twentieth
century. And he engaged in comparative evaluations, a technique that was
rejected later as all cultures were thought to be sui generis. Frazer was already
in trouble by the 1920s but The Golden Bough remained a powerful
comparative “history” or compendium of the habits, customs, and rituals of
man, some of which we have already found echoing in Pollock such as fire and

sacrifice.

Levy-Bruhl’s reputation has risen, fallen, and risen again. Levy-Bruhl
postulated that “primitive thinking” was different from that of modern man. He
characterized it as “mystic” -- as seeing all things and events as a product of
supersensible forces. With this “pre-logical” thinking, so-called primitive man
saw himself as part of the forces of things around him, that is, as part of a
continuum of mystic forces that determine all. It was not that it was not logical,
just not logical according to prevailing ideals of the West. For him, then, the
“primitive mentalite,” was more mystical, unscientific, and supernatural than
Western man. In own his time, while immensely popular with the humanities,
Levy-Bruhl was criticized by anthropologists for suggesting a difference
between primitive and modern man’s thinking. Boas, for example, rejected said
difference for he believed that here was one human mind with all men sharing
equal mental abilities. Now things have come full circle and Levy-Bruhl is being

hailed as one of the first to propose different yet equal ways of thinking



between the West and non-West. For him, thinking was cultural not
evolutionary and the primitive mentality was its own form of logic, neither

antecedent nor inferior to the West. His reputation has been fully restored.v

All these figures have suffered at the hands of later thought. Nonetheless,
for all of their failings each in his own way made progressive contributions for
their own time. Freud and Jung obviously continued and expanded the
centuries’ old belief in inward as well as outward motivation that they updated
for the modern era. Frazer’s evolutionism saw non-Western people as ignorant
but educable, an improvement on the straightforward hierarchical racism of
the nineteenth century. He, too, ultimately suggested an equal capacity in
mental abilities for humankind while Boas and his school extended the human
mind to all whether different or not. These were obviously steps on the road of
progress. Ultimately, the disciplines that came together to form the culture of
Pollock and Abstract Expressionism can today be seen as progressive as well as

regressive.

For Pollock and his era, the alternative to failed radical politics was
radical cultural politics, an area as Philip Rieff noted earlier, that was more
successful. And its arena was culture and personality, or rather historio-
cultural personality, for they were one and the same. We saw the crisis of the
individual and culture as being rife in the 1930s — in Regionalism, in the
popularity of psychological anthropologists such as Mead and Benedict and in

sociological studies such as Midddletown where the failure of modernity was



the failure to find the appropriate culture/personality for the age. To resist and
redo his troubling culture and the disasters it had led to, by at least ca. 1938,
Pollock turned to two other forms of modern counter culture, one imported and
one domestic, as the means to address the crisis and resolve it. The import was
surrealism, the latest and most fashionable of European modernisms; the
domestic was the art and culture of America’s Native American peoples.

Pollock adopted mid-century thinking as represented by surrealism, the
temper of his time when the surrealists arrived in America after the fall of
France in 1940. Although mostly limited in the popular imagination to the
erotic, the exotic, the dream and the unconscious, Surrealism was actually a
mode dedicated to the transformation of the West through the transformation
of culture, civilization, and psyche. As Sidra Stich has written, “in the
aftermath of World War I, concern about human nature and the future of
civilization reached a high level of intensity. The recognition of a violence as a
dominant human trait and the realization that human will had caused
destruction on a previously unfathomed scale shifted Western thinking about
the nature of life. Conflict and disorder, irrationality and destruction became
actualities that could not be ignored or treated as aberrant conditions. Indeed,
experience conjoined with the ongoing debate about human nature and
civilization, a debate propelled by the writings of Darwin, Nietzsche, Freud, and
anthropologists like Marcel Mauss and Lucien Levy-Bruhl. Never before was
there so much talk about humankind or the status and condition of Western

culture. The cataclysm of 1914-18 had severely shaken attitudes and
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confronted the modern world with new concerns about the self and society.”vi
Surrealism, then, was much like Pollock’s earlier cultural universe: both were
conceptions devoted to redoing the world by redoing man from within.
Recasting the West’s psyche and personality was recasting its culture and

civilization.

Surrealism attacked the central premise of “Western,” that is, French life
— classicism and the significance of reason — Descartes’ “I think, therefore, I
am.” As a result, surrealism sought to undermine mass man’s logic, reason,
science, and the classical order with contradiction, disjunction, multiplicity,
rupture, and incongruity. In other words, it was part of the rejection of
scientific mass man -- hence Pollock and other Abstract Expressionists’
interest. With surrealism, the human form was full of contractions and
disorder. Rather than peaceful, nature was aflame with conflict, wastelands,
and boundless expanses, and it was full of ruins, trapping gardens, and
destructive forces. Struggle was the order of the day. Classical and modern
civilizations were deemed the enemy and vital, raw force was proclaimed the

true nature of society, culture, and the power of liberation.vi

Surrealism was one of many schemes proposed to revise Western
civilization in the interwar period. It was a social, intellectual and cultural
critique of the West and its standard elements, at least of the nineteenth
century -- reason, science, traditional civilization, and order. Instead, it

preferred “disorder” or the creativity of multiplicity and disunity in an effort to
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put together anew the fragments of a fallen civilization. For surrealism, life was
not stability but perpetual motion, fervor and raw, naked force. In many ways,
surrealism was the cultural expression of the effects of World War I and its
destruction of the nineteenth century Western order through violent force. The
result was an art and philosophy that emphasized opposites -- disjuncture and
deformed bodies, the violation and refutation of wholeness and unity, the
dislocation of the human form, and the change of humanity’s status from
superior to mere participant in the natural world. While surrealism meant the
touting of the unknown and unknowable, it also suggested unrest in which
degeneration struggles with regeneration, disintegration with survival. For
surrealism, life is activity not passivity.* Echoes of Bergson, biomorphism, and
the early twentieth century love of fragmentation were given a cast in modern
artistic form. In surrealism, male and female bodies are joined, sex organs
exchanged, and individual gender identity transgressed. Formlessness
struggles for form yet arrives at a new unknown. Often the mind or head is
emphasized as the site of displacement or de-emphasized for the preference of
other extremities of the body or humanity itself. (See Bald [sic/ Woman with
Skeleton.) As George Batalille, the independent surrealist thinker who defined
cultural order and transgression, wrote in his magazine Acephale, a headless
figure “reunites in the same eruption Birth and Death. He is not a man. He is
not a god either. He is not me but is more than me: his stomach is the

labyrinth in which he has lost himself.”*
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Of key importance is the idea of metamorphosis. Surrealist
metamorphosis represented the capacity for continuous inner development and
of creation and change. Metamorphosis broke down the barriers between
different things, states of being, and processes. It also represented the fusion
of man with nature as man was part animal, part bird, and part cosmos, the
inner and outer worlds. For the surrealists, nature was growth. The surrealist
Jean Arp believed that a true work of art does not exist above nature but takes
its place within the natural order in the woods, the mountains, as a concrete
manifestation of the primal organic process of becoming. He developed a series
in 1933 called “Concretions” which realize growth itself in three dimensions. He
said that concretion designates solidification, the mass of the stone, the plant,
the animal, man, all exemplify such a process. For him, concretion is
something that has grown. The art object was the concrete manifestation or

deposit of creative growing forces themselves, as his sculpture Growth indicates



(fig. 1). In
surrealism, the vitalist tradition in modern art equates artistic creation with
the creative processes of nature. Art was a form of primitive animism.

Surrealism thus shared with shamanism the theme of a unity of man with

nature.

13
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Surrealists put change, growth, and new life in the service of
metamorphosis. The desire to represent primordially the human psyche’s unity
with nature is nowhere clearer than in Andre Masson’s interest in the theme of
metamorphosis: “Masson’s apprehension of man’s condition rests supremely
on the concept of metamorphosis, the Heraclitean recognition that there is no
reality except the reality of change, that permanence is an illusion of the sense;
nothing is but is in a state of becoming. All things carry within their opposites:
death is inherent in life and life potential in death. . ..” In 1921, on the
threshold of his career, his key journey was famously put: “To paint forces: the

open road,” a metaphor for the age, and for Pollock as well .

For surrealists, women represented the greatest capacity to grow, to
become, and to change. For example, as with other surrealists, the unliberated
according to today Masson believed that women, in general, remained in closer
contact with the unconscious than men. In his work, the female has the
unpolitically correct dual function of being an object of desire and a symbol of
humanity’s primitive bonds with the creative forces of nature. The supposed
connections between woman and earth, sexuality and natural creation is made
explicit in images of women where paint is mixed with sand and earth, such as

Figure (1927) and The Earth (1939).xi Again this is shamanic.

To counter culture, to redo civilization, to recreate man, surrealism
sought elements that lay hidden and repressed and that would change them.

For many of the surrealists, they were to be found in the unconscious mind, in
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which they believed. (Its existence is disputed by some cognitive psychologists
today but in the interwar and postwar period, belief in it was strong among the
artistic class.) Some surrealists and especially Andre Breton, the self-
appointed leader, were devoted to Freud (and not Jung, whom many of the
French despise to this day.) Through the exercise of dreams and access to the
unconscious, new ways of thinking and acting were allegedly discovered and
they would expand consciousness. Surrealism was dedicated to the
marvelousness that underlay a common reality that needed to be released.

Shamanism, too, is a religion of ecstasy.

To access the unconscious realm of man, the surrealists developed a
variety of techniques including frottage, grattage, decalcomania and especially
automatism. All suggested the escape from civilization’s reason and direct
access and recording of the unconscious. A visual parallel to Freud’s
psychoanalytic mode of free association, surrealist automatist was a method
that allegedly allowed the unconscious to come through, most often by
doodling or purposeless drawing. A second stage -- reason and art -- brought
allegedly spontaneous forms to fruition. The artist channeled vital movement.
(While the surrealist mode was allegedly free -- nothing is always free, of
course; the artist tends to repeat his spontaneities after a while which is one
reason, for example, Masson after his brief automatist period in 1926-27 gave

up the technique on the basis that it was too limited.)
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The Americans adopted automatism but quickly and decisively adjusted
it to their cultural agenda. That is, Robert Motherwell’s misdefinition of
automatism as inventiveness for its own sake aside, American automatism
created access to the past, not just distorted reality. American automatism
summed up and reinterpreted “[the| personal and cultural past, as well as
charging of the past, the known, with new life through . . . metamorphoses.”
That meant conveying in its “vibrations and fusions of meaning . . . the
boundless reaches of presentiment and memory . .. of man” and “the physical
universe.”siii Despite differences, for both groups automatism became an

intuitive way of reclaiming the past.

Besides attacking conscious reason and logic, the pillars of traditional
and (for the Americans) mass industrial society, the surrealists expanded
consciousness through deflating the superiority of the West and privileging
non-Western society -- their so-called primitivism. Since they held that the
mind contained thought prior to reason and consciousness, they valued
thinking that seemed to be outside not only consciousness but outside the
West itself, that is, the so-called primitive The Masses and children.xv
Surrealism emphasized a continuum of experience reaching back into the past

of “man” and “civilization.”

In surrealism, the study of primitive forms reflected an informed
ethnographic knowledge absent in the earlier so-called primitivist generations.

Drawing often on Frazer’s The Golden Bough as well as the entire development
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of ethnographic knowledge that had taken place since the first expressions of
Picasso and others in early modernism, the surrealists sought to extract
universal patterns of human thought and action from the diversity of life and

customs and myths.

Surrealists valorized the third world over Europe and particularly
America, except for Native America. In their famous map of the world, third
world areas predominate. Europe is lesser, and North America barely exists in
comparison to Native America and Latin America. But James Clifford suggested
that they did more: as with the unconscious, the non-Western became a true
alternative to the West, thereby suggesting a new cultural relativity and
realignment and not just an exotic. To aid in this realignment, they drew upon
and participated in the reformulations of cultural orders and contested realities
that emerging ethnography also articulated, particularly at the new Institut
d’Ethnologie established in 1925 by Paul Rivet, Marcel Mauss, and Levy-Bruhl.
These figures trained a new generation of thinking about culture from Leiris to
Bataille. All advocated a cultural leveling, juxtapositioning, and relativism that

destroyed cultural wholes and hierarchies.xv

Another culture that would refound the wasteland of modern Western
civilization relied more on tradition. That was the culture of Pound, Eliot, and
Joyce. Ezra Pound summed up their view that the West was “a botched
civilization.” His “Cantos” were devoted to the “Persephone” principle, much as

Mark Rothko was in the early 1940s when he described Still’s work as an
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“extension” of it. Rothko probably relied on Pound for the origin of this
formulation. For Eliot, the modern urban West was a “wasteland” in need of
spiritual revival symbolized by the quest of the “Fisher King” for the “Holy
Grail” sought in his poem, “The Wasteland,” based on the mythic writer Jesse

Weston’s From Ritual to Romance.
Guy Davenport also writes

Joyce found in Vico cause to believe that Western civilization is at an
end. Olson felt with Mao Tze Tung that the new vitality will come from
the East. Pound considered us to be in a blank hiatus between cultures.
So did Yeats, and perhaps Eliot. D.H. Lawrence looked for restorative
forces deep in blood and genitals, longing for the color and robustness of

the Etruscans.xvi

All these figures (not to mention Jung and to a certain extent Freud who in
Civilizations and Its Discontents (1930) argued that Western civilization gone
horribly wrong) rely on a mix of many cultures, both ancient and modern, to
make their case so that they “universalized” this modern Western quest for
spiritual salvation and miraculous revival in the post-World War One period,

Pollock’s formative years.

The techniques utilized in this quest were widely influential such as
Pound’s “imagism,” with an emphasis on conceptual and emotional complexes
that were immediate, direct, and concrete, and his Cantos with their method of

striking combinations and juxtapositions. Eliot’s famous method of
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fragmentation in the poem “The Waste Land” paralleled surrealism’s use of
disjuncture by fusing quotations from the literature of different times and
places to create sudden turns in perspective, imagery, voice, and theme. And
he exemplified his “mythic method” of finding the classical mythic and

primitive beneath the modern by drawing on Frazer, Weston and Jung.

These figures are fundamental to modern culture. Many contemporary
American magazines, from The Little Review to The Dial to the later Partisan
Review, were devoted to them, and Pollock and his colleagues held them in
high regard. For example, they drew many of their ideas from Adolph Gottlieb’s
painting The Wasteland of 1930 to arrive at the idea of the emptiness of
modern life, creating ideographic, imagistic compositions (see below) to dense
combinations of myth, history, culture, and interior and exterior life. @i The
Abstract Expressionists also were attracted to individual themes such as time,
the cyclic nature of history as a continuum, the fusion of inner and outer lives
through symbolic discourses, the paralleling to ancient myth and forms, the
brutishness of contemporary characters such as Sweeney, the search for
spiritual peace and ecstatic experience through the quest for a spiritual revival,
and the eternal nature of death and rebirth. Indeed, the “mythic method”
suggested by Eliot was of immense interest for the American cultural elite. And
it is, besides Read, through Pound, Eliot, and Joyce that early modern thinkers
such as Frazer, Jung, Levy-Bruhl, Bergson and others were made known and

became powerful once again.
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Many Abstract Expressionists, Pollock included, may also have been
aware of another “take” on the crisis of culture and civilization. By the late
1930s Pollock may have been aware of what has been called “modern man
thinking,” which was a form of modernism in America. Michael Leja has argued
that the Abstract Expressionists’ interest in the primitive and unconscious
were commonplace in America and were found in popular literature and
popular arts such as film noir. Such interest he believes was part of the
reforming in the self that was a goal of the interwar and wartime periods.
Pollock is Leja’s centerpiece in these discussions. Such a view is well
supported, as we have seen, but modern man literature is not exclusive to nor
necessarily even the main framework for it, nor are its main themes of
entrapment, inner conflict, and the unconscious unique to it or necessarily
supportable in the form of their application to Pollock. As a whole, however,
modern man thinking joins and reinforces the issues and “isms” that

dominated the run up to World War II.

And to top all of these cultural conceptions is modern art, particularly
Picasso’s Guernica. Here was the greatest representative of the modern,
Picasso, painting contemporary history with his advanced forms that also drew
on tradition and the ages. It was a potent combination that deeply influenced
the Abstract Expressionists as it encouraged the use of modernism and
tradition, much like the mythic method, to represent contemporary events.
Such a combination fused the historicizing of the thirties with its alleged

antithesis and made it possible to be both modern and history-directed. That
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became the basis of Abstract Expressionism, an art of mythic and modern
“history painting” with a heroic conception and scale, a grammar of tragic
conflict and force, and epic scope and ambition. Although it was long
unrecognized by its domestication as the personal in the 50s, Abstract
Expressionism as a whole was uniquely able to combine the seemingly
outmoded idea of history painting with modern devices resulting in the epic
and the intimate, emotion and events. Pollock shared this approach in his

quest to renew himself/man for his age.

Thus, Pollock was in tune with his age and its issues. His work is
personal, of course, but the personal was historically and culturally shaped
and articulated. Furthermore, finding the roots lacking in modern man
required a trip outside Western culture not only mentally through depth
psychology, Joycean streams of connection, surrealism, and so many other
things, but geographically and culturally as well; this can be seen as Pollock
sought out the “primitive.” In one sense, he had already been engaged in this
process, for he had sought the “primitive” that existed prior to Regionalism.
Like Gauguin and Benton, he had left New York and ridden the rails to find it.
But by the 1940s, under the impact of the abovementioned conceptions, he
found a growing interest in America in its native “primitives” -- Native American
cultures.®iii Such an interest was partly inspired by the New Deal’s change of
policy from assimilation to individual support. That interest may also have
been inspired by Pollock’s colleagues who thought of such cultures and art

forms as the American beginning but there is no firm evidence about whether
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Pollock shared or did not share that view. However, the presentation of a
possible counter culture in a modern and not necessarily simply American
context -- the exhibition of “Indian Art in the United States” that was held from
December 1940 to January 1941 at the Museum of Modern Art -- seemed to
crystallize a new version of his interest. The (M)odernist was the “Native
American” and vice versa. Through the MoMA exhibition, he seems to have
devoted himself to a new form as he had to Benton and then the Mexicans.
Pollock adopted a commitment to non-Western and mostly Native American art
and cultures to redo his culture, subvert mass man and transform himself and

the world through the unconscious.

Besides the exhibition at the Modern, Pollock knew the cultures and arts
of the first Americans through travel, museums, reading, and demonstrations.
Reuben Kadish recounts that he and Pollock “were avid, avid gallery and
museum goers . . . There was plenty to see, so you could go one day a week
and if there was a day in which there was nothing to see, you could always go
to the Museum of Natural History and he loved the Northwest; we all did. The
South Pacific. Of course there, they were considered to be ‘ethnographic,’ they
had nothing to do with art. But we went there to look at them because they
were so exciting. Now they can hide behind the skirts of art.”«x His friend
Harold Lehman also recounts trips to the Museum where they “were fascinated
by the totem poles and the carvings of the Northwest Coast, Canadian Indians,
as well of course the Mexicans: Aztecs and Mayans.”** Further, Pollock has an

“interest in Indian lore and ritual and things like that.” Kadish recounted that
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he, Pollock, and Guston were close to the Los Angeles County Museum where
they would have to get down on hands and knees in order to see in the bottoms
of the cases of Native American artifacts.*xi Pollock must have also visited the
Southwest Museum of Indian Art in Los Angles where there were many
dioramas about Indian life and numerous objects although none seem to have
been directly influential for Pollock. Lehman and Philip Guston, another friend
of Pollock, read "Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot and of course James Joyce . . .
Franz Boas, . . . Margaret Mead . . . The Golden Bough . . . Campbell.”=ii As
noted, Pollock also owned Frazer and Benedict’s Patterns of Culture among
other works, including those on modern man and anthropological essays. He
visited exhibitions of prehistoric art and with one of his Jungian analysts went
to the exhibition “Indian Art of the United States.”=iii His brother Jay collected
many Navaho blankets, and he was familiar with them. Benton, his teacher,
would often discuss African sculpture in his classes at the Arts Students
League. One can thus assume that he saw most exhibitions on the “primitive”

in New York and had a well-versed if amateur belief in the “primitive.”

(Along with his Abstract Expressionists colleague Clyfford Still and
perhaps Richard Pousette-Dart, Pollock was the most dedicated of these artists
to the “primitive.” Mark Rothko had no interest, thinking that non-Western art
was “brutal.”=v Barnett Newman wrote on Northwest Coast peoples and art
forms but seemingly did only one pen and ink drawing related to it. Although
Adolph Gottlieb collected art from around the world and incorporated

references into his work along with that of Egyptian, Greek and modern art, he
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did it under the aegis of the “collective unconscious” as his main motivation.
He even declared he was not interested in primitive art for its own sake.xxv
Relying little on the “primitive” for the most part, Willem de Kooning drew
principally from the idea of the mythic advanced by Joseph Campbell for his
ancient allusions. The past that Bradley Walker Tomlin drew on was, as it was
for Rothko, the idea of the archaic -- the Greco-Roman. The so-called primitive,
then, as with the idea of a total reliance on the idea of the unconscious, was,
despite standard modernist claims, of uneven interest among the Abstract

Expressionists.) For Pollock, however, it was primary.

More importantly for Pollock’s work, he owned a dozen Annual Reports
by the Smithsonian Institution American Bureau of Ethnology Annual Reports
which he bought in the 1930s. And heretofore unknown, he was aware of many
of the other annuals, too, because Thomas Hart Benton knew of them and he
was probably the one who introduced Pollock to them. Benton knew because
his father was a congressman who was on the committee that regulated
government interaction with Indian peoples and cultures. As part of his
congressional work, Benton’s father was presented with the Annuals. Benton
most likely inherited the publications when his father died in 1926 and thus
made them known if not showed them directly to Pollock in New York or
Missouri. Probably as a result of Benton, Pollock bought a dozen of them in the

1930s most probably on Fourth Avenue, the bookseller’s street in New York.
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The fist-thick Annuals consisted of the American government and the
Smithsonian Institution’s attempts to document culture, art, and ritual in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century. They made up perhaps the most
informative sources on Native American life, discussing and copiously
illustrating all aspects of life, arts, and cultures. At the very least, these
publications were known world-wide by the surrealists and by Campbell
himself who discovered them as a boy and they inspired his life-long devotion
to myth. We have already noted that Pollock drew on them for information that
greatly furthered his knowledge of myth and “primitive” life that he found in
Frazer, Campbell and others. Pollock, then, was informed about the peoples
and cultures of Native America and he was interested in them for their cultural
expression as well as forms as he was aware of “culture” and patterns of
thinking and behavior through his work with Benton and others. Ultimately,
ideas from these sources formed the basis of much of his new art and
symbolism, largely but not completely replacing Mexican forms. As his close
friend Reuben Kadish said of the results of his interest: “In a lot of Jack’s
drawings you can see motifs with . . . [Native American] reference points.”=vi

Pollock’s ideas were not only primarily aesthetic but cultural as well.

To be sure, on one level there was nothing new in Pollock’s interest. His
ideas about the Western conception known as “primitivism,” of course, was
shared by many modernists and his colleagues. The “primitive” and
“primitivism” were phenomena of the West consisting of its ideological and

selective understanding of non-Western cultures and not a translucent
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recording of non-Western societies and cultures -- although the West is not
alone in this non-transparency. For the Japanese and Chinese, a related
taxonomy is the West as “barbarian.” For a while in discussions