














































CHAPTER I

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF CRISIS
The Historical Roots of Abstract Expressionism

the shrine lies open to the sky,
the rain falls, here, there
sand drifts; eternity endures:

ruin everywhere, yet...
the fallen roof
leaves the sealed room
open to the air.

Hilda Doolittle, The Walls Do Not Fall

Abstract Expressionism is a mode of art responding to
the gravity of historical events in the first half of the
twentieth century. It documents, analyzes, and seeks to
transfigure what it considers collective human experience
resulting from the collapse of the West in a depression
and a modern Thirty Years War. In its attempt both to
explicate and to redeem the experiences of its generation,
Abstract Expressionism sought to affirm and at times
regenerate Western life.

"Overcoming nihilism," to use Nietzsche's phrase, was
the task the Abstract Expressionists generally set for
themselves. They attempted to recreate a purpose and
pattern to human life when, in the darkest days of West-
em civilization, there seemed no end to the human
capacity for evil, that medieval concept rediscovered in a
modern world of machines, technology, and science. By
attaching the idea of human endeavor to the pattern of
dynamic historic continuums, to the processes and cycles
of nature, to the heritage and hope of psychological life,
to heroic mythic pattern and ancient ritual as they under
stood them in their own time, the artists sought, again in
Nietzsche's words, to "reevaluate all values" in order to
master and overcome present realities and begin a more
realistic pattern and process of human affairs. Abstract

Expressionism both diagnosed the inner crisis of its world
and proposed to heal its manifestations in the mind, spirit,
and behavior.

Abstract Expressionist art grew out of the great tragic
period of modern Western history, the first half of the
twentieth century. The men and women who became
known as the Abstract Expressionists became artists be
tween the world wars. By the time their mature styles
emerged in the 1940s, they were mostly between thirty
and forty years of age and had known little history other
than economic crisis, conflict, and war.

The decline and seeming collapse of the West began in
1914 and, despite moments of stability, continued through
the late 1940s. For many people in the 1920s, the West's
power and vitality were at an end. Andre Malraux com
pared the continent to a vast cemetery—lifeless, melan
choly, and haunted by the ghosts of dead conquerors. The
mood was nihilistic, destructive, and profoundly negative.1

Oswald Spengler's pessimistic forecast, The Decline of
the West, articulates this feeling. Published in 1919 and
popular in Europe and America through the 1950s,2
Spengler's book proposed that all cultures pass through
an inevitable course of birth, growth, maturity, and death.
Organizing Western history by means of biological cycles,
a symbolic order that he termed morphological and that
prefigured Abstract Expressionism's symbolic codes,
Spengler seemed to capture and explain the inexorable
decline of Europe and the West. He argued that the future
of the West was equally grim. It would be characterized,
like the last days of the Roman Empire, by perpetual
warfare led by new Caesars. The best any individual could
do was to face and perhaps modify in a limited way the
few possibilities open to him. The Decline of the West
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was a symptom, a diagnosis, and a prophecy of a culture
anticipating its own end.

The crises of the early twentieth century brought about
an intensive examination and repudiation of many tradi
tional assumptions and values in the West. Contempt for
prevailing political systems, for parliamentary democracy,
and for bourgeois values was strong. From communism
to Nazism to socialism, schemes for total societal transfor
mation dominated the period. In the 1930s the calamity
of worldwide economic collapse again underscored the
problem. It became increasingly clear that there was a
desperate need to reverse the decline and to revitalize
the West.

AMERICAN ART OF THE 1930s AND THE
IDEA OF CULTURAL REGENERATION

While America did not suffer as greatly as Europe from
the effects of World War I, it retreated inward in the
1920s. When the Depression struck at the end of the
decade, the reassessment of Western society began in
earnest in America, leading to an analysis of, and in many
cases a disillusionment with, the American system. Some
Americans sought radical changes through reform and
revolutionary movements, while other Americans turned
to the seemingly more tranquil and successful past. Amer
ican art of the 1930s shared this reassessment

American artists, whether in their independent easel
painting or in murals done as part of the government art
projects, rejected the modernist, School-of-Paris art of, as
many saw it, mere introspection and subjectivity. They
preferred an art seemingly more public in subject mat
ter—concerning itself with the life and development of
the American people—and more traditional in tech
nique—reviving three-dimensional space, representational
drawing, and narrative, Renaissance modes of expression.
Because of this revival of "outmoded" art and the later
complete triumph of modernist tendencies in American
art of the 1940s, American art of the 1930s has been
most frequently characterized in the postwar period as
reactionary and nationalistic, as almost populist academi
cism, and Abstract Expressionism is usually seen as a
repudiation of both its subject matter and its stylistic
modes.

On both counts this traditional evaluation is being ques
tioned. While it does not fit comfortably into the jugger
naut of the "advancement of modern art," American art
of the 1930s was innovative in both subject matter and
style. The best of it presented a new twentieth-century
conceptual, at times allegorical, cultural realism in which a
seemingly illusionistic style embodied fundamental and
eternal principles of human experience in folk epics. Fur

thermore, while Abstract Expressionism obviously re
jected most of thirties art's revivals of academic forms and
its sociopolitical representational and nationalist subjects,
the underlying questions of thirties art determined signifi
cant directions for the very different Abstract Expression
ism. Let us look briefly at the ideas and approaches that
the Abstract Expressionists, almost unconsciously, retained
and turned to new account in the 1940s.

American art of the 1930s offered one of the first
modern totalizing views of American and Western society.
It presented a society ordered by the idea of culture,
pattern, and subordination of the individual. It also pro
posed the representation of an American and Western
psyche and psychological pattern. With its holistic pattern
of human history and psychological fulfillment, it imaged a
social order of technological and scientific advance and of
individual and social beneficence.

American artists analyzed the distinctive components
and activities and the very definition of culture in general
and American mythic or symbolic culture specifically.3 The
idea of culture as a means of organizing social institutions
and purposes was itself new in the first half of the
twentieth century. Previously, culture had been con
sidered simply the enlightenment and refinement offered
by a nation's arts and literature. The idea of the culture of
a nation as separate from its history or religion was
unprecedented. The new definition, which was first and
best stated in anthropology, an emerging discipline in the
first half of the twentieth century, dominated the study of
culture, and American artists relied on the anthropological
definition as filtered through history, sociology, and psy
chology, as well as anthropology itself.

The new definition of culture was first set forth in the
late nineteenth century by Sir Edward Tylor. Culture was
"that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief,
art, morals, law, customs, and any other capabilities and
habits acquired by man as a member of society."4 Tylor's
definition emphasized that culture was learned, not inher
ent. Culture, not race, united a people. At that time, as
Margaret Mead has noted, the "idea that our every thought
and movement was a product not of race, not of instinct,
but derived from the society within which an individual
was reared, was new and unfamiliar."5 This idea was the
cornerstone of anthropology, for culture as a whole ex
plained behavior and became the determinant of "human
nature."

The components of a culture were, not random, how
ever. Anthropologists saw traits organized into a pattern,
configuration, or style. The concept of patterning, espe
cially historical patterning, was a major proposition of
American cultural theory in the 1920s and 1930s.6 Very
important in its formation were the works of Ruth Bene
dict, whose Patterns of Culture of 1934 was the most
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popular American anthropology book ever written, and
those of Margaret Mead. Benedict and Mead argued that
culture is an articulated whole with institutionalized motifs,
emotions, and values. Benedict defined culture as being
like an individual: that is, "a more or less consistent pattern
of thought and action," with manners and morals that "are
moulded to one well-defined pattern."7 Furthermore, its
elements are considered to be historical, having shaped
the culture in the past as well as in the present, but not
fixed, for they are part of a continually changing process.
The concept of process accorded with general American
social science, which emphasized becoming, achievement,
and change rather than essence or being, as in concepts
of instinct or race.8

Benedict had another important concept: that the pat
tern or configuration is psychological. Each culture has an
ethos, an organizing and synthesizing spirit, a characteristic
psychology that denotes the culture as a whole. For
example, she characterized the cultures of three Native
American groups: one, the Pueblos of the Southwest, she
saw as Apollonian—calm, orderly, measured, cooperative;
the second, the Plains Indians, were Dionysian—egotistical,
irrational, combative; the third, the Kwakiutl of the North
west Coast, were paranoic—conflictive, tense, and dan

gerous.9
Furthermore, as Benedict wrote, since anthropology is

the study of human beings as creatures of society, it is
interested in human behavior as shaped by tradition.10 For
Benedict, culture shapes and fosters the individual and the
individual's personality:

The life history of the individual is first and foremost an accom
modation to the patterns and standards traditionally handed
down in his community. From the moment of his birth the
customs into which he is born shape his experience and behav
ior. By the time he can talk, he is the little creature of his culture,
and by the time he is grown and able to take part in its activities,
its habits are his habits, its beliefs his beliefs, its impossibilities his
impossibilities."

Heterogeneous human experience and personality are
integrated and patterned in every society by the society's
psychological pattern. Though conceding some indepen
dence to the individual, for the most part Benedict, Mead,
and anthropology in general in the 1930s offered what
amounted to cultural determinism of customs and tradi
tion. For both Benedict and Mead, cultures were inte
grated wholes, personalities "writ large." In other words, a
people's culture was constructed and represented by its
psychic traits. Cultures had psyches and varied psycholog
ical configurations dominated different cultures. These
ideas, which were not limited to anthropology, were
essential to American thought in the 1930s.

The need to examine the constituents, psychology, and

behaviors of American culture led to a general examina
tion of the purposes of art. In two associations formed by
artists, the Artists' Union and the Artists' Congress, discus
sion tended to be about content and the appropriateness
of a certain style to a certain content12 Artists also

questioned the role of art and artists in society, an issue of
most profound philosophic, political, and artistic specula
tions. Artists made an attempt to define the scope of, and
the relationship between, their social and artistic actions.

Such an attitude was in fact necessary for federally
funded art projects such as the Works Progress Adminis
tration, because large-scale support for the artists required
them to attempt to communicate with a wide public.
Administrators such as Holger Cahill, director of the WPA
art project, expected that government support would aid
artists in establishing an active relationship between society
and its culture, which would lead to the progress and
renewal of both. The art projects were therefore devoted
to communication with all the people, not just the elite or
Eastern city dwellers, and artistic expression was to be
broadened by mass participation as well as appreciation.

To bridge the gap between art and life, Cahill empha
sized the ideas of John Dewey, as expressed in Art as
Experience, published in 1934 just as the projects were
beginning. Through Cahill, Dewey's ideas became a large
part of the rationale for the WPA:

John Dewey and his pupils and followers have been of the
greatest importance in developing American resources in the
arts.... Among these is the WPA/FAP [Works Project Admin
istration/Federal Arts Project].... [T]he Project has held to the
[Deweyian] idea of the unity of art with the common experience,
the continuity between "the refined and intensified forms of
experience that are works of art and the everyday events,
doings, sufferings, that are universally recognized to constitute
experience." ... [T]he Project has encouraged the closest pos
sible collaboration between the artist and the public for which
he works.'3

In the project he directed, Cahill tried to translate Dewey's
philosophical idea of art as a "mode of interaction between
man and his environment" into a specific program. He
took as his model the relationship between art, culture,
and ceremony in primitive societies:

Very few nations of our industrial world have achieved much in
the way of community participation in the arts. For contempo
rary examples of community sharing in the art experience we
must turn to societies such as those of the Pueblo Indians of our
Southwest. In these coherent societies, art tradition is rooted
firmly in community experience, and is kept alive through partic
ipation by the whole people. Here official art and folk art are
united. If anyone wishes to see what art expression at the level
of a whole community can be, let him visit one of the dance
ceremonials at Santa Domingo, or Zia, or Cochiti in New
Mexico. Here the entire resources of a community, resources of
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design and song and chant, have been poured into a ceremony
in which everyone participates. Here is undoubtedly the most
moving and impressive example of community expression and
community sharing in the arts which our contemporary world
affords.1'1

The project activity that attracted the most attention
and seemed to exemplify many of Cahill's attitudes as well
as the central ideals of the 1930s in America was mural
painting. Mural projects were devoted to communicating
directly with the public, to relating the common culture of
the country, to finding Cahill's "usable past,"lh> and to
recapturing the present in terms of the past. Mural paint
ings, in Mitchell Siporin's words, were intended to be
an epic art of our time and place. We have discovered for
ourselves a richer feeling in the fabric of the history of our place.
There is the "big parade" for us now of the past melting into the
present, a parade in which each event begs the artistic transfor
mation into a moving sociocultural critique, and the spirit of each
historical personality begs of us nothing less than epic portrayal.16

Figure I.James M. Newell, The Evolution of Western Civilization [detail],
ca. 1935-38. Fresco. Bronx, New York, Evander Childs High School
Library.

Cahill believed that the quest of the American artist in the
1930s was to seek out the American "native epic" or
"myth,"17 which was to be expressed in "qualitative unities
which make the pattern of American culture."18 Mural
painting would recreate, as one muralist wrote, "the sense
of significance of a generalized event. ... Mural painting ,..
is ... by nature not intimate, but general or universal in
thought and appeal. Through its monumental approach it
goes beyond the recording of outward appearances to
include also the inner significance of the society and time
in which it is painted."19 The sociocultural values of Amer
ica were to be generalized in universal pattern and myth
of history.

In rural areas, such as western New York state, these
"American Scene" murals illustrated the activities and his
tory of the particular locale. In cosmopolitan New York
City, especially in school buildings, where they were seen
as educational, murals were more nearly universal.20 In
them, artists examined the development not only of



American civilization but of the world. These pictures
were epic in intent, establishing a historic continuum. They
include The Evolution of Western Civilization by James M.
Newell for Evander Childs High School (fig. I). The
History of the World (Hall of History) by Alfred Floegel
and Fosdem Ranson for De Witt Clinton High School,
Cultural Development of Art and Civilization by Geoffrey
Norman for Charles Evans Hughes High School, and
History of Mankind in Terms of Mental and Physical Labor
by Maxwell Stair for Brooklyn Technical High School.
Sculpture too became a medium for representing epic
development, as in William Bahnmuller's relief, The Cul
tural Development of the United States for Richmond Hill
High School.

Whether international or American, individual subjects
were investigated in a progressive evolutionary or devel
opmental manner from the past to the future. For in
stance, music is the subject of Lucienne Block's The Evo
lution of Music at George Washington High School and of
Seymour Fogel's Primitive Music and Religious and Modern
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Music for Abraham Lincoln High School; law is the subject
in Attilio Pusterla's Law through the Ages for the New
York County Court House, and clothing in Mons Breidvik's
Evolution of Costumes through the Ages for Charles
Evans Hughes High School. Even Arshile Gorky ap
proached subjects in terms of evolution, as in his Aviation:
Evolution of Forms under Aerodynamic Limitations for
the Newark Airport.

The development of medicine was a subject favored
for murals in hospitals. Walter Quirt's murals, Growth of
Medicine from Primitive Times, in Bellevue Psychiatric
Hospital, contrasted the earlier primitive methods of treat
ment (described in Sir James Frazer's The Golden Bough)2*
with modern, scientific methods that would benefit future
generations. In most of these murals, development was
seen as both inevitable and beneficent. By showing the
application of reason, technology, and science, the mural
painters symbolized the creative striving for an enlarging,
progressive future. Science led to material progress and a
technological Eden.
Figure 2. John Steuart Curry, The Tragic Prelude [John Brown], 1937-42.
Oil on tempera on canvas. North wall of the East Corridor. Kansas
State Capitol, Topeka. Photo: Courtesy of Kennedy Galleries.
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Figure 3. Grant Wood, American Gothic, 1930. Oil on beaver board.
29i x 27; inches. Friends of American Art Collection, 1930.934. ©
1989 The Art Institute of Chicago. All Rights Reserved.
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In representing a continuity of development, mural

paintings illustrated one of the prevailing ideas, the histori
cal continuum. The idea of the interconnected, ever-

advancing nature of human experience was pervasive in
the 1930s. The concepts of "Evolution, Tradition, Prog
ress." as Sheldon Cheney referred to them in his Expres
sionism in Art of 1934, were fundamental to the art of
America at this time, whether American Scene or mod
ern. They represented the theme of continuity with change
and progress. Using organic metaphors. Cheney wrote:

Life is change, growth; institutions are passing means towards
change; art and the spiritual life of which it is a part—expression
and experience—are never more than an accompaniment of a
stage attained by man along the way, geared to his comprehen
sion, which is ever enlarging.22

Several mural artists portrayed a continuous dialectical
pattern of development much like John Steuart Curry's
Topeka murals. In episodic epics consisting of multiple
panels narrating a continuous sequence of popular arche
typal events, interlocking emotions, and circumstances,
Curry tells a tale of pioneer beginnings (Coronado and
Plainsman), conflict and struggle (The Tragic Prelude [John
Brown]) (fig. 2), and eventual "renewed strength and
vitality" in the achievement of pacific plenitude, familial
harmony, and economic development (Kansas Pastoral). In
many murals, the continuity, survival, and triumph of
Americans, of the family, and of the community become
almost a mythic, symbolic, Utopian dream. The American
past of many small towns pointed the way to the Ameri
can future.23

Additionally, in these pictures, people and their activities
are described as sociocultural and economic entities. They
are pictured as workers, farmers, yeomen, and mothers.
People were defined by impersonal character, socialized
personality, and custom, marching in conformity with and
contributing to the pattern of development. Paintings such
as Grant Wood's American Gothic of 1930 (fig. 3) por
trayed individual personality as historic-cultural personality,
continuous with the past and the future. Custom, folklore,
religious ceremony, and ritual dominated the mythic pat
terns of life and the organism of society, as in Curry's
Baptism in Kansas of 1928 (fig. 4) and Return of Private
Davis. For individual as well as cultural life, the murals
suggested a wholly enveloping continuum of an emblem
atic process of historical growth and development, or an
emotional, mythic, folk epic of origins, crisis, and recovery
and renewal.

The artist whose work best exemplifies a coherent
statement of many of these ideas is Thomas Hart Benton.
In his rejection of much modern art, in his popularization
of the mural, in his construction of a historical, mythic,
cultural, and psychological pattern of American culture,

Benton undoubtedly suggested innumerable possibilities
for American artists in this period. He was among the
most articulate—and controversial—artists of the 1920s
and 1930s, if not of American art as a whole.

Benton wrote two books and many essays about his
work that reveal artistic and intellectual influences. One
paragraph from his autobiography, An American in Art, is
particularly telling:
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 [Frederich Jackson] Turner. At least I think it
did. 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, was 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 main
tained 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.24
Benton here provides a clue to the influence of Marxism
on the art of the 1930s, beyond its obvious, presumed
reflection in the social-realist concern with the workers
and the plight of the poor evidenced in the subject matter
of William Gropper. That influence takes the form of the
dynamic continuum of human effort. Benton admits that
Marxism, along with Turner, reinforced his interest in
illustrating the lives of the "people." But he also states that
it helped him understand American development in terms
of "processes" and "operations" of the people. Marxism
provided support for his idea of the "culture" and history
as a developmental "continuum"25 and a dynamic process
synthesizing a new whole.

To the concept of the process continuum, Benton and
others added Turner's theme of continual frontier re
newal. Turner's essay "The Significance of the Frontier in
American History," though written in 1890, had a major
impact on American thought in the first third of the
twentieth century.26 Freely admitting his interest in Turner,
Benton declared that he had even attended history sym
posia on Turner, and that "frontierisms" were behind his
mural of Missouri. "The pattern of frontier behaviors and
the folk images growing therefrom ... I pictured as the
fundamental realities of Missouri."27

Turner's thesis was that the "existence of an area of
free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of
American settlement westward, explain American devel-



Part One: Roots

Figure 4. John Steuart Curry. Baptism in Kansas, 1928.40 X 50 inches.
Collection of the Whitney Museum of American Art. 31.159.

opment."28 In repeated moves west, a pattern was devel
oped that Turner argued was peculiarly American. Civili
zation was continually begun and begun again. There was
a "perennial rebirth," a fluidity to American life, and a
continual development from the simple primitive frontier
society and culture to a more complex and civilized one.
Turner conceived this continuous process and develop
ment as American social evolution, involving the continuing
creation of new institutions, beliefs, values, and cultural
traits. The process remade America at every new geo
graphical boundary, and it remade and recreated an
American character. The history of America is not one of
static institutions or constitutional forms or only custom
and "inherited ways of doing things." It is a history of "vital
forces" that call these into life and shape them to meet
new and changing conditions. The peculiarity of American
institutions is their continual adaptation to and transfor

mation by new environments and new conditions. Ameri
can history is yet another continuum of cultural beginnings,
maturation, and renewal.

The frontier also reinforced the concept of a common
national personality and psyche and helped create an
American mind with particular characteristics:

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.

For Benton as for many in the 1930s, that culturally
predetermined mind expressed its formative patterns and
experiences in its art. Benton was influenced by the
nineteenth-century French art critic Hippolyte Tame, whose
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Philosophie de I Art he read in Paris around I9I0.29
Taine's most famous idea is that art is a product of the
forces of race, milieu, and moment expressed in a national
mind.30 Art is a product of national character, of custom
and habits and institutions, and of a particular time and
point of development. These produce a historical and
contemporary national character and spirit that the artist
captures in representational art. Every country and age
has a spirit that determines its art. When a nation loses its
energies, its art degenerates. Art reveals a nation's mind,
its mentality. The history of art is the history of one

mentality or mode of thought replacing another. For
Tame, what one perceived through a work of art was the
state of mind that produced it.

Benton and other artists of the 1930s shared a concep
tion that was widespread—and modern: Art is the prod
uct of a national psychoculture. Like Maillol and his Medi
terranean of the early 1900s or the German expressionists
with their evocation of German Gothic, he saw art as
indices of national personality and psyche.

What Benton and others proposed is, on one level, a
cultural and environmental, an almost psychologically be-
havionstic theory of art.31 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."32 As Benton put it, a collective American social
psyche would generate new artistic form:
If subject matter determined form and the subject matter was
distinctively 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.53

The Psychology of Crisis: The Historical Roots

As a result of this conditioning, the artist's subject matter
reveals the national mind—the "scenes, behaviors, and
mythologies"3'1 or "psychologies" and "cultures" of Ameri
can life that are organized in a pattern.35 Culture is defined
as a "living thing,"36 a sum of behavior patterns and the
attached complexes of a living and going society.37 "A
civilization ... is a thought and behavior complex."38 Hu
man behavior is not singular but part of interrelated
patterns: "patterns of American life"; "cultural patterns";
and "thought patterns."39

Painting, for Benton, is an expression of American
patterns of the past and present. His famous rhythmic
sequences—from foreground to background, uniting and
including all objects and forms—express the continuous
energy, activity, and movement of American life, history,
and experience. Original, too, is a correlation of forms.
Each object seems to echo, parallel, and counter another.
In fact, Benton's figures, apparently based on El Greco and
sixteenth-century Italian artists such as Cambiaso, are
symbolic.40 Their exaggerated attenuation and rhythmic
curving reveal an idea of anatomy as cultural expression,
as cultural entity, as a statement of the spirit and restless

energy of America.
In his 1930s murals, Benton united analogous episodes,

events, activities, behaviors, figures, and natural forces in
the same panel.'" His murals for the state capitol of
Missouri, A Social History of the State of Missouri (fig. 5),
contain varied yet interrelated groups of rhythmic 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 sociocultural
continuum or "epical progression.'"'2 In two and three
dimensions, in linear forms and proportions, in subject

Figure 5. Thomas Hart Benton, Politics, Farming and Law in Missouri [A
Social History of the State of Missouri], 1936. Oil and egg tempera on
linen mounted on panel. 14 :■: 23 feet. Missouri State Capitol, Jefferson
City.
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sequences, Benton correlated longitudinal and panoramic
patterns of development in original form. He saw Ameri
can history and experience as a series of collective human
activities and ritual behaviors such as farming, cooking,
hunting, raising children, or changing diapers, and his pic
tures 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.'13

Benton wrote that the prime objective of his Harry
Truman murals was to create "a 'flow' from one area of
the mural to another so that the 'unity of the whole' is
emphatically apprehended.'"''' 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

Figure 6. Thomas Hart Benton, City Activities with Dance Hall [America
Today], 1930. Distemper and egg tempera on gessoed linen with oil
glaze. 92 x I34J inches. Courtesy of the Equitable Life Assurance
Society of the United States.

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.'i:>

Benton's style consists of an episodic unity that seems to
reflect his early interest in cubism as well as Renaissance
and Mexican mural painting. Specifically, images and epi
sodes, space and surface, flow into one another yet remain
separable, as a simultaneous, "imagist" Analytic Cubist
construction. Benton creates a complex, integrated unity
consisting oHitaal behaviors and traditions. This type of
structuring is especially distinctive in his murals for the
New School for Social Research, collectively called Amer
ica Today. For instance, his City Activities panel (fig. 6)
contains individual scenes of boxers, prayer meetings,
subways, park-bench lovers, and burlesque, which spill
over into one another at a portion of their boundaries,
creating an all-over unity somewhat like that of Analytic
Cubist passage. Each individual scene, framed on three
sides as an Analytic Cubist shape is outlined, flows into the
neighboring space. One cannot focus on one scene for
too long without being led into the next. The space moves
from surface to depth and back again. Figures and forms
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of high value contrast sharply with darker ones or blend
into even lighter shapes, resulting in an all-over flashing of
lights and darks. The figures reinforce this changing rhyth
mic pattern, as the eye is led from scene to scene and
point to point by their exaggerated shapes, poses, and
movements. Their curving and straight contours reinforce
or contrast with similar lines formed by internal frames of
Art Deco design.

Benton was not alone in using these cubist, integrated
schemes to create a holistic design of multiple incidents.
Stuart Davis also used them. His interest in cubist construc
tion is more obvious, of course, but he too created pattern
sequences uniting experiences and image, past and pres
ent, reflecting the contemporary American, that is, "the
mental as well as the ordinary material environment."46 In
an early work, Multiple Views of 1918 (fig. 7), there are
no cubist sequences but there is a clear concern with
visual and temporal simultaneity. In Multiple Views he
created a "montage of vignettes" in different perspectives
that infuses the picture with a dimension of time, memory,

and experience.'1 / Davis sought to reduce the various
aspects of visual nature to a logical system in which what
is observed sequentially is presented simultaneously. This
system, he wrote, "brings into one focus and one plane,
the past, present, and future events involved in the act of
observation of any given subject.'"'8 Sunrise of 1933 (fig.
8) successfully accomplishes this. Sunrise is divided into
two major areas. The left consists of a variety of views of
the Cape Ann landscape, including rocky, tree-covered
hills, a gothic revival house in a field, and one wagon. On
the right side. Davis combines a variety of waterfront
scenes. "Notions of changing history, season, hour, and
location co-exist on a single, formally integrated pictorial
surface.'"'9 Although Davis does not emphasize epic histor
ical and social progression as did his thirties colleagues
such as Benton, the fluctuant views of cubism have been
expanded into the landscape and temporal anecdotes and
are subtly integrated. Other muralists of the 1930s also
integrate different scenes of American or world experi
ence both within one and among several panels as did

Figure 8. Stuart Davis, Sunrise, 1933. 10 x
tion.

14 inches. Private Collec-
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Curry in his Topeka murals. Artists with a cubist training,
however, carried the unification further, creating a rhyth
mic unity of style and subject that suggests an emotional
and symbolic sense of movement and process.

One last development in art of the 1930s that bears
comment is the revival of allegorical history painting. The
rebirth and modernization of allegory, the extended rep
resentation of abstract concepts or process, is one of the
fundamental achievements of mterwar art. From the works
of Mexican artists such as Diego Rivera in his Creation of
1922-23, History of Mexico: From the Conquest to the
Future of 1929-30. and Allegory of California of 1931.
and Jose Clemente Orozco in Prometheus of 1930 and
Allegory of Mexico of 1940. to Curry's Parade to War:
Allegory of 1939 and James Brooks' Flight of the early
1940s. artists sought to revive the use of symbolic gods,
folk legends, classical mythology, and Christian and biblical
rituals to parallel, condense, and highlight historical pro
cess. Such a mode was traditional in the art of the Old
Masters. It was extended in the modern Romantic era in
work such as Jacques-Louis David's Death of Marat of
1793 (fig. 9) and Baron Antoine-Jean Gross Napolean in
the Pesthouse at Jaffa of 1804, where modern political
heroes are likened to Christ and elevated by the use of
Christian symbolism.

In the same way, history in the 1930s was often con
ceived of as myth, legend, ritual figures, archetypal behav
iors, and heroes. WPA guidebooks, for example, related
a local history consisting of part fact and part folk legend
and hero. In perhaps one of the best known and most
successful examples of such thirties allegorical history,
Orozco painted a series of murals at Dartmouth College
in New Hampshire (fig. 10) that represent a typical epic
evolution of the civilizations and cultures of North and
South America. He organizes the paintings around the
theme of the appearance, disappearance, and return of

Figure 9. Jacques-Louis David, Death of Marat, 1793. 63] X 50k inches.
Royal Museum of Fine Arts of Belgium.

Figure I O.Jose Clemente Orozco, The Coming of Quetzalcoatl, from
The Epic of American Civilization, 1932-34. Fresco. Courtesy of the
Trustees of Dartmouth College. Hanover, New Hampshire.
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the pre-Columbian cultural hero and god Quetzalcoatl,
while taking the history of the Americas through a se
quence of historical and cultural episodes including ancient
rites, a golden age of Aztec culture, the age of the gods of
the ancient world, the coming of Quetzalcoatl, his dramatic
departure and damning prophecy, its fulfillment in the
coming of Cortez and the creative and destructive forces
of Western civilization, and Quetzalcoatl's rebirth as Christ,
the Creator and Destroyer in a journey or modern
migration of the human spirit. As was typical for allegorical
painting of the period, Orozco explains and symbolizes
complex historical dynamics through personifications of
historical and religious or ritual figures. Through this re
newal of symbol and myth, he and other artists revived
the Renaissance tradition of symbolic narrative and recast
it as an allegorical epic that describes the pattern of the
historical forces at work in modern life.

Art of the 1930s was original in its detached, epic
perspective on the heritage and evolution of culture and
civilization, its anthropological, sociocultural subjects, and
its realist and allegoric, dynamic style. It portrayed, as
Margaret Mead declared in another context, the process
of cultural continuity and change: a culture creating "the
social fabric in which the human spirit can wrap itself safely
and intelligibly, sorting, reweaving, and discarding threads
in the historical tradition."50 American art of the 1930s
thus sought to play the role described by Benton: "Art is
not only art but a regenerative force and because of that,
permanently valuable to men."51

VEILS OF ILLUSION

By the late 1930s, however, these beliefs had lost much
of their force. As Benton wrote, international problems
seemed to deny and belittle the renewal of American art
and culture:

By the late autumn of 1941 my mind was so much on the
international situation that I found it difficult to concentrate on
painting. The American scene which had furnished the content
and motivations of my work for some twenty years was out
weighed by the world one. As I had no pictorial ideas applicable
to this new scene, I was almost completely frustrated.52

The scale of the difficulties was now worldwide and epic.
With the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War and the
inexorable slide toward a new war, fear and unrest
gripped the Western world. George Orwell noted: "by
1937 the whole of the intelligentsia was mentally at war."53
After the Anschluss of 1938, "the veil of illusion" which
makes life bearable was violently torn. There developed a
collective anxiety, panic, fear, unrest hysteria, and "will to
die," and after Munich many people died psychically, "a

great many faiths died."54 With the bombing of Pearl
Harbor, one woman recalled, "people were panicking, my
mother was crying that the end of the world was com
ing."55 Another man recognized that "this was a turning
point, that our lives would never be the same again."56
Telford Taylor, the chief prosecutor at Nuremberg, noted
that "for most people my age, the war and its aftermath
were the most intense experiences of our lives. So many
crises that overtook me were directly due to the war."57
A businessman stated, "In a short period of time, I had the
most tremendous experiences of all of life: of fear, jubil
ance, of misery, of hope, of comradeship, and of the
endless excitement, the theatrics of it."58

Civilization embarked on its second self-destructive
course in twenty years. For many, it seemed that there
had only been a pause in the "long week-end" between
the First and Second World Wars. Winston Churchill and
the Nazi Alfred Rosenberg "both found it easy to conceive
of the events running from 1914 to 1945 as another
Thirty Years' War."59

For the second time in two decades, personal lives
were dominated by public life. Since the Civil War, the
Depression and World War II were the most traumatic
epochs in American history. Both changed the psyche as
well as the face of the United States and its relationship to
the world. Although the war generation forgot or sup
pressed their experiences, and the generations afterward
neglected the war or confronted it as merely a series of
Hollywood romantic adventure stories and romantic en
counters, World War II left an indelible mark on people
of the Abstract Expressionist generation. It permanently
altered their patterns of thought and life.

The change in thought in America from the thirties to
the war period is sharply delineated by comparing Thorn
ton Wilder's famous plays, Our Town of 1938 and The
Skin of Our Teeth of 1942. A classic of thirties culture,
Our Town celebrates the continuity of life and custom in
Smalltown U.S.A., where generations of American families,
representing Everyman, follow the same routines, work,
and social customs. Wilder presents this life cycle as an
endless simple rhythm of countless lives reenacting allegor
ical rituals of birth, initiation, courtship, marriage, and
death. Typically, the local is universalized and mytholo-
gized in an epic of the cosmic rhythms and everlastingness
of life. The only disruption is the preacher's occasional
overindulgence in drink.

Life is very different four years later. The protagonists
of The Skin of Our Teeth are once again members of an
American family, but now the family represents the twenty-
thousand-year-old human race, as the play takes place
simultaneously in layers of primordial and modern, geolog
ical and biblical time. The father, Antrobus, is the archety
pal father of humanity (Adam), the discoverer of the
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wheel and an inventor of the alphabet. He lives in New
Jersey with his wife (Eve). Cataclysmic events take place.
Mammoths and dinosaurs, a biblical flood, the Ice Age,
and war approach. Man struggles with nature and with
himself. The human family has to fight to survive, and it
has to decide along the way whether to save the civiliza
tion represented by such ancient, symbolic figures as
Homer, the Three Muses, and Moses. When the war is
over, the family emerges from its symbolic subterranean
location, where the conflict actually took place, to pick up
the pieces and bring forth the "new world" one character
predicts is coming. Man survives these cosmic disasters,
and civilization is saved, but the evil within is now apparent.
Antrobus's son, symbolically representing Cain, has proved
to be an uncontrollable killer, evil incarnate. The play ends
with expressions of hope embedded in references to the
stars as philosophers, with their ancient and eternal wis
dom and inheritances for mankind. Seeds of a new yet
similar cycle, however, are present. The references to
archetypal and biblical figures and situations; to the begin
ning and continuity of history; to the conflicted Family of
Man; to the polarity of the sexes; to cosmic, timeless
events and figures; to ancient wisdom; to conflict, catastro
phe, and struggle; to death and destruction as natural
forces; to human treachery yet hope and endurance; and
to the perpetual need to rebuild after destruction as the
perpetual life cycle—all foretell Abstract Expressionist
themes as they document and elaborate on contemporary
events.

Wilder was of course responding to World War II and
America's entrance into the titanic conflict. Struggle, evil,
cataclysm, and the need to rebuild were not fictions but
realities of life in the early 1940s. The war brought an end
to the uneasy alliance of art and politics that had existed
in the thirties. Political solutions were discredited as politics
itself was dwarfed, absorbed and transformed by the new
business at hand. To be sure, revitalization and regenera
tion were sought, but now increasingly through individual
as well as cultural transformation. With the outbreak of
the Second World War, the intellectual pessimism of
earlier decades seemed to be confirmed—the destruction
of civilization was at hand. But, in contrast to the often
nihilistic response to the First World War, the Second
World War galvanized in many a new and even more
intense determination to reshape life and society. The war
gave politics a moral dimension that led many European
and American intellectuals—among them, Sartre, Camus,
Boll, Pavese, and Silone—to act and write in defense of
human dignity and in hope of truly meaningful change after
the war.60

The catastrophe that would engulf the West for six
years brought out this need for new affirmation. "Spiritual
Revolution" was a common theme in the West, especially

in the European Resistance and its press. The words
"renewal," "reconstruction," "regeneration," and "revolu
tion" appeared frequently. The aim was to promote a
new spiritual fulfillment rather than just a new socioeco
nomic order, as had been the case in the 1930s. In Europe,
a humanism that was still leftist, as in the prewar period,
was combined with a new value—the individual's dignity
and worth—a value that had been ignored in the free-for-
all competition of leftist and rightist collectivist Utopias of
the 1920s and 1930s.

For the nation, homefront mobilization changed the
behavior of ordinary people, as community spirit took
over. One of the Andrews Sisters said, "It was like
everybody in the United States held on to each other's
hands."61 The armed services proved to be a great leveler
of class difference. The soldier became Everyman. Na
tional camaraderie and sacrifice were great: "It was the
notion that we were all bound together to save and
conserve in order to help our fighting men."62 Despite the
fact that most of the war was overseas and America
remained the most untouched nation, crisis behavior and
a sense of responsibility dominated everything: "The war
pervaded every aspect of our lives. Even the Christmas
parade. The tanks would go down Pine Avenue, great
hulking machines, then Santa Claus would come. And we
cheered for the tanks as much as we cheered for Santa
Claus."63 Many Americans were afraid of air raids and
submarine bombardments, and the media brought the
war home: "Life came every week to deliver the war to
our doorstep and replenish our fear."64 As the Abstract
Expressionist sculptor Seymour Lipton recalled, "The war
was all around you. You couldn't get away from it."65

Ironically, the war brought about the social revolution
that was often discussed in the 1930s. It was a revolution
independent of theory and almost improvised. "Total war
is the most catastrophic instigator of social change the
world has ever seen, with the possible exception of a
violent revolution."66 New patterns of lives were estab
lished and new opportunities. With factories transformed
for war production, with farm products in great demand,
the American population found itself with money in its
pocket for the first time in a decade or more. Even black
Americans could say "Go west. ... Everything is great in
California, all doors are open, no prejudice, good jobs,
plenty of money."67 Women went to work and, although
they lost their jobs after the war, the experience showed
them another way of life. One noted, "The war produced
some good things, and self-reliance was one of them for
me."68 Both men and women learned new skills in the war
industries that carried over into peacetime.

Commitment to the war effort was no less the case for
artists than for the general public. As an editorial by Forbes
Watson in the January 1942 Magazine of Art emphasized,
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the mood was "What Can I Do?"69 The problem was how
to respond as individuals and artists. For the average artist:

It was felt that the very magnitude of the Second World War...
intensified the need for American artists to use whatever powers
they had ... to help clarify the issues in order to marshall both
the spiritual and material resources of the country in a struggle
between the forces of progress and darkness. ... Artists were
advised to play the role of commentator, penetrating deeper
and more cogently than maps, charts, and news reports by
combining accuracy with emotion and spirit/0

Many artists made art for the war effort, for posters,
victory-parade floats, battle-scene illustration, camouflage,
propaganda, and so on. Other artists contributed prints
illustrating political programs, as in a print competition of
1943, "America in the War." Most of these were WPA-
like images of material production and work, images
adjusted to represent the war effort. Others illustrated
the opposing camps. The Axis powers were demonized
to represent cruelty, bestiality, and perfidity as in Benton
Spruance's Souvenir of Lidice with its allegorical reference
to Calvary (fig. I I), while the Allies were portrayed as
either innocent or millitant and heroic (fig. 12). Most

significantly, Christian iconography was again adapted to
new historical needs.

Interestingly, of the Abstract Expressionists only Ad
Reinhardt and James Brooks went into military service.
The others were either too old or, like Rothko, Pollock
and Gottlieb, were turned down. Determined to contrib
ute, however, some joined the homefront mobilization.
Gottlieb bought tools to pass himself as a welder so that
he could work in the Brooklyn Navy Yard.71 Still worked
at a shipyard on the West Coast. Gorky studied camou
flage, and Krasner and Pollock did propaganda designs for
the new war-related government window displays.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Museum of
Modern Art held exhibitions of war-related art such as
Britain at War. These exhibitions indicate the art world's
involvement and moral commitment to the war effort, as
well as the war's obvious impingement and pressure on
the nation's psyche. But it was not the special exhibitions,
nor even war art, that revealed the art world's growing
deeper responses.

Artists were called upon to identify with the "hearts of
men in these soultrying times" in the modest words of an

Figure I I. Benton Murdock Spruance, Souvenir of Lidice, 1943. 31 x
46.4 cm. Lithograph. Print Collection, Prints and Photographs Division,
Library of Congress.
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Figure 12. "Deliver Us From Evil." Poster. National Archives.

editorial in Art News in 1940, but it was not easy to do
this and make an original artistic contribution.72 War art
such as the "Artists for Victory" exhibition of 1943 was
criticized for lacking profundity and emotional power,
for not rising above the level of propaganda.73 Under the

onslaught of news of battles and military technology, it
was difficult for artists to generate coherence as well as
penetrate beyond the surface. Lillian Hellman said that in
1944 she kept copious notes for her writing. But looking
at them later, she realized that they did not include "what
had been most important to me, or what the passing
years have made important."74 An RAF airman in the war
found:

From all the quite detailed evidence of these diary entries I can't
add up a very coherent picture of how it really was to be on a
bomber squadron in those days. There's nothing you could really
get hold of if you were trying to write a proper historical account
of it all. No wonder the stuff slips away mercury-wise from
proper historians.... No wonder it is those artists who re-create
life rather than try to recapture it who, in one way, prove the
good historians in the end.7b

In the late 1930s and early 1940s—the very gestation
period of Abstract Expressionism—the interest in fictional
history, or rather its disguise, symbolical and metaphonc
art, was renewed among artists. The catalogue for the

exhibition Britain at War of 1941 at the Museum of
Modern Art exemplifies the subtle and far-reaching change

taking place. Prewar art and thought were being recontex-
tualized as war art. In other words, the war established a
new intellectual framework through which art and culture
would become historically meaningful.

Britain at War was intended to show the life of the
common Britain at war and at home through photographs,
paintings, posters, cartoons, and poetry. With a poem by
T. S. Eliot, texts by curator Monroe Wheeler, and an
essay by Herbert Read, however, the catalogue also
reveals how the intellectual and cultural worlds shifted and
readjusted their usual intellectual concerns to focus on
contemporary history. Wheeler writes:

With admirable wisdom, in this war as in the last, the British
Government has recognized the usefulness of art to enliven the
idealism with which its people are united in self-defense, to
ennoble the scene of their common suffering and to provide
visual imagery of their great cause and their peril. This book and
the exhibition which is its subject matter offer a necessarily
limited survey of what the artist can do in time of war.76

To the need to represent idealism, to ennoble common

suffering, and to provide imagery of Britain's peril, Eliot
dedicated a poem, "Defense of the Islands," which com
pares Britain's contemporary warriors to their ancestors.
Both contributed "their share to the ages' pavement of
British bone on the sea floor" in the fight with "the power
of darkness in air and fire." Herbert Read notes that some
artists dutifully report the reality of the war while others
achieve "a new order of reality or vision." Figures are no
longer individuals but representative "types" visualized
from the immense epic of the war. The portrait of Group
Captain Sweeney transcends mere reality to become a
symbol of "visionary enterprise." Ultimately the exhibition
records, in the words of E. J. Carter, the Librarian of the
Royal Institute of British Architects, not only war, not only
"destruction," but "re-creation," for "civilized man cannot
live among destruction without a desire to create."

Other exhibitions articulated further changes in thinking.
Less obvious than specific war exhibits, but more impor
tant, was a new concern with how nonmilitary, nonpolitical
art reflected the state of the modern soul in this time of
crisis. For example, in the catalogue for Salvador Dali's
show at the Museum of Modern Art in 1941, Monroe
Wheeler described his art as among the best arising from
a troubled epoch because it "neither reports nor com
ments upon the trouble, but is in itself a significant happen
ing in history; a sudden and perhaps unconscious revela
tion of the spirit of the day and age."77 Wheeler claimed
that Dali had been prescient about the calamities of the
time, and he compared Dali's subject matter and temper
to an earlier time—the era between Bosch and Callot. In
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that era Rome had been sacked. Vienna was beseiged by
Turks, Jews herded from country to country, and the
Netherlands savaged by the Spanish. (The comparison of
the war era to earlier precedents and the emulation of
earlier artists of disaster such as Callot, Goya, and others
is typical of wartime art.)78 In the same catalogue, James
Thrall Soby wrote that Dali painted his birthright—high-
pitched Spanish emotion and an "Inquisitional heritage of
cruelty and pain, the Catalan love of fantasy, and sanctifi
cation of instinct." Dali was taken to give the ultimate
representation of the psychology, immense neuroticism,
and hidden psychosis of his era, an era in which, he
lamented, no "spiritual regeneration" had yet succeeded.
Dali's images of disturbed mental life were thus taken to
exemplify contemporary history. Indeed, common de
scriptions of the war were in terms of psychological
upheaval and disorder.

In like fashion, James Johnson Sweeney, an important
art world figure, argued in his catalogue for the influential
Miro show in 1941 at the Museum of Modern Art that
Miro belonged to and could show the way to the future,
to the new era that was replacing the old, decadent world
which had brought about the war:

In Miro's researches, we have the reflection of a[n]... age. But
his work is not a scoffing ... or defeatist expression of this
period-character. It is the record of a persistent constructive
effort to achieve a sound balance of the spiritual with the material
in painting, an esthetic paradigm of a fuller, richer life in other
fields. Disillusion and reflections on decadence have no place in
it. Miro's work belongs to the youth of a period that is opening,
rather than old age of a closing one. ... Miro's vitality ... [and]
native lyricism, and love of life are today, auguries of the new
painting in the new period which is to come.79

Miro's painting was seen as representing the undercurrent
hopes of the war, for, after all of these sacrifices, "There
was a feeling of optimism. It will be a better world."80

Other art critics engaged the crisis in a way that proved
equally prophetic for Abstract Expressionism. Herbert
Read, the principal contemporary English-language critic
read by almost all Abstract Expressionists at this time,

squarely addressed some of the darkest moments in
human history in his Politics of the Unpolitical of 1943. He

argued that artists have the talent of prescience that would
aid in the work of "reconstruction": "let us ... declare, that

throughout all the chances of history, in the face of defeat
and despair, in spite of long epochs of darkness and
retrogression, man has established facilities which enable
him to distinguish ... absolute values."81 Humanity has
established a moral sense to guide itself: the aesthetic
sense which in the end is vital for knowing its needs and
for seeking essential values. With so much destruction, the
need for the reestablishment of secure verities asserted
itself.

The Abstract Expressionists engaged the metaphysical
and emotional needs evident in the early days of the
1940s. Like Eliot, Read, and Wheeler, they did not simply
illustrate the era's crisis and respond with banal realism
and WPA production images but rather sought ways to
address the needs of humanity through the vehicle of
modern art and thought. Abstract Expressionism arose
largely through the application of modern artistic and
intellectual modes to historical, social, and cultural crises of
the times.

It was through the new canons such as myth, psychol
ogy, and natural history that Abstract Expressionists were
able to make sense of events that otherwise would have
seemed merely accidental and calamitous.82 For them as
for many, "the war was the beginning of ... seeing things.
You just can't stay uninvolved and not knowing when such
a momentous thing is happening. ... You put one piece
with another. Suddenly, a puzzle begins to take shape."83
Modern subjects became the framework for historical

explorations. In discussing primitive art, as Gottlieb and
Rothko explained it in a radio interview in 1943:

All primitive expression reveals the constant awareness of pow
erful forces, the immediate presence of terror and fear, a
recognition and acceptance of the brutality of the natural world
as well as the eternal insecurity of life.

That these feelings are being experienced by many people
throughout the world today is an unfortunate fact, and to us an
art that glosses over or evades these feelings, is superficial or
meaningless.84

The Abstract Expressionist sculptor Theodore Roszak
summed up the change in American art from the 1930s
to the 1940s in the catalogue for the Museum of Modern
Art show in 1946, in which he exhibited constructivist
geometric work indicative of the social idealism of thirties
art in America, writing "At the same time that these
'constructive' ... intentions exist, the world is fundamen
tally and seriously disquieted and it is difficult to remain
unmoved and complacent in its midst."85 World War II
had destroyed his belief in the illusion of the Utopia of
material technology; soon afterward, he too changed to
an Abstract Expressionist aesthetic, that is, to mythological,
ritualistic, naturalistic, and psychological primitivism and
archaism as part of the search for new beginnings and
spiritual regeneration that ultimately underlies much Ab
stract Expressionist art and thought. At this point there
arrived in New York Picasso's Guernica, a modern history
painting of mythic figures and cubist form, and European
Surrealist artists became important. It is the Surrealists'
interest in humanity's inner life, elemental instincts, forma
tive and destructive forces, and the concept of change
through internal transformation that made them seem
newly relevant to Americans' needs.
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SURREALISM, MODERNISM AND ABSTRACT
EXPRESSIONISM

A mood of profound introspection followed the coming
of the war, and the Abstract Expressionists, like many
Americans, turned toward an art and thought that pre
sented history not as a progression toward a technological
ideal but as a more complex drama of human achieve
ments and failures. This art was modernist and especially
surrealist. So widespread was the search for internal
explanations of events that Benton, the Regionalist par
excellence of the 1930s, momentarily ended his frustrated
search for "applicable pictorial ideas" by turning to the
work of the surrealist Salvador Dali,86 which he, like the
Abstract Expressionists, combined with Christian ritual.

Benton's Year of Peril series reflects his interest in a more
emotional, fantastic, and ultimately mythic work character
istic of the 1940s (fig. 13).

Surrealism was most appropriate, for it was an art that
grappled with the primary and elementary qualities of
human nature, life process, instinct, and change. Surrealism
attempted to reveal the fundamental sources and sub
stances of the universe. It represented in original form
violence and strife (particularly in the work of Masson,
Dali, Ernst, and Miro). It understood life as streaming
through space and time (particularly in the work of Dali,
Masson, and Tanguy), It proposed that human life had a
dialectical nature (particularly in the work of Masson and
Ernst). With its explication of the profundities of human
nature, it depicted the built-in limits of human existence in

Figure I 3. Thomas Hart Benton, Again [from Year of Peril], 1941. Egg
tempera and oil on canvas mounted on panel. The State Historical
Society of Missouri, Columbia.
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a time of war, fascism, and totalitarianism, locating sources
for human behavior in the elemental unconscious. When
the surrealists fled the Nazis in 1940 and came to New
York, they brought with them an artistic precedent for
comprehending the psychology of the crisis at hand.

Critics have long attributed the genesis of Abstract
Expressionism to the appearance of the surrealists in
America, but closer examination makes clear that the
catalyst was not so much the arrival of the artists as a new
interest in their ideas. Surrealist art had been known and
exhibited in America since the early 1930s. New York
galleries such as Julien Levy and Pierry Matisse showed
their art, and Gorky and others saw it there. Hartford's
Wadsworth Atheneum exhibited surrealist art in 1931,
and in 1936-37 the Museum of Modern Art held a very
comprehensive exhibition of surrealist art, Dada, Surreal
ism, and Fantastic Art. There were also known American
surrealist artists in the 1930s, such as Walter Quirt, Kay
Sage, and Bruno Margo, though they emphasized the
Daliesque branch of surrealism—three-dimensional space
and form—rather than the abstract Miroesque and auto-
matist branch that arrived in the 1940s. By the 1930s, John
Graham, a Russian emigre and sophisticated avant-garde
artist from Europe, had introduced Pollock, Gottlieb, David
Smith, and Gorky to surrealism and Picasso as well as to
the value of primitive art. Thus the Abstract Expressionists
were already familiar with many principles of modernism
and surrealism prior to the surrealists' arrival and, indeed,
some had already embarked on their modernist develop
ment. Gorky was well along. Pollock already knew of
automatism and the importance of primitivism and bio-
morphic forms and was drawing from Picasso. Still had
already studied American Indian art and ceremony as well
as cubism. Both Gottlieb and Rothko did Dali-like and De
Chirico-like paintings respectively before 1940, and Ba
ziotes had studied Picasso.

When the surrealists arrived, they mostly kept to them
selves. Andre Breton, titular czar of surrealism, never
learned English. Andre Masson and Yves Tanguy settled in
Connecticut. Only the Chilean Matta Echaurren and Wolf
gang Paalen befriended and worked with Abstract Expres
sionists such as Baziotes, Motherwell, Gorky, Pollock, and
others. The surrealists' arrival did however lead to more
frequent exhibitions of their work and to increased infor
mation about their artistic principles. Gordon Onslow-
Ford's lectures, for example, were attended by many
Abstract Expressionists. However, other avant-garde art
ists also emigrated, including Mondrian, Chagall, and Leger,
and they too held more exhibits than usual in New York.
The artists who truly interested the Abstract Expression
ists, Picasso and Miro, as Pollock noted, never actually
came. The growth of interest in surrealism and modernism
thus resulted partly from the intellectual migration and

Europeanization that transformed American thought and
life in innumerable spheres besides art at this time.

Despite the seemingly firm rejection of modern art by
American artists in the thirties, that decade did see the
gradual growth of a commitment to modern art. Major
collections such as the Gallatin Collection of Living Art at
New York University were formed. Major institutions such
as the Museum of Modern Art and the Museum of Non-
objective Art were established in 1929 and 1937 respec
tively. New galleries appeared. There was more modern
art visible in New York by the end of the thirties than
ever before. Consequently, the Abstract Expressionists
became very knowledgeable and, as Matta noted, less
partisan about modern painting than many of their Euro
pean counterparts.87 By the early 1940s, the process of
modernist acculturation begun by Alfred Stieglitz in 1908
with his gallery 291 and the Armory Show in 1913 was
brought to its first fruition.

The Abstract Expressionists were particularly interested
in cubism, the major formal innovation of the twentieth
century, and its opposition, surrealism. But, while indebted
to cubism's composition and pictorial autonomy, they,
along with the surrealists and other artists of the interwar
period such as Arp, Klee, and Mondrian, rejected its
limited subject matter—a close, rational analysis of familiar
environments and studio subjects—for more irrational and
"hidden" subjects. Surrealism itself was partially a product
of the First World War and its aftermath. It organized
Dadaist irrational and antibourgeois outbursts in a theory
of inner transformation that sought to create a new society
partially through new psychic life.

Many surrealists had originally sought liberation and
revolution through traditional European left-wing causes.
They were antinationalist, anticleric, antireligious, antico-
lonial, anticonventional, and supported sexual liberation,
esotericism, and occultism. In the 1920s they aligned
themselves with the Communist Party and were pro-
Soviet Russia; but by 1929, after many bitter internecine
feuds, Breton declared that surrealism would henceforth
be independent of the Communist Party although the
surrealists would continue to share its ultimate goal—the
overthrow of a bourgeois, capitalist society. The surrealist
"revolution" was to be more than a new political order,
however. Surrealism addressed itself to what Max Ernst
called a "crisis of conscience and of awareness."88 Western
bourgeois culture was to be changed by changing its values
and "realities." The surrealists sought to bring about such
a revolution by creating a new mode of thought and
shock. The liberation of thought and mind would liberate
the individual, and man could then make himself anew,
could transform himself and then the future of mankind.
Surrealism attacked the restrictions and limitations of
bourgeois, logical, and rational reality and tried to present
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a view of alternate inner lives with irrational and fantastic
images. Through the exploration and discovery of the
inner world, partially conceived as Freudian-inspired
dreamlife and the unconscious, the surrealists intended to
develop a world for which there was no previous outer
model. An inner revolution would thus effect an outward
transformation of bourgeois society.

The surrealist influence on Abstract Expressionism is
significant but would require almost a study in itself. It has
never been discussed in detail and is indeed very difficult
to describe. Some influences are obvious—the idea of the
unconscious as the source of art; the surrealist form-
language of biomorphism, and the pictorial and intellectual
method of tapping the unconscious—automatism. Just as
obvious are ideas that had little or no influence—the
occupation of the object, the revival of Old Master illusion-
ism, the subversion of everyday "reality." sexual games,
the invention of techniques of chance. In other matters—
the emphasis on change and transformation, on the reha
bilitation of subject matter, on the transcendence of the
merely subjective—surrealism and Abstract Expression
ism are deeply intertwined and it is difficult to separate
the threads. Nevertheless, a brief attempt should be made
if we are to come to a fuller understanding of their
individual natures. Although no hard and fast lines can be
drawn between the two, it is evident that there are
significant correspondences as well as differences, and
even if we get a little ahead of our study of meanings in
Abstract Expressionism, a comparison between the two—

in no way complete or thorough—will be illuminating.
To liberate man from everyday bourgeois reality. Bre

ton, in the First Surrealist Manifesto in 1924, adopted
some of the premises of Freudian psychology, with which
he had become acquainted as a medical orderly during
the First World War:

surrealism, n. Pure psychic automatism by whose means it is
intended to express, verbally, or in writing, or in any other
manner, the actual functioning of thought. Dictation of thought,
in the absence of all control by reason and outside of all aesthetic
or moral preoccupations.

encyclopedia. Philosophy. Surrealism is based on the belief in
the superior reality of certain forms of associations hitherto
neglected, in the omnipotence of dreams, in the disinterested
play of thought. It tends to ruin, once and for all, all other psychic
mechanisms and to replace them in solving the main problems
of life.8"

Of importance for Abstract Expressionism was the surre
alist technique of automatism.90 As a visual parallel to
Freud's psychoanalytic mode of free association, Surrealist
automatism was a method of initiating exploration of the
unconscious. Emptying his mind of any preconceived ideas,
knowledge, or rational control, the artist, almost but not
quite a mere medium, would put himself in a passive,
receptive state. With the mind free from control, its vitality
would be captured in a series of random marks, lines or
doodlings. In the second state of the process the artist
would deliberately transform these random visual clues

Figure 14. Andre Masson, Battle of Fishes. 1926. Sand, gesso, oil. pencil
and charcoal on canvas. I4| x 28,' inches. Collection. The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Purchase.
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into subjects and forms. Victor Brauner described the
process: "I start out from a pencil line without knowing
where I'm going. I follow my hand. I understand gradually
what I want to do and from a certain moment onward
the drawing itself commands my intention." '

Surrealist automatist methodology, whether the more
abstract variety called automatist writing or the more
imagistic. such as frottage, collage, and grattage. allowed
for the emergence of instinctual feelings and of hidden
"desires" in images of irrational combinations such as Ernst
collages of the late 1920s. It valued chance and revelation.
Automatism aimed, however, at more than an uncon
trolled beginning for artistic images. With the creation of
these images, the surrealists sought to subvert bourgeois
rational reality and its attendant mode of living and think
ing. Old, spent "realities" would thus be destroyed, and
with the new beginnings, a new "marvelous" reality would
be created. The marvelous liberated the mind and the
individual.

It is important to remember that automatism required
only the initial suspension of the conscious mind. As noted,
automatism was a mode of beginning, but once the picture
was begun the artist understood what he wanted to do in
both form and content. Robert Motherwell described this
second stage: "Once the labyrinth of 'doodling' is made,
one suppresses what one doesn't want, adds and inter
prets as one likes, and 'finishes' the picture according to
one's esthetic and ethic."92 What emerged and the artist
brought to finished form were the subjects he ultimately
intended. In other words, automatism was a means of
initiating the conscious subjects and themes of the artist
and not an end in itself. The artist channeled unconscious
vitality recorded by the hand into his predisposed themes.
Chance merged with and became directed by intention.
Masson's automatist markings were elaborated into rep
resenting the struggle for survival among fish in his Battle
of Fishes of 1926 (fig. 14), which was a common subject
for him, repeated in his less automatist series, Combats
and Massacres. Miro's automatism was directed toward
his interest in genesis. In the Birth of the World of 1925,
he dripped, spilled, and wiped paint across the surface of
a canvas and then drew elementary forms out of the
resulting shapes, thereby suggesting the emergence of life
forms from the primordial void. In his automatist drawings,
Jean Arp, the inventor of automatism, suggested the
intertwining and unity of floral and human forms, again his
usual subject. Automatism was thus a mode of suggesting
the artist's general subjects but avoiding any preconceived
literal presentation.

Automatism's importance for the Abstract Expression
ists lay in the following: (I) it was an intuitive mode of
beginning that emphasized the unconscious as a source of
creation; (2) it was a means of expression which assumed

not just the initiation, not just the style, but part of the
meaning of the work itself; (3) it was the primary creative
principle to which Abstract Expressionist subjects were
added, and which subsumed them; and (4) it tapped and
stood for inner life as a whole. It recorded the idea of
endless creative energy, innumerable new beginnings, and
perpetual inner life. Most Abstract Expressionists, in an
American definition, used automation for the "summing-
up and reinterpretation of [the] personal and cultural past,
as well as a charging of the past, the known, with new life
through ... metamorphoses."93 In their use, that meant
conveying in its "vibrations and fusions of meaning ... the
boundless reaches of presentiment and memory ... of
man" and "the physical universe."9'1

Ultimately the Abstract Expressionist use of automatism
differed from the central surrealist use because rather
than free associating a flow of images and subverting banal
reality and logic with them, Abstract Expressionists used
automatism as a key to creativity and creative life. Their
use was more in keeping with a thematic subbranch of
surrealism, Masson's idea of creative forces. Mainstream
surrealist automatism transformed life through questioning
the real; the Americans, like Masson, transformed life by
symbolizing and representing creative and destructive
change.

Figure 15. Max Ernst, Napolean in the Wilderness, 1941. 181 x 15
inches. Collection. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Purchase
and exchange.

24



The Psychology of Crisis: The Historical Roots

To further symbolize constituents of dynamic change,
surrealist and Abstract Expressionist artists employed an
other conception, metamorphosis. Automatist flux cre
ated a sense of the continual change of one thing into
another, as in Ernst's Napolean in the Wilderness of 1941
(fig. 15):

Plants turn into living animals, architectural shapes turn into
statues which are at once plant, human shape and tropaion. The
metamorphosis takes place so smoothly that it is impossible to
make out whether a living substance has been petrified or an
inanimate one brought to life, whether these are plants revealing
human forms or humans revealing plant forms.''1'

Metamorphosis is fundamental to the surrealist creative
enterprise. It enlarged reality with the formation of, in
Breton's words, "new beings" or hybrids.96 Inner flux
represented the unconscious inner world and thus man's
inner nature. Like automatism, metamorphosis became
more than a technique; it became a theme. It came to
represent capacity for continuous inner development. For
example, in Growth (fig. 16), Arp's meandering curvilinear
forms suggest elemental shapes and their process of
creation and change. Arp's metamorphosis seems to cap-

Figure 16. Jean Arp, Growth, 1938. Bronze. Philadelphia Museum of Art:
Curt Valentin.

ture elemental processes as well as the striving, even
transitory, nature of existence. For Arp, metamorphosis
represented an inner spirit: "Art should lead to spirituality,
to a mystical reality."97

Quite different is Masson's conception and use of meta
morphosis. As Carolyn Lanchner describes it:

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 senses; nothing is but is in a state of becoming.
All things carry with them their opposites; death is inherent in
life and life potential in death.... In 1921, on the threshold of his
career, his credo was "To paint forces: the open road."98

Automatic drawing turned into a metamorphic struggle of
generation, dissolution, and renewal among life forms, as
in Masson's Meditation on an Oak Leaf (fig. 17). Metamor
phosis represented the life process, an unending cosmic,
natural, and inner transmutation.

The Abstract Expressionists drew greatly on this con
ception of eternally changing and transforming forces of
inner and outer life. The idea of creative and destructive
forces was a foundation of their themes and styles. Many,
however, after their formative surrealist-influenced work,
attained an abstract portrayal of the eternally renewing
forces of life, a plastic fluidity and vitality that the surrealists
never realized. Their metamorphosis became the history
of the spirit and endeavor of mankind over space and
time.

Metamorphosis broke down the barriers between dif
ferent things, different states of being, and different pro
cesses. It also brought to the forefront of art the elimina
tion of man's dominant role in nature. A leitmotif of
surrealism is the fusion of man and nature, of plant, animal,
and even cosmological forms in a form-language called
biomorphism. Biomorphism replaced and countered cub
ism's rectilinear forms with generally curvilinear shapes. It
constituted a form-language that was used by many differ
ent mid-twentieth century artists, not just the surrealists.99
For the surrealists and the Abstract Expressionists, bio
morphism came to represent the integration of the forces
of man and nature, of the inner and outer worlds, of
human and universal experience.

Each Surrealist employed it in a way consistent with his
themes or aesthetic. Arp described one of his first sculp
tures, Human Concretion of 1932, as representing a
biomorphic growth process:
Concretion is the result of a process of crystallization: the earth
and the stars, the matter of the stone, the plant, the animal, man.
all exemplify such a process. Concretion is something that has
grown.100

Miro used biomorphism to create hybrids of ammal-
human-stone elements. In The Family of 1924 he created
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Figure 17. Andre Masson. Meditation on an Oak Leaf, 1942. Tempera,
pastel and sand on canvas, 40 >' 33 inches. Collection. The Museum of
Modern Art. Given anonymously.
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a biomorphic personage with an exaggerated sex to
suggest procreation. The personage is made up of stone
and bonelike forms that recall ancient representations of
prehistoric animal and human life. Similarly, Masson turns
a horse, a fish, and female anatomies into cosmic constel
lations.101 In Battle of the Fish, one of his greatest auto
matist works, he symbolizes human struggle and strife by
analogy with their equivalents in the animal world. And in
Napolean in the Wilderness. Ernst unites the varieties of
life in a totemic image.

The more artistically conservative "dreamscape" branch
of surrealism represented by Dali, Tanguy, and Magntte
used similar images of a unitary physical and inner reality
in their "mindscapes" (fig. 18). Tanguy represents the
timeless and profound depths of the mind with an image
of a deep submarine expanse. The space is sparsely
populated with biomorphic forms suggesting humans, ani
mals, and even prehistoric stone constructions native to
his birthplace in Brittany. It is a mental rather than just a
physical landscape.

Surrealist biomorphism restored man to his "place in
nature" and is the source of Pollock's famous statement "I
am nature." Surrealism also saw art as a natural form and
product. Breton declared that the mission of art is not to
copy nature but to express it.102 For the surrealists and
ultimately for the Abstract Expressionists, art is "a fruit
that grows in man, like a fruit on a plant, or a child in its
mother's womb."103 Artistic creation formed an analogy
to natural process and product.

In the search for alternative modes of thought, the
surrealists drew upon widespread anthropological con
ceptions of primitive thinking, especially Sir James Frazer's
The Golden Bough and the works of Lucien Levy-Bruhl,l0''
a prominent anthropologist in the 1920s and 1930s. Levy-
Bruhl's book, How Natives Think (Les Fonctions mentales
dans les societes inferieures), postulates an alternative to
Western thought—the elemental thinking of non-Western
people whose mode of thought Levy-Bruhl described as
"pre-logical"; that is, a mode that does not differentiate
between animate and inanimate and does not subject
nature to what are seen as scientific laws. Though surre
alism is only partly a primitive style—except for such later
surrealists as Wilfredo Lam and Wolfgang Paalen, only
Miro and to a degree Ernst can be called artists of the
primitive—it combined an investigation and emulation of
primitive thought and art with an investigation of the
workings of the mind and especially of the unconscious.
This linkage is crucial for Abstract Expressionism, which
developed surrealism's interest in primitive thinking, prim
itive religion, and magic.

The surrealists used a mode of transformation aimed at
a nonlinear, evocative, indirect, unforeseen and multiple
associational image. In other words, they used metaphor,

Figure 18. Yves Tanguy, Divisibilite Indefinie [Infinite Divisibility], 1942.
40 x 35 inches. Albright-Knox Art Gallery. Buffalo. New York. Room
of Contemporary Art Fund, 1945.

simile, and analogy to undermine reason and logic. For
example, in Ernst's Oedipus Rex and The Couple, both of
1924, and his collage-romans, figures and objects are
exaggerated in size, fragmented, and combined with other
objects so that relations between physical things and
ultimately between the viewer and habitual expectations
are recreated in a new way. The Abstract Expressionists
also made use of these poetic principles, as in their
references to nature as "human" as well as mere physical
nature. They too rejected any merely analytical or illustra
tive views of life or contemporary events or needs. They
too avoided any literal or circumstantial portrayals of the
human situation. But they were less interested in subvert
ing reality than in universalizing their themes through
poetic allusions to similar examples.

Ultimately, Abstract Expressionism is greatly indebted
to surrealism not just in these general areas but also for
more specific subjects and themes. The duality and unity
of opposites. of consciousness and unconsciousness; the
Heraclitean flux; the cycles of birth, death, and renewal;
the symbolic uses of the sea, the night, and the eye; and
the emphasis on origins and evolution, are all partially
derived from surrealism.

Yet Abstract Expressionism is not surrealism but some
thing different along a shifting spectrum. Events, culture,
and individual interests intervened and produced a related
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but new style. Abstract Expressionism is a pared down,
simpler, less urbane and inventive, less technically experi
mental style. It is a more "earnest" version, partially de
rived from American art of the 1930s, from the emphasis
on historical patterns of change and transformation. When
Wheeler said of Dali that his conduct may have been

"undignified," but the "greater part of his art is a matter of
dead earnest, for us no less than for him," he was
characterizing the entire surrealist enterprise in a way that
would differentiate the Americans from the more playful
surrealists.105

Although the artists readily admitted their debt, in the
early 1940s they saw their orientation as different from
that of the surrealists and they criticized them for a
number of reasons. In 1942 Motherwell and Baziotes tried
to enlist Matta in an exhibition at Peggy Guggenheim's

gallery that would discredit the surrealists as dogmatic
painters no longer attuned to the contemporary world
because they had betrayed their own principles of psychic
automatism and exploration.106 Greenberg criticized sur
realism for reviving Old Master techniques and literary
themes.107 Newman criticized them for creating not new
art and life but simply a "phantasmagoria."108 He could not
believe they did not change their style in response to the
war and its horrors. 940 he wrote, "Some of us
woke up to find ourselves without hope," for "painting
was dead." Seemingly, he would start from scratch, to
paint as if painting had never existed before, to paint a
new "world."110 Gottlieb concurred when he declared
that he and Pollock at that time had a feeling of absolute
desperation, that it was necessary for one to dig into
oneself and create one's own values.1'

Figure 19. Pablo Picasso, Guernica, 1937. I I feet 5' inches x 25 feet
5, inches. Prado Museum. 0 ARS, New York.

A fresh start was thus needed culturally and artistically.
Surrealism, indeed all European style, had to be tran
scended. Surrealism was considered a spent force intellec
tually and artistically, unable to respond to the new needs
of the day. Even though some surrealists painted re
sponses to the political and historical events of the pe
riod—for example, Ernst's The Angel of Hearth and
Home of 1937, The Nymph Echo, and Barbarians March
ing to the West: Miro's Aidez lEspagna: and Masson's
series Contemplation of the Abyss: and in a sense their
work had always been such a response—their style seemed
relatively unchanged. Picasso's Guernica (fig. 19) more
successfully captured the Americans' imagination as a di
rect response to disaster and savagery, but only Matta
eventually responded in a way that was prophetic for
Abstract Expressionism:

I had some kind of trauma when I realized what the war was,
and the concentration camps, and I went one step further in my
understanding. I tried to use. not my personal psychic morphol
ogy, but a social morphology. Using the totemic images involved
in a situation which was more historical: the torture chambers.
... I tried to pass from the intimate imagery, forms of vertebrae,
and unknown animals ... to cultural expressions, totemic things,
civilizations. ... I was still being under the laws of morphology,
but this time not so much of the forming ... of an organism
which was symbolic of myself, this time it was the formation of
cultures confronting each other. Battlegrounds of feelings, and
ideas, fighting to see if something would come out of these
clashes. ... I thought at one point that the introspection trans
formed itself into world introspection ... [a] vision [of] ... this
world of which I was a part. And not only what the world was
doing to me. ... This imminence of tragedy and war. etc. These
things were like rain catching up with a man who is running.112
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Malta's remarks trace the fundamental change from
surrealism to Abstract Expressionism. Much Abstract
Expressionism presents a view of the psyche as historical
and cultural and not only as a modernist mode of the
subjective or personal. The Americans emphasized the
psyche, inner life, the unconscious, and nature—surrealist-
derived themes—through a vantage point of humanity as
a universal historical and mythic entity, not simply a bour
geois object of left-wing scorn. The Abstract Expression
ists understood and undertook the investigation of human
ity's inner life as a universal, epic, historical and cultural
search. They adapted the idea of the creative unconscious
and creative inner life and focused on its development
through time and space. They historicized the unconscious,
going back to its origins in the prehistoric, the primitive,
and the ancestral, and recapitulated these first human
experiences as permanent truths, not just as alternative
modes of "reality." The unconscious past is for them the
contemporary present and the future. Many surrealists
criticized contemporary Western bourgeois culture; Ab
stract Expressionism recapitulated the history of man's
inner life and his search for meaning, purpose, change, and
transformation. Surrealists sought the expression of the
universal in the particular; the Abstract Expressionists
found the personal in the universal. Some surrealists
emphasized an individual, rationally unaccountable, self-
generated change. Many Abstract Expressionists empha
sized the historic forces of change, metamorphosis, and
evolution. They were indifferent to the merely rationally
unaccountable, taking it for granted. Abstract Expression
ism emphasized change as a result of a mythic and histori
cal cycle of constructive and destructive forces.

It is this concentration on the creative will and its
rendering through a more abstract pictorial means rather
than a semireal, semisymbolic complex language that marks
Abstract Expressionism. It fused surrealist metamorphosis,
vitalist biomorphism, and psychological change with Amer
ican historical evolutionism. In other words, the Americans
wedded selections of surrealist ideas with simpler, more
direct, and more powerful plastic form. In a more monu
mental art, the Abstract Expressionist rendered the his
tory of inner life over space and time.

The constituent elements of the surrealist program thus
proved to be fertile soil for the Abstract Expressionists.
Surrealism's opposition to "art for art's sake," its emphasis
on subject matter, its attempt to change Western culture,
its formal language, its notion of ideal transformation
through the expansion of consciousness, and its emphasis
on alternatives to a rational and logical reality were ideas

The Psychology of Crisis: The Historical Roots

that the Abstract Expressionists absorbed and shared. The
surrealists had also, in Robert Goldwater's words, reintro
duced "ambiguous and literary' meanings" into modern
art. Like the folk allegories of American art of the 1930s,
they contradicted the self-sufficient plastic compositions of
cubism and reinstated the "traditional alloys—narrative,
sentiment, emotion and myth—whose use (or at least
whose abuse) the general trend of painting and sculpture
in our century had earlier renounced.""3 Unlike surrealists
(for example Breton, who called painting a "lamentable"
expedient), Abstract Expressionism wanted to develop a
new pictorial vocabulary, but it also inherited surrealism's
interest in many of the thinkers most important to modern
times. Heraclitus, Freud, Nietzsche, Worringer, Levy-Bruhl,
Frazer, the German Romantics, the French Symbolists—
all of these were central for both Surrealism and Abstract
Expressionism. They replaced the systems, values, and
beliefs of the influential figures of American art of the
thirties—Frederick Jackson Turner, Charles Beard, Marx,
Craven, and Ruth Benedict—just as World War II re
placed Utopian strivings and "the evolution of world civili
zation."

But it was not just aspects of American thirties and
surrealist art that lay behind Abstract Expressionism. It
was the whole of modern culture in its contemporary
form in the late 1930s and early 1940s. To describe the
indescribable, the Abstract Expressionist had to pass be
yond surrealism in both art and thought. The Americans
drew on what was lacking for those in the First War, a
sophisticated culture of waste, horror, fear, and anger.
The earlier generation of English writers and soldiers had
relied on The Pilgrim's Progress to explain their experi
ence of war. The Americans (and the new generation of
British artists called the Neo-Romantics) had the surreal
ists, Sir James Frazer, the newly popular myth of the Grail
and Moby Dick, Joyce, The Waste Land, and much more.
These figures and subjects provided much of the intellec
tual language, methods, and imagery for bringing their
experience and emotions to consciousness.

The Abstract Expressionists invented and absorbed,
adapted and expanded the idioms and subjects of a broad
modern culture for their ends. It is through a study of
themes and subjects originating in important twentieth-
century thought, and their reflection and development in
a largely historically and culturally induced style that Ab
stract Expressionism's symbolic and abstract painting can
be best understood. Through these sources and prece
dents, the artists assimilated the unknown; "unprece
dented meaning thus had to find precedent motifs and
images.""'1
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