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580 The Individual and the Social

perhaps some of the implications of the work may be felt. But whatever is seen
or felt it should be remembered that for me these paintings had to be something
else. It is the price one has to pay for clarity when one’s means are honoured
only as an instrument of seduction or assault.

mono-object and the other historic forms. Possibly this is too free, too defiant,
to accept that the soul of man’s total belief can be the subject of art. No subject
is taboo in art. Why cannot the nature of man himself be the subject? There
is no order but the order of man. Yet this is great order. There is not even
form, as we traditionally know it. There is no chiaroscuro of solid bodies; now
space becomes solid, and solids become transparent. Why should we worry that
sculpture isn’t chiaroscurally solid? Concept is more important than chiaroscuro.
Nothing is really unsolid. Mass is energy, space is energy, space is mass.
Whether such things are scientific facts is very, very unimportant. Art is poetic.
It is poetically irrational. The irrational is the major force in man’s nature. And
as such the artist still deals with nature. Neither artist nor audience can deal
with concepts that are not nature.

14 Harold Rosenberg (1906-1978) from ‘The
American Action Painters’

In the critical representation of Abstract Expressionism, Rosenberg and Greenberg were
responsible for the two dominant modes, the former emphasizing existential drama and
commitment where the latter concentrated upon formal and technical innovation. ‘Action
Painting’ was the designation under which the new informal abstract art of the 1940s
and 1950s first became widely known in English-language criticism, to be gradually
supplanted by the now more widespread ‘Abstract Expressionism’ — a term which tends
specifically to identify the work of American painters rather than their comparable
Etropean contemporaries. In fact Rosenberg may originally have intended his title to
carry a connotation of political commitment which has largely been ignored (i.e. to read
as ‘American-Action Painters’ rather than as ‘American Action-Painters’). Echoing a
theme from his earlier ‘Fall of Paris’ {IVp11), he identifies America as the new locus of
the ‘International of Culture’, and ‘Action Painting’ as the advanced form of that culture,
in:which the possibility of revolution is kept alive at least in imagination. Originally
published in Art News, LI, New York, December 1952, pp. 22ff. Reprinted in Rosenberg,
The Tradition of the New, New York, 1959. The present extract is taken from the first
half of the essay.

13 Clyfford Still (1904-1980) Statement

Still worked and taught in California from 1946 to 1950 and moved to New York'in
1951. This statement was written to accompany the work included in an exhibition at
the Museum of Modern Art, New York, the following year. As the tenor of Still's writing
indicates, there are connections to be made between the concerns of .the American
avant-garde and the contemporary concerns of European Existentialism (V81 and 10).
Published in Dorothy C. Miller (ed.), 15 Americans, New York, 1952, pp. 21-2.

That pigment on canvas has a way of initiating conventional reactions for most
people needs no reminder. Behind these reactions is a body of history matured
into dogma, authority, tradition. The totalitarian hegemony of this tradition. I
despise, its presumptions I reject. Its security is an illusion, banal, and without
courage. Its substance is but dust and filing cabinets. The homage paid to it is
a celebration of death. We all bear the burden of this tradition on our backs
but I cannot hold it a privilege to be a pallbearer of my spirit in its name.

From the most ancient times the artist has been expected to perpetuate the
values of his contemporaries. The record is mainly one of frustration, sadism,
superstition, and the will to power. What greatness of life crept into the. story
came from sources not yet fully understood, and the temples of art which burden
the landscape of nearly every city are a tribute to the attempt to seize this
elusive quality and stamp it out.

THe anxious men find comfort in the confusion of those artists who would
walk beside them. The values involved, however, permit no peace, and mutual
resentment is deep when it is discovered that salvation cannot be bought..

We are now committed to an unqualified act, not illustrating outworn myths
or contemporary alibis. One must accept total responsibility for what he
executes. And the measure of his greatness will be in the depth of his msxght
and his courage in realizing his own vision. .

Demands for communication are both presumptuous and irrelevant. The,
observer usually will see what his fears and hopes and learning teach him:to
see. But if he can escape these demands that hold up a mirror to himself, then

Getting Inside the Canvas

Ata certain moment the canvas began to appear to one American painter after
another as an arena in which to act — rather than as a space in which to
reproduce, redesign, analyse or ‘express’ an object, actual or imagined. What
was to go on the canvas was not a picture but an event.

.~ The painter no longer approached his easel with an image in his mind; he
went up to it with material in his hand to do something to that other piece of
material in front of him. The image would.be the result of this encounter.

* ok

Call this painting ‘abstract’ or ‘Expressionist’ or ‘Abstract-Expressionist’, what
counts is its special motive for extinguishing the object, which is not the same
as in other abstract or Expressionist phases of modern art.

The new American painting is not ‘pure’ art, since the extrusion of the object
_was not for the sake of the aesthetic. The apples weren’t brushed off the table
in:order to make room for perfect relations of space and colour. They had to
go.8o that nothing would get in the way of the act of painting. In this gesturing
with materials the aesthetic, too, has been subordinated. Form, colour, compo-
sition,. drawing, are auxiliaries, any one of which — or practically all, as has been
attempted logically, with unpainted canvases — can be dispensed with. What
_matters always is the revelation contained in the act. It is to be taken for granted
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that in the final effect, the image, whatever be or be not in it, will beva
tension. ‘

- ‘The big moment came when it was decided to paint .. . just TO PAINT. The
gesture -on the canvas was a gesture of liberation, from Value - political,
aesthetic, moral.

+If the war and the decline of radicalism in America had anything to do with
this sudden impatience, there is no evidence of it. About the effects of large
issues upon their emotions, Americans tend to be ‘either reticent or unconscious.
The French artist thinks of himself as a battlegound of history; here one hears
only of private Dark Nights. Yet it is strange how many segregated individuals
came to a dead stop within the past ten years and abandoned, even physically
destroyed, the work they had been doing. A far-off watcher unable to realize
that these events were taking place in silence might have assumed they were
being directed by a single voice.

At its centre the movement was away from, rather than towards. The Great
Works of the Past and the Good Life of the Future became equally nil.

The refusal of values did not take the form of condemnation or defiance of
society, as it did after the First World War, It was diffident. The lone artist
~did not want the world to be different, he wanted his canvas to be a world.
Liberation from the object meant liberation from the ‘nature’, society and art
already there. It was a movement to leave behind the self that wished to choose
his future and to nullify its promissory notes to the past.

‘With ‘the American, heir of the pioneer and the immigrant, the foundering
of-Art and Society was not experienced as a loss. On the contrary, the end of
Art marked the beginning of an optimism regarding himself as an artist.

' The American vanguard painter took to the white expanse of the canvas as
Melville’s Ishmael took to the sea.

‘On the one hand, a desperate recognition of moral and intellectual exhaustion;
on:the other, the exhilaration of an adventure over depths in which he might
ind reflected the true image of his identity.

. Painting could now be reduced to that equipment which the artist needed for
_ an‘activity that would be an alternative to both utility and idleness. Guided by
visual and somatic memories of paintings he had seen or made — memories
which he did his best to keep from intruding into his consciousness — he
gesticulated upon the canvas and watched for what each novelty would declare
him:and his art to be.

Dramas Of As If

A painting that is an act is inseparable from the biography o.f tl}e artist. The
painting itself is a ‘moment’ in the adulterated mixture of his life — whether
‘moment’ means the actual minutes taken up with spotting the canvas or the
entire duration of a lucid drama conducted in sign language. The act-painting
is of the same metaphysical substance as the artist’s existence. The new painting
has broken down every distinction between art and life. ;
It follows that anything is relevant to it. Anything that has to do with action
~ psychology, philosophy, history, mythology, hero worship. Anything but art
criticism. The painter gets away from art through his act of painting; the critic
can’t get away from it. The critic who goes on judging in terms of school.s',
styles, form — as if the painter were still concerned with producn}g a certain.
kind of object (the work of art), instead of living on the canvas — is bound to
seem a stranger. [...]
Art — relation. of the painting to the works of the past, rightness of colour,
texture, balance, etc. — comes back into painting by way of psychology. As
Stevens says of poetry, ‘it is a process of the personality of the poet’. But .the
psychology is the psychology of creation. Not that of the so-called psychological
criticism that wants to ‘read’ a painting for clues to the artist’s sexual preferences
or debilities. The work, the act, translates the psychologically given into the
intentional, into a ‘world’ — and thus transcends it.
With traditional aesthetic references discarded as irrelevant, what gives the
canvas its meaning is not psychological data but role, the way the artist organizes
his emotional and intellectual energy as if he were in a living situation. The
interest lies in the kind of act taking place in the four-sided arena, a dramatic
interest. E
Criticism must begin by recognizing in the painting the assumptions inherent
in its mode of creation. Since the painter has become an actor, the spectator
has to think in a vocabulary of action: its inception, duration, direction — psychic
state, concentration and relaxation of the will, passivity, alert waiting. He must
become a connoisseur of the gradations between the automatic, the spontaneous, -
the evoked. ' Based on the phenomenon of conversion the new movement is, with the majority
of the painters, essentjally a religious movement. In almost every case, however,
the conversion has been experienced in secular terms. The result has been the
_ Creation of private myths.
~The tension of the private myth is the content of every  painting of this
vanguard. The act on the canvas springs from an attempt to resurrect the saving
__moment in his ‘story’ when the painter first felt himself released from Value —
myth of past self-recognition. Or it attempts to initiate a new moment in which
the painter will realize his total personality — myth of future self-recognition.
Some formulate their myth verbally and connect individual works with its episodes.
_ With-others, usually deeper, the painting itself is the exclusive formulation, a Sign;

‘I’s Not That, It’s Not That, It’s Not That’

With a few important exceptions, most of the artists of this vanguard found
their way to their present work by being cut in two. Their type is not a young
painter but a re-born one. The man may be over forty, the painter arqur}d seven
The diagonal of a grand crisis separates him from his personal and artistic past.

Many of the painters were ‘Marxists’ (WPA unions, artists’ congresses), Fhe‘
had been trying to paint Society. Others had been trying to paint Art (Cubism
Post-Impressionism) — it amounts to the same thing.
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/And even yet its banalities and trivia are welcomed and exploited by many who
find the aura of death more reassuring than their impotence or fears. No one
;was, permitted to escape its fatalistic rituals — yet I, for one, refused to accept
Ats ultimatums.

. To add to the body of reference or ‘sensibility’ which indulges homage or
.acquiescence to the collectivist rationale of our culture, I must equate with
intellectual suicide. The omnivorousness of the totalitarian mind, however,
demands a rigor of purpose and subtlety of insight from anyone who would
escape incorporation.

Semantically and ethically the corruption is complete. Preoccupation with

~ luminous devices is equated with spiritual enlightenment. The laws of Euclid
are- publicly damned to promote work illustrating an authoritarian dialectic.
‘Witless parodies are displayed as evidence of social artistic commitment; and
qualitative arrangements are presented as evidence of access to supernal mys-
teries. The rush to betray, in the name of aesthetics or ‘painting’, an imagery
born 'in repudiation of socio-psychological fallacies becomes a popular, but
sinister, measure of its power.
Unknown are the crimes not covered by the skirts of that ubiquitous old
harridan called Art. Even the whimperings and insolence of the venal are
treasured in her name — and for their reassurance — by the arrogant and
contemptuous. Indeed, among ambitious esthetes, artists, architects, and writers,
the burden of our heritage is borne lightly but mainly by hatred or cyncism.
The impudence and sterility which so hypnotically fascinate the indifferent,
perform a, sordid substitute for responsibility and truth.

584 The Individual and the Social

The revolution against .the given, in the self and in the world, whic‘h since
Hegel has provided European vanguard art with theories of a New Reality, has
re-entered America in the form of personal revolts. Art as action rests on the
enormous assumption that the artist accepts as real only that which he is in the
process of creating. ‘Except the soul has divested itself of thelloye of created
things . . .’ The artist works in a condition of open p0551b1l'1ty, rlsk.m'g', to foll‘ow
Kierkegaard, the anguish of the aesthetic, which accompanies poss1.b1hty lacking
in reality. To maintain the force to refrain from settling anything, he must
exercise in himself a constant No. [...] SFE

15 Clyfford Still (1904-1980) Letter to Gordon Smith

Written for the catalogue of a collection of Still’g work he'ld at the Buffalo Fl_ne Arts
Academy, Albright-Knox Art Gallery, of which Smith was director. The collection was
exhibited from 5 November to 13 December 1959, and the catalogue Paintings:by
Clyfford Still was published on that occasion. The letter is dated January 1, 1959.

Your suggestion that I write a few notes for the c:atalog of this collection ‘of
paintings raises the same interest and the same qualifications that were present
when the exhibition itself was first considered. The paradox mamfes't by the
appearance of this work in an institution whose me?ni.ng and function must
point in a direction opposite to that implied in the paintings — zf.nd my own life
— was accepted. I believe it will not be resolved, but instead will t.)e sharpfaned
and clarified. For it was never a problem of aesthetics, or public or private
acceptance, that determined my responsibility -to thg cqmpletefi work. Ra}t}.ler,
it was the hope to make clear its conceptual germination qf. idea .and vision,
without which all art becomes but an exercise in conformity with shlftxng
fashions or tribal ethics. Perhaps a brief review is in order —.

In the few directions we were able to look during the 1920s, whether to past
cultures or the scientific, aesthetic, and social myths of our own, it was amply
evident that in them lay few answers valid for insight or imagination. :

The fog had been thickened, not lifted, by those who, out of weakness or fqr
positions of power, looked back to the Old World fpr means to ex_tend. their
authority in this newer land. Already mired by moralists and. utilitarians in the
swamps of folkways and synthetic traditions, we were especially vulnerable.to
the mechanistic interpretations of motive and meaning. There followed a deluge
of total confusion. . oo

Self-appointed spokesmen and self-styled intellectuals with the lust of imma-
turity for leadership invoked all the gods of Apology anq hung them ’around
our necks with compulsive and sadistic fervor. Hegel, Klerkegaa}”d, (.]ezanne'
Freud, Picasso, Kandinsky, :Plato, Marx, - Aquinas, Spen.gler, .Em‘stem, Bell
Croce, Monet — the list grows monotonous. But that ultlmat? in irony — the f
Armory Show of 1913 — had dumped upon us the combined and sterile
conclusions of Western European decadence. For nearly a quarter .of a century
we groped and stumbled through the nightmare of its labyrinthine evasions.

I held it imperative to evolve an instrument of thought which would aid in
cutting through all cultural opiates, past and present, so that a direct, immediate,
and truly free vision could be achieved, and an idea be revealed with clarity.
‘To acquire such an instrument, however — one that would transcend the
powers of conventional technics and symbols, yet be as an aid and instant critic
of thought — demanded full resolution of the past, and present, through it. No
shouting about individualism, no capering before an expanse of canvas, no
manipulation of academic conceits or technical fetishes can truly liberate. These
only make repetition inevitable and compound deceit.
Thus it was necessary to reject the superficial value of material — its qualities,
its tensions, and its concomitant ethic. Especially it became necessary not to
remain trapped in the banal concepts of space and time, nor yield to the
morbidity of ‘the objective position’; nor to permit one’s courage to be perverted
by authoritarian devices for social control.
It was as a journey that one must make, walking straight and alone. No respite
or short-cuts were permitted. And one’s will had to hold against every challenge
of triumph, or failure, or the praise of Vanity Fair. Until one had crossed the
darkened and wasted valleys and come at last into clear air and could stand on
a high and limitless plain. Imagination, no longer fettered by the laws of fear,
became as one with Vision. And the Act, intrinsic and absolute, was its meaning,
and the bearer of its passion.




