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New York School: Another View:

It is not surprising that the definitive history of Abstract Expressionism has yet to be written.?

New York School: Another View does not attempt a definitive history. Such a
history would be a fiction offering limited truths. Irving Sandler acknowledged this
when he wrote in the Introduction to his 1970 book, The Triumph of American
Painting, '...it soon became clear that there was not one "truth” but many.” The
artists realized this multiplicity of truths all along. Drawing on a series of 1952
panels at the Club*, Philip Pavia’s “The Unwanted Title: Abstract Expressionism,”
published in the Spring 1960 issue of It is, attempted an explication of the many
facets of the “American Abstract Art movement.” In the introduction to that
essay, Pavia notes “The American movement of abstract art is not the fireworks
of one or two artist personalities but is a deeply-rooted idea clawing the only
strong perch for art in the second half of this century.”

Early in the development of this project, Rae Ferren noted that ‘School of New
York’ would be more apt than either New York School or Abstract Expressionism.
The School of Paris was diverse, including Cubists, Fauvists, Surrealists,
photographers, and others. Artists working in New York were very aware of this
variety, and in some ways felt kinship. New York City was the living environment
which nurtured and energized artists. The growing community of voices and
sensibilities in one place provided the material from which the amazing variety
and vitality of work was created that came to define American avant-garde
culture.

New York artists drew inspiration from the accomplishments of advanced
European artists. They simultaneously respected and were skeptical of the
European avant-garde. They mistrusted manifestos and theory which seemed
essential to Europeans. They were also suspect of any attempt to define their
efforts. “Anyway, these artists dislike labels and shun the words ‘movement’ and
‘school’.”® Inevitably, those who made their living by words attempted to define
the new art in New York. Thomas Hess, Harold Rosenberg, and Clement
Greenberg were among the most articulate. Most artists seemed to prefer Hess
and Rosenberg both of whose writings appeared in It is. “The downtown painters
liked the impatient sweep of Rosenberg’s rhetoric. They liked his assumption
that New York painting was now crucial to its moment.”’

Many of these artists specifically resented Greenberg and his theory. They both
disagreed with his analysis and felt antipathy for his prominence and influence.
Ann Gibson remarked: “I'd asked a number of people why he (Greenberg) was
not represented in most of their magazines, and the answer was ‘because we
didn’t like him or think he was right most of the time."® It was a time when artists
felt they had to fight for respect and recognition. They were very suspicious of
those who were not artists who were thought to have authority. Kay Larson



observed: “My sense is that the first generation Abstract Expressionists had a
love-hate relationship with all authority, particularly that close up and deeply felt,
e.g. European modernism, including any people who had a direct connection to
the artists' success or failure, e.g. museum curators, and so on.” Rae Ferren
told me of John Ferren being very direct about this, once remarking about Alfred
Barr, Director of the Museum of Modern Art: "Who the hell does he think he is?
He's just a museum man!"*°

The artists of the New York School, though interested in theories, were wary of
them. While the Abstract Expressionists rejected the Surrealists’ reliance on
Freud, there was also some ambivalence towards of Jungian theories (even
though Joseph Campbell was a speaker at The Club and Pollock saw a Jungian
therapist). “The nearly uniform insistence among Abstract Expressionist artists
that they operated with no preconceptions sounded to me like a key to what they
refused to call theory.”** Existentialism was “in the air” and it seems if there was
a shared philosophic sense it was a certain affinity for aspects of Existentialist
theory®?. Pavia admits that he thought the name It is as an Existentialist
statement.

The artists of the New York School saw ideas as triggers while theories were
viewed as constricting constructs. This is maybe most clear in the often stated
dictum “Ideas not theories.” This fundamental premise differentiates artistic
endeavor of the New York School artists from both that of the School of Paris
and contemporary artists. Simply put, the former proceeded from ideas whereas
the latters’ artistic endeavor emerges out of theories.

Pavia speaks of 1948 as a watershed year. “In one year, there was the sacrifice
of a great artist (Ashile Gorky) and the beginning of a great new art, an American
invention.”™ This year is the most common referenced by these artists as the
date of significance. Most often 1948 is seen as the start of things.* Rarely does
one sense the recognition that it may have been the beginning of the end of
things, except the end of European hegemony in art. Reading the pieces
published in It is through the end of the 1950s, one senses a continued sense of
mission. The articles in the Spring 1960 issue are both historic, such as The
Unwanted Title and engaged in contemporary polemics — The Battle of Paris™>.
Many of the pieces written specifically for It is have a certain bravura, such as
Advice to Future Polemicists™®.

It is was, in many ways from its inception, an historical document. This is evident
in its inclusion of transcripts of earlier Club sessions, as well as the topics of
many of the essays. Pavia was trying to simultaneously situate the New York
School in an historical/philosophical continuum and assert its viability in the
present. Starting with the first issue, there is a plethora of statements by artists
addressing and defending the nature of the art created at the time and during the
previous ten years. As Helen Harrison remarked: “I think It is was an effort to
regain at least a measure of credibility for the artists’ voices and views.”*’



Despite the Abstract Expressionists’ unease with aspects of the European avant-
garde, the New York School artists emulated the Europeans in organizing their
activities, via the Club*®, and publishing their ideas and polemics in such journals
as Itis'®. The Abstract Expressionists appear to be the last notable group to do
so0. They may have been the last artists to work under the assumption that they
were central to the culture.

“There were few American artists, critics, or modernist art historians on the 1950s
and early 1960s who did not cut their teeth on Abstract Expressionism."® Yet, it
is Greenberg's ideas that thinkers about post World War 2 art most often feel
they must address. Henry Geldzahler noted “Clement Greenberg...has been the
most acutely perceptive observer and commentator on American painting and
sculpture...”! The Greenberg entry in the index of Arthur C. Danto's After the
End of Art*? is longer than any other. Its only close rivals are those for Abstract
Expressionism and the History of Art. Greenberg was a skilled propagandist. His
ideas were simple, easily graspable. He buttressed them persuasively with
considerable knowledge and command of semantics. Though extraordinarily
influential, he failed to recognize the essential nature of the art of his times.

The dialectic of trying to make art and nature the same (starting with Courbet and
clearly stated by Cezanne?®®) while asserting autonomy for the artwork and artist
established a core tension in Modernism. As long as art becoming more like
nature (read experience and/or reality) was akin to matter approaching the speed
of light, there was a driving energy that kept art and artists searching and
creating new approaches. Harold Rosenberg prematurely asserted in 1952; “The
new painting has broken down every distinction between art and life.”** Abstract
Expressionism was the last significant manifestation before Cezanne’s goal
would be substantially realized. Modernism required that tension, required the
dialectic. Our current perspective illuminates the nature of the end of Modernism
and the seeds of Post-Modernism.

The Canon

At the time of Jackson Pollock’s death in 1956, the accepted ‘canon’ of New York
School artists was in formation. Often the 1951 Life photo, by Nina Leen, of the
‘Irascibles’ was a touchstone for canonical lists?®>. The Museum of Modern Art
started including Abstract Expressionists in group shows in 1951 with Abstract
Painting and Sculpture in America. The exhibitions organized by Dorothy Miller,
mounted by the Museum of Modern Art?® played a major role in the recognition
of the new art and informed the evolving cannon.

Irving Sandler chose the ‘Irascibles’ photo as the frontispiece and rear dust jacket
for his 1970 landmark book The Triumph of American Painting: A History of
Abstract Expressionism. (Though two of the artists in said photograph, Jimmy
Ernst and Hedda Stern, appear nowhere else in this book.) This book “defined



Abstract Expressionism for a generation of scholars.”?’ In his 1978 The New York
School, Sandler expanded on the fifteen artists included in the previous volume
to include twenty-one in his list of “First-Generation Painters...”?® Though
convenient for students and casual scholars, this selective all male list was the
subject of argument from its first publication. This second volume also included a
list of “Second Generation Atrtists..."* including six women among the fifty-three
artists enumerated. (New York School: Another View includes thirty-nine artists
with birthdates ranging from 1896 to 1928. There are fifteen women, and four
artists of color among those included.)

Such generational distinction was not commonly seen in the artists’ own
endeavors. The annuals arranged by artists from 1951-1957 made no attempt to
designate ‘generations.”*® Pavia’s magazine, It is, was very much an artists’
publication. As such it is a particularly valuable source. The first five numbers
were published Spring of 1958 to Spring 1960. These issues, along with number
6 published in 1965, provide an almost overwhelming panoply with little note or
recognition of a distinction between generations. More than one hundred and
eighty individuals’ art or writing appeared within the covers of Itis. The
previously noted exhibitions mounted by MoMA in the later 1950s*! also included
artists Sandler assigned to both generations without resort to such distinctions.

The years of birth for Sandler’s first generation ranged from 1880 to 1922, for the
second generation birth years ranged from 1907 to 1935 with most being in the
first two decades of the Twentieth Century. Sandler thus made concrete the
notion of a distinction between first and second generation artists of the New
York School that was not reliant on birth date but other criteria. Sandler’s
distinction was based on his assessment that the art of those of the second
generation evolved from that of the first. Originality and vanguard status were
assigned to the ‘first generation.” Sandra Kraskin referred to this as The Myth of
the Second Generation: “Later, however, the designations of ‘first generation’
and ‘second generation’ often assumed a qualitative meaning that served to
exclude artists and to protect the ongoing myth.”*?

“The New York School constituted a loose community which was primarily an
open network based on personal relationships.”* These “artists had a great deal
in common and form a loose culture.”** There have been many attempts to open
or redefine the canon of the New York School. New York School: Another View
builds on these previous efforts and hopes to dispel or weaken the very notion of
a canon. “Like all momentous tendencies in art, it (Abstract Expressionism)
exceeded any verbal or phenomenal definition of itself, making room for a variety
of ‘deviations’ and even ‘contradictions.”> This now legendary era of the
maturation and acknowledgement of American art came about through the work
of many individuals who shared locale and ideas. Possibly, the most important
idea they shared was the significance of their endeavor.



! This essay owes a great debt to conversations and email exchanges, spanning 2001 through
2004, with Terence Diggory, Natalie Edgar, Rae Ferren, Ann Eden Gibson, Helen A. Harrison,
Kay Larson, Philip Pavia, and Esther Tornai Thyssen.
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