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Not Really Abstract: The 1940s in the United States 
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I want to begin by questioning the term ‘abstraction,’ which can seem more obvious than it is. 

We tend to assume we are all talking about the same thing when referencing abstract art, when 

in fact the very meaning of the term abstract is both historically and geographically specific, 

especially in the twentieth century, when abstraction was so loaded in terms of politics, 

metaphysics and artistic meanings. Today I want to offer a few different thoughts about 

abstraction in the United States, primarily New York, in the 1930s and 40s through the 

immediate post-war years. 

 

In 1936, Alfred Barr organized an important exhibition at MoMA in New York, ‘Cubism and 

Abstract Art’; pleading that the Whitney had already exhibited American abstract art the 

previous year, he showed only European art. Art historian (and friend of many American artists) 

Meyer Schapiro took the catalogue as the point of departure for his own broad statement, ‘The 

Nature of Abstract Art.’1 While he praised Barr, Schapiro also criticized the account of art as 

divorced from social contexts, and instead driven by artists’ reactions against the art of 

preceding generations. He objected to the view of history powered by ‘a kind of internal logic’ 

that was primarily formalist, in which one mode of making art generated the next one.  

 

Not surprisingly, most artists also objected to Barr’s version of history: it didn’t match their 

experience and generally downplayed the role of the individual artist. They also disagreed with 

his definition of abstraction, which was programmatic. Barnett Newman (a close friend of 

Schapiro’s) made the strongest case against a progressive history of art. Rejecting a history of 

alternating styles resulting in the advancement of art or society, which he identified in 

philosophical terms as the ‘Hegelian dialectical line’, Newman vehemently objected to the idea 

that a ‘pure’ abstract art, a geometric art, represented the peak - and conclusion - of artistic 

development.2 Like his friends and peers (and many European artists as well), he saw the 

geometric art that emerged from avant-gardes such as Constructivism, Bauhaus and De Stijl as 

rooted in failed attempts at social rationalization, utopian theories that aspired to make a fair 

and efficient world but always ended in authoritarian rule.  

 

By the mid-1930s, the European avant-garde art seemed clearly divided into two basic practices 

or fields of exploration: abstraction and Surrealism, a lasting historical perception. (The same 

year that Barr held his exhibition of abstract art, he also mounted ‘Fantastic Art, Dada and 

Surrealism’ as a kind of naturally opposing term.) Americans had followed it, although less 

avidly than abstraction, from afar or on sojourns to Paris, and it had been shown occasionally in 
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New York. In the 1940s, there were those who adhered strictly to one of the two European 

strains, following either a particular abstract model, like Mondrian, or more generally 

attempting to follow Surrealist methods or adopting Surrealist/Freudian imagery. But most 

often, the American artists made art that seemed to bring together elements of Surrealism and 

abstraction.  

 

A common merger could be seen in drawings that resembled archaic symbols borrowed from 

Egyptian, Assyrian and pre-Columbian artifacts, evident in the paintings of Pollock, Gottlieb and 

others during the late 1930s and into the 1940s for some. This art practice mystified the 

American art establishment. Reviewing a 1943 exhibition in the New York Times, critic Edward 

Alden Jewell expressed his ‘bewilderment’ before art that seemed opaque and mysterious, 

such as Gottlieb’s Rape of Persephone (1943), featuring a black central form that resembles a 

head in profile with scattered symbols painted on top of and scratched into the neutral ground. 

Gottlieb and Rothko, with Newman’s help, responded in a letter that mocked Jewell’s attempt 

to explain the work in easily digestible form, eschewing specific interpretations and affirming 

their emphasis on universal meaning: ‘We assert that the subject is crucial and only that subject 

matter is valid which is tragic and timeless. That is why we profess spiritual kinship with 

primitive and archaic art.’3 This source turned away from surrealist Freudianism towards a more 

American source of profundity. In his introduction to an exhibition catalogue for Betty Parsons’ 

first show, ‘Northwest Coast Indian Painting’, Newman called the art ‘abstract’, but what he 

meant by this was a sophisticated use of symbols as opposed to the literal-minded realism that 

American critics seemed to demand of contemporary art.4 The symbols reached towards 

deeper metaphysical meanings, sometimes referencing specific myths or feelings, but more 

often more generalized human impulses, and still more abstractly, the value of psychic and 

emotional content itself.  

 

Many of the artists who would later become known as abstract expressionists in the 1950s 

spent their earlier, experimental years working with imagery from nature and from the non-

Western and often pre-modern sources who were primarily inspired by nature.  Newman 

himself, Torres-Garcia, Rothko, Baziotes and others evoked beginnings  (both genetic and 

prehistorical), and imagery of sea, sky, and earth, in attempts to touch something fundamental 

about life. Here, the interest in biological science common to the older European artists was 

often joined by an American Transcendentalist devotion to a metaphysical view of nature. 

These interests were shared by figures as diverse as Edward Weston, Isamu Noguchi, Charles 

Seliger, and Frank Lloyd Wright. The organicist strain in art, design, and architecture was often 

called ‘biomorphic abstraction,’ indicating that it was neither realist in the sense of appearance-

based, nor abstract in the geometric, European avant-garde sense. These shapes recalled 

underwater imagery, fossils and other natural forms, sometimes as if seen through a 
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microscope – a wondrous hidden world evoked in paintings by Gorky, Theodore Stamos and 

Rothko, such as Rothko’s Slow Swirl at the Edge of the Sea (1944). This kind of invisible, 

mysterious nature was, like archaic symbols, an abstraction not defined by opposition to 

representation.  

 

By the mid-1940s in the U.S., the various meldings of abstraction and Surrealism had clearly 

surpassed the either of the two practices themselves, which had become equally suspect in 

their original, European forms. The question was, what was this third way? In 1945, curator 

Harold Putzel organized an exhibition at his 67 Gallery in New York to pointedly ask this very 

question. Called ‘A Problem for Critics,’ the exhibition included American artists Pollock, Gorky, 

Hofmann, Rothko, Krasner, Pousette-Dart, Gottlieb and Charles Seliger, along with the Cuban 

Rufino Tamayo and Frenchman André Masson, although Putzel emphasized that ‘we see real 

American painting beginning now.’5 That same year, David Porter organized an exhibition at his 

gallery in Washington DC called ‘1950: A Painting Prophecy’, proposing a phenomenon that was 

still more definitely American (although the artists included immigrants and exiles). Positing a 

‘union of a highly poetic and personal art with a kind of painting which has for many years been 

expressed by inventions in pure line, form and color’, Porter defined the union as a Romantic 

response to difficult times, in individual, even spiritual expression that didn’t fetishize formal 

invention.6 Critics were excited but puzzled by this ‘new school of painting’; unsure which 

artists belonged to it, even more than ‘who’, critics struggled to name ‘what’ it was.7   

 

This not-knowing itself became a sought-after condition, a positive condition of process-based 

discovery, risk, and invention. This openness itself became a new definition of abstraction, one 

that carried over into the work of the 1940s that represents the signature style of these artists, 

and became known as abstract expressionism, whether or not it carried elements of 

representation. Hans Hofmann put it succinctly, saying ‘a picture should be made with feeling, 

not with knowing.’8 As Franz Kline declared of himself and his fellow artists: ‘We don’t begin 

with a definite sense of procedure. It’s free association from the start to the finished state.’9 

And this was not a simplistic endorsement of flailing paint:  as the artist pointed out on another 

occasion, ‘The immediacy can be accomplished in a picture that’s been worked on for a long 

time just as well as if it’s been done rapidly, you see.’10 That is, what Kline valued most was 

immediacy’s physical and social value.  

 

The artists did not reject conscious deliberation and aesthetic decisions in making a work so 

much as preconceived ideas. The emphasis on process, experience, feeling, life, as opposed to 

planning, sketching, finish, took the intellectual guise of rejecting theories of art-making or even 

living. (This is perhaps part of the reason why this art has been rejected by theoretically inclined 

art historians since the 1970s.) Speaking at an art conference sponsored by the American 
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Society for Aesthetics, Newman declared, ‘Aesthetics is for me like ornithology must be for 

birds.’11 And despite their appreciation of the support given, they were not eager to enroll in 

the categories constructed for them by even sympathetic critics like Greenberg and Rosenberg. 

In a private 1951 roundtable, the year financial success and critical attention began to arrive, 

Alfred Barr pressed the assembled artists: ‘What is the most acceptable name for our direction 

or movement? (It has been called Abstract-Expressionist, Abstract-Symbolist, Intra-subjectivist, 

etc.)’12 Smith immediately replied, ‘Names are usually given to groups by people who don’t 

understand them or don’t like them.’ de Kooning made the terse declaration that ended the 

entire proceedings: ‘It is disastrous to name ourselves.’  

             

That same year, in a MoMA symposium titled, ‘What Abstract Art Means to Me,’ Willem de 

Kooning detailed the splitting of painting into two incommensurable halves, as modern painting 

became modernism, a dogma: ‘The esthetics of painting were always in a state of development 

parallel to the development of painting itself. They influenced each other and vice versa. But all 

of a sudden, in that famous turn of the century, a few people thought they could take the bull 

by the horns and invent an esthetic beforehand. After immediately disagreeing with each other, 

they began to form all kinds of groups, each with the idea of freeing art, and each demanding 

that you should obey them. Most of these theories have finally dwindled away into politics...’13 

De Kooning pointed out that subject, content, representation became defined as the negative 

of the critical prohibition: ‘The question, as they saw it, was not so much what you could paint 

but rather what you could not paint. You could not paint a house or a tree or a mountain. It was 

then that subject matter came into existence as something you ought not to have…’ Like 

‘subject matter,’ this process created pure abstraction as a separate category. De Kooning 

described abstraction as a kind of experience, a quality not separate from representation, that 

was once a commonplace in painting, before painting was split into dogmatic positions and 

labeled, defined, confined. He advocates for abstraction not as program, not even as the 

painterly materiality he dealt with so profoundly, but as, in de Kooning’s words, ‘The “nothing” 

part in a painting… the part that was not painted but that was there because of the things in 

the picture which were painted… that “nothing”… was always regarded as a particular 

something—and as something particular... the only thing that truly mattered.’  

 

The situation that de Kooning described was very broadly the one in which all mid-century 

modern painters found themselves. It culminated in a postwar situation where not only smaller 

labels like ‘Cubism’ or ‘Surrealism’ but representation and abstraction themselves were 

narrowed and hardened as definitions, creating a polar situation. After World War II, artists 

increasingly experienced the pressure to make that choice not only as artistic but as ideological, 

with capitalist democracy and communism both laying claim to the truly progressive position. 

‘There was abstraction in the West, and realism in the East,’ as Georg Baselitz later baldly put it. 
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In the late 40s and 50s, in Darmstadt, in London, and in New York, there were conferences and 

publications and exhibitions dedicated to this debate on the ‘face of man today’ and the 

freedom of the artist in the wake of WWII broke down the possibilities into those of abstraction 

or representation. (These choices themselves, most particularly in Europe, were tacitly framed 

in terms of ideological debates between capitalism and communism.) But there was another 

way—at least one—of locating artistic possibilities in this context, one that already in the 1940s 

refused the mainstream non-choice between abstraction and representation. Some artists— 

many of the artists we love the most, in fact—de Kooning, Wols, Dubuffet, Bacon —refused the 

bifurcation of modern art into two poisoned choices, produced by a poisoned society. All of 

them refused ideology. Even the most apparently abstract artists, such as Rothko and Mark 

Tobey, objected to the term ‘abstraction’ for its connotations of subjectlessness, for the way it 

seemed to deny the validity of things that were not visually perceivable, including feeling, spirit, 

and sensation. Tobey described his attempt to grasp the edge of summer’s shading into fall: 

‘Edge of August is … bringing the intangible into the tangible. In that sense, it’s the opposite of 

abstraction, though the means may appear abstract.’14 

 

This accounting very broadly outlined some of the ways in which artists refuse labels, and at the 

same time are very specific about what they do. From this perspective, exciting work remains to 

be done on mid-twentieth century art, work that promises to create as well a fertile ground for 

thinking about contemporary art.  
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