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ABSTRACT
HARCID ROSENBERG: APPLICATION AND CRITIQUE
OF HIS CONCEPT OF ACTION PAINTING
By
Jong=-Ai Kim

American art criticism of the forties and fifties
served as a means for understanding individual paintings and
as an activity which provides insight into major artistic
phenomena. Among critics of these decades, the critic Harold
Rosenberg's role was remarkable, especially through his .
naming some of this current art—Action Painting.

Although the name Action Painting is frequently
used by many critics, historians, and members of the public,
it is often misunderstood and considered most appropriate
for the painter, Jackson Pollock.

The purposes of this thesis are to review the con-
cept of Action Painting and its critical application to two
other painters, Hans Hofmann and Willem de Kooning, and to
reevaluate the usefulness of Rosenberg's concept of Action
Painting and his critical method.

Action Péinting explains art by Hofmann and espe-
cially de Kooning more adequately than art by Pollock,
thereby requiring a new understanding of its meaning and its

use in criticism.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Today the critic's role is as essential to the
development of art as that of the artist. Since the artist
has become more and more free to explore himself and his
relationship to the world about him, "the history of modern
art"™ is billed as "the history of the progressive loss of
art's audience."1

The involvement with self, regardless of the sup-
posed value to society or the apparent lack of relation to
visual reality, represents one of the major challenges to
the validity of modern painting. 4And the sense the growing
personal freedom of the artist has made the art more and
more complicated and difficult for the public to understand.

As a necessary buffer between the painter and the
public, the professional critic has played an important
part in explaining the complex meanings of art and Jjusti-
fying its validity. The public has attempted to discern
through the critics the content or the meaning of
particular works of art. Indeed, it is scarcely an exag-
geration to say that the art of our time simply could not
exist without the efforts of the critic.

One of the significant signs of the critic's power,
in modern times, is "his naming of new art,"™ as Donald B.

1
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Kuspit remarked. As "Louis Vanxcelles' labels 'Fauvism'

and 'Cubism', ..., have had an enormous influence on the
understanding of these styles," the critic, by naming this
new art, determines its identity and influences the future
interpretation of that art.2 The vivid example of such
critical activity in the art field is revealed in the Ameri-
can art of the 19408 and 19508, known as Abstract Expression-
ism.

Before the artistic experimentation of the post-
world war era, many artists believed that American art
lacked any continuous and profound visual traditions amnd
suffered from either a provincial eccentricity or a shallow
reflectionlof conventional European modes and styles. The
need for an independent and mature art among Americamn art-
ists and critics was fulfilled by the new current develop-
ment of art, Abstract Expressionism, which is "incredibly
complex in itself, mingling Cubist, Surrealist and Expres-
sionist elements in a reprise of twentieth century art."3
The complexity of this movement demanded from its observers
"a largeness of spirit, broadness of reference and subtlety
of vocabulary.®™ That is, a need for new strategies and
categories for this art that stimulated American art critics
and their enthusiasm.

Among these critics was Harold Rosenberg. His emer-
gence, with the rise of Abstract Expressionism, is remark-
able. The importance of Rosenberg's role as a critic lies

in his discovery, advocacy and encouragement of unknown



3

artists of that time. And yet, his fame, above all, rests
- on his naming of this current art as Action Painting.
This term has been used generally until the present day as
frequently as the term Abstract Expressionism and often
as a synonym for it. This use demands reexamination.

In his most celebrated essay of 1952, "The Ameri-
can Action Painters," Rosenberg sketched the lineaments of
the new development as: "at a certain moment,"™ the Americamn
painter approached the canvas with little idea of what he
was going to paint. Then, creating out of a sense of mental
release, the experience of painting became the subject
matter of his canvas; painting was conceived as an event,

a record of the artist's feelings and the physical movement
to which they gave rise. The artist brought with him to
the canvas his experience and his emotions which served as
an impulse to set the essential process of action in motion.

Through this concept of Action Painting, Rosenberg
offered his public a way to think about the new painting—

a way totally different from the traditional conception of
art as object. And yet, the concept of Action Painting by
which Rosenberg justified his criticism still remains in

the need of study. As early as 1960, Thomas B. Hess, among
other critics, pointed out, Action Painting is used "'with
as many different meanings as there are writers to misunder-
stand it.'n?

The purpose of this study is to reveal Rosenberg's

notion of art, Action Painting, in terms of the importance
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of his‘criticism in this particular period of art. However,
the concept of Action Painting has no lasting meaning unless
it is applied to actual art or artists. Thus, through the
review of his application of this concept to selected art-
ists such as Hans Hofmann and Willem de Kooning, the pro-
priety of Rosenberg's critical method may be reevaluated.

For this task, this thesis is divided into three
main chapters. Chapter 2 is offered to suggest the back-
ground of the concept of Action Painting, that is, what
circumstances of Abstract Expressionism in general and what
particular attributes of Rosenberg's critical activity
prermitted the emergence of the concept of Action Painting
and its application to the art of this period. Chapter 3
discusses Rosenberg's sources for the concept of Action
Painting and its meaning. To cope with his concept of
Action Painting, Rosenberg's views on art in general and
also on American art; his presuppositions for the concept of
Action Painting; and his understanding of critics amd publics
are discussed. Chapter 4, the major part of this thesis,
treats the actual application of the concept to two artists,
Hans Hofmann and Willem de Kooning, who were suggested as
the appropriate model for the concept by Rosenberg himself.
In the Conclusion, the achievement and the limitation of the
concept of Action Painting are assessed.

In spite of the importance of the critic who dis-
Plays a unique range of methods for the investigation of art,
in modern times, extensive study of the critic and his criti-
cism is'still limited. This study may be one of such
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attempts to enlighten the significance of the critic's role
and the presentation of his special concept to the art
world. By providing ample recognition for Rosenberg's
concept of Action Painting and examining the appropriate-
ness of his concept for actual art, this study also aims

to prevent that critical concept from being misunderstood

and misused by future generations.
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CHAPTER II
BACKGROUND

A. Abstract Expressionism And Its Criticism
in America

American Abstract Expressionism in the late forties
and early fifties is commonly billed as America's first
significant contribution to the international currents of
art.

In fact, the Abstract Expressionist movement,
mingling three currents of modern painting:
abstraction with its concern for pure plastic values,
expressionism with its emphasis on emotional intensifica-
tion, and Surrealism with its reliance upon automatism,
improvisation, and the universality of certain symbols,
was enough to appeal to the intermational art field which
suffered by the demise of Paris as the major art center.

Barbara Rose pointed out that Abstract Expression-
ism was born of two catastrophes— a depression and a war.

The first, by means of the WPA, provided new opportu-
nities for professionalism and cooperative values
among artists; the second brought the leading figures
of the ERuropean avant-garde to America, where their
attitudes and their works served as an example to

American artists.

Actually during the war, the migration of European
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intellectuals and artists stimulated American vanguard
artists who were bored with the triteness of current pro-
vincialism and the streotypical mannerism of the Social
Realists. By direct contact with the European masters

and avant-garde groups, the vital group meetings in the gal-
lery of the dealer Peggy Guggenheim, and the influential
teaching of Hans Hofmann, American artists could be better
prepared to join the mainstream of westerm painting than
before. However, what made American Abstract Expressionism
come of age was, above all, the artists' recognition of

the need for their own independent art and the critics'
active advocation and effective support of them.

American vanguard artists, disillusioned with the
prevailing social-oriented art tempered by Marxism or
chauvinistic prejudices, began to consult continental
examples. During war time, "art had polarized inté two
camps: Cubist-derived abstraction", such as
Neoplasticism and Constructivism; and Surrealism. To the
American vanguard artist the former development was too
impersonal and formal to expose the ambiguous irrationality
of their own war period. 4nd the latter, Surrealish, was
too indifferent or hostile to modern art and its pictorial
quality, because it placed major emphasis on humanist con-
tent, But American artists did aspire to infuse their own
art with selected formal values of earlier abstraction by
creating images carrying personal emotional or psychological

importance as they do in Surrealism. To synthesize
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Cubism and Surrealism in en entirely new way became the
goal of American artists. They were eager to find a new
way for their own art, thus they turned to their own parti-
cular experiences and visions. They experimented in their
art to embody their own reality in contemporary forms.

These new experiments known as Abstract Expression-
ism among Americamn vanguard artists coincided with American
avant-garde critics' ambitions to make American art self-
conscious enough to transcend its provinciality and sophi-
sticated enough to outdistance modern European art. To
enlighten and present America as a new international art
center apart from the earlier European dominamncy, these
critics did not attempt to describe its historical develop-
ment. But rather they developed a partisan, personal view,
presenting a theoretical rationale for Abstract Expression-
ism and its artists with particular regard for their avant-
garde status. Critical activity at this time did not serve
merely as a means for understanding pictures. But it served
as an activity which itself provides insights into certain
major artistic phenomena of the time. Critics active in
their critical interpretation of Abstract Expressionism
formulated two major radical camps: Clement Greenberg on
the side of formalism and Harold Rosenberg on the side of
"expressionist criticism."z

Greenberg, as a representative of the formalist
point of view, believed the essential characteristics of

Abstract Expressionism involved a transformation of
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pPictorial space in terms of the patent surface elements on
the canvas. On the other hand, Rosenberg saw'the essence

of Abstract Expressionism in its breaking with the very

idea of style and in the rejection of formal completeness

or even coherence as amn aim; he favored the valuation of the
action of the artists.

Whereas Greenberg's critical style of "didactic
prose" entailed analysis of formal properties of exhibited
art, Rosenberg's style was a metaphoric one concermed more
with the character amnd context of the creative act of
artists rather than its resulting pictorial form.

Even though their major concerns and approaches
are different, the two critics' ultimate purpose was
basically the same. In his article "Some Advantages of
Provincialism,“3 Greenberg viewed American provincialism,
with its raw energy, its sense of vitality and directness, as
providing an advantage for advanced art because of its
"jgnorance or mechanical (however felicitous) rendering
of known styles." Praising the provincial mentality as
the American's foremost advantage for advaenced art, Green-
berg tried to enlighten American abstract art as
"advanced" art rather than as "exhausted® European art.
Like Greenberg, Rosenberg tried to validate the Americamn
avant-garde experiments as "new" art in the international
art field. Viewing "the mistake, the accident, the sponta-
neous, the incomplete, the absent"4 as the aesthetic watch-

word of the new American painting, Rosenberg advocated
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post-war American vanguard artists as revolutionary action
painters and situated them in the international modern
tradition. Actually these critics' attempts were effective
and successful. The first generation of Abstract Expres-
sionists began to receive international acclaim in the
19508,

Even though, both Greenberg and Rosenberg played
an active role in the field of American art criticism
during the Abstract Expressionist period, Rosenberg's new
term, Action Painting, was frequently used to describe
Abstract Expressionists after his article "The American
Action Painters" appeared in Art News in late 1952, Later
in the 19508, Greenberg, the most important spokesman on
behalf of Abstract Expressionism during the early and
middle-19408, became dissatisfied with the Abstract Expres-
sionists because of their strong surrealist-expressionistic
concerns. He turned to post-Abstract Expressionist develop-
ment and promptly named it "Post-painterly Abstraction" in
the early 19608.5

On the other hand, Rosenberg, in the 1950s, firmly
established a reputation as a principal spokesman for the
Abstract Expressionists through his essay of 1952 and his
book The Tradition of the New of seven years later. It
has even been said that the "fifties were 'occupied' by a
regiment of Rosenbergians,"6 whereas the sixties by Green-

bergians.
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B. Brief Biography of Harold Rosenberg

Born in Brooklyn in 1906, as a child of Jewish
immigrants from Eastern Europe, Rosenberg had become
involved with the Abstract Expressionist painters in thé
late 1940s, as a poet through the Surrealist circle.

Before his direct involvement with art criticism,
Rosenberg acted as a social poet and essayist on literature
and philosophy. His early writings appeared in such maga-

zines as Poetry; Transition, an important experimental

magazine published in Paris; amnd The Symposium, which was
dedicated to the theoretical discussion of culture. During

the 1930s he, along with Greenberg, wrote for Partisan Re-
7

view.
During the Depression, a period of Communist acti-
vism in America, Rosenberg wrote political poems and defend-

ed Marxism through the Partisan Review and Poetry. But,

unlike other left-wing Marxists, what he saw in Marxism was
a kind of individualism.
Like everyone else, I became involved in Marxism, but
from the start my Marxism was out of date. I was
interested in Marx for the sake of something else ....
I found in his writéngs a new image of the drama of
the individual XXX
His concern for man's individuality soon led him to his
disillusionment with Marxists and Communists who reduced
individuality simply to social identity. As Harry Roskolenko
remembered, "as a member of a left-wing literary club, Harold

spoke up against most of the left-wing Marxist and Stalinist
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agitation-propaganda in the arts."9

But Rosenberg “was
closer to surrealism, which was closer to Trotskyism in

n10 He was involved in the sur-

France, with Andre Breton.
realist magazine View edited by Parker Tyler and VVV, in the
19408. At that time, French Surrealists including the major
spokesman, Andre Breton, fled to New York and began to
develop an exchange of ideas and exhibitions through group
activity. They brought to New York the surrealist idea
which depended on the unconscious for revelation and an
interest in symbols drawn from mythology as a way of under-
standing the truths imbedded in the unconscious. These
surrealist ideas stimulated Rosenberg from that time on.

Rosenberg's association with avant-garde painters
and sculptors began in his working on the Federal Art
Project as an assistant to a muralist and in his joining
its Artists Union. The Art Project of the W.P.A. (the Works
Progress Administration) was established in 1935 under the
direction of Holger Cahill in an effort to alleviate the
devasting situation of the Depression and to save unemployed
artists. Many of the W.P.A. artists were Social Realists
who sought to convey a specifically political message
through their art. However Rosenberg attacked Social Real-
ists and joined the modernist camp.

He rejected simplistic communist demands on art
and its social function but retained a concern for the mean-
ing and intent of art through his activity at the Artists

Union meetings and his commentary in the Union's magazine,
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Art Front. '

Through his discourse with Tenth Street's avant-
garde artists, Rosenbérg began to establish his career as
an influential art critic during the 1940s when he became
involved with Abstract Expressionist painters.

He wrote introductions to early Abstract Expres-
sionist group exhibitions in 194712 and in the same year
he, with a painter Robert Motherwell, assembled the maga-

zine Possibilities I, and published the works of then

unknown artists, such as Pollock and Rothko. Two years
later, he wrote an essay to the catalogue of the “Intra-
subjectives" exhibition at the Samuel Kootz Gallery, which
was an important early group exhibition with works by
Baziotes, De Kooning, Gorky, Gottlieb, Hofmann, Motherwell,
Pollock, Reinhardt, Rothko, Tomlin, Mark Tobey, and Morris
Graves.

As an early member of the Club, the orgamnization
of Abstract Expressionists through the 1950s, he became
the friend of aAbstract Expressionists. 4and through contri-
butions to such magazines as Possibilities I; Tiger's Eye

edited by Barnett Newman; and It is, a journmal of the
Abstract Expressionists' Club, Rosenberg defended the think-
ing of these artists and spoke of their art. Then in 1952,
his major essay, "The American Action Painters," appeared in

Art News.
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CHAPTER III
THE CONCEPT CF ACTION PAINTING

A. Sources

The concept of Action Painting is not simply based
on improvisational thinking. It is deeply rooted in Rosen-
berg's beliefs and thoughts on art developed throughout his
career as a poet and critic. The major influences derive from
individualism, Dadaism, Surrealism, Existentialism, and John
Dewey's views on art.

From his early life, Rcsenberg's central concern was
man's individuality. As Dore Ashton said; "At no time,...,
did Rosenberg relinquish his vision of the individual as the
central, most important player in any drama."1

Throughout the 1930s, Rosenberg defended Marxism,
but soon he dismissed it since it demanded only social com-
mitment and rejected any independent role of individuals.2
In art, through his experience with the Federal Art Project
and the Artists Union, he saw the triteness of the Social
Realist's method and their misleading of art by using it mainly
for social purposes. Rosenberg turned to the modernist camp.

As a young critic, Rosenberg was affected by the

avant-garde mentality and its radical, antagonistic, active

dynamism against the established society. According to

16
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vanguard theory, Rosenberg did not believe any linear
development in art history but had faith in the spontameocus,
hobile, changing moment, which was performed by revolution.
Revolution buries the dead and inangurates the realm qf
the New. and the New is the consequence of the artist's
refusal to adhere to the given situation. Avant-gardism
represented this revolutionary mentality through its
artistic revolt against the established tradition. This
appealed to Rosenberg. Furthermore avant-gardism was
meant to be an individualistic revolt against society
according to Rosenberg. Thus he defended modernism in art
and avant-gardism. However, modernism, which was once
the most radical avant-garde movement in Europe, suffered
"a serious set back" during wartime, in Rosenberg's view.
In a 1940 article called "The Fall of Paris," Rosenberg
mourned the failure of modernism in Paris, the capital of
modernism and avant-garde movements, since the struggle
against fascism robbed the avant-garde of its intellectual..
freedom, the essence of its existence.3 Rosenberg believed
it was the collective ideologies that corrupted the Paris-
ian avant=-garde.

In view of the fall of Paris and his own experience
with grovernment-sponsored art in the thirties, Rosenberg
turmed to the individual creator. To him, the "true"™ avant-
garde should be free from the community ideologies of the
Parisian avant-garde, from the dictums of the academy, and

from the political demands of groups like the Communist
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Party. And, according.to. Rosenberg, only individual_artists
can achieve this true avant-garde mentality, if they do
not surrender to collective artistic goals and values, or
form a sheol or movement.

Indeed, after the World War, Marxism, the collec-
tive ethic which had once been so vital to artistic dis-
course, faded into the background of new discussions of
existentialism. The crisis of values brought about by the
Second World War had taken all ideas of social responsi-
bility away from art. Responding to this change in the
world, each artist became concerned with his own problems
of existence and expression.

Watching this change in the needs of artists, especial-
ly, through such artists as Arshile Gorky, Willem de Kooning,
and Hens Hofmann, Rosenberg believed that something new was
stirring in this country. These experiments seemed to be
different from other modernism and also seemed to confirm
the individualism of the artist's self. This appealed to
Rosenberg. "Art for them is rather the standpoint for a
private revolt against the materialist tradition that does
surround them.“4 Rosenberg introduced these artists and
began to evolve art criticism with enthusiasm. He confirmed
his own belief that new art strove by necessity "... not to
a conscious philosophical or social ideal, but to what is
basically an individual, sensual, psychic and intellectual
effort to live actively in the present."?

Ironically the past provided part of the basis
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for his thought., Dadaism and its unconventionality rein-
forced Rosenberg's concept of Action Painting. Born in
the cafes of Zurich during World War I, Dadaism was formed
by a group of young radical artists, who, in their indig-
nation and despair, were motivated to subvert every esta-
blished convention of society and its culture. The crisis
mentality of the Dadaists and their outrages against aesthetic
values offered Rosenberg a model for Action Painting. As
Robert Motherwell said in an interview of 1965 held by
Max Kozloff:

Actually the notion of 'action' is gratuitous. A
critic's finger in the stew. It was taken by Harold
Rosenberg from a piece by Huelsenbeck.... At that
time I was editing 'Dada' proofs of Huelsenbeck's which
ultimately appeared in the Dada anthology as 'En Avant
Dada.' It was a brilliamnt piece.... Harold came
across the passage in proofs in which Huelsenbeck
violently attacks literary esthetes, and says that
literature should be action, should be made with a
gun in the hand, etc. Harold fell in love with this
section, which we then printed in the single issue

that appeared of 'Possibilities.' Harold 8 notion of
'‘action' derives directly from that piece.

Following is a passage from Huelsenbeck to which Motherwell

referred. It was included in Possibilities:

The Dadaist should be a man who has fully understood
that one is entitled to have ideas only if one can
transform them into life-~ the completely active type,
who lives only through action, because +t holds the
possibility of his achieving knowledge.

Rosenberg admired the activism of the Dadaists who attempted
to dbind art and action together.

After the fading of the Dada movement with the end
of the Pirst World war, Dada's mentality, its emphasis on

natural emotions, the intuitive, and the irrational was
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continued by the Surrealists.

As a poet through a Surrealist circle in 1940's,
Rosenberg shared the Surrealists' idea of art as
a direct expression of one's inner, subconscious self,
their reliance upon the intuitive promptings of creation,
and their concept of automatism as. "dictation of thought
without control of mind.® And further he shared their
anti-aesthetic bias and their negative attitude toward the
tradition of modern art. Like other orthodox Surrealists,
Rosenberg was overly preoccupied with art content amnd
distrusted formal aesthetic values. From this surrealist
standpoint, Rosenberg assumed Action Painting contained
images which transcended formal considerations and described
it as an art which did not intend to produce an art object
but to act to reveal the artist's self in the physical
world.

However, Rosenberg did not tie himself to the
Surrealists' ideological concepts but rather relied on the
individual man epitomized by the artists. Thus he naturally
joined in the prevailing existential philosophy which
stressed the importance of individuality. Even though
Rosenberg did not associate himself with Existentialism,8
his certain assumptions and concepts of Action Painting
show remarkable resemblance to existentialist thoughts,
especially Sartre's.

Existentialism, originated by Soren Kierkegaard,

prevailed in Europe during second quarter of the twentieth
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century; it denied the idea that man has a definable nature,

but emphasized his central role in determining his own

experience. Sartre, a radical French existentialist, focus-

ed on the importance on human action and placed emphasis

on ‘'choice' saying that the only reason for being in man

rested in his continuous action of choice in'given situations.9

Through a man's action of choice, Sartre believed, the

world comes to realize itself. Man brings a world into

being by his decisions. Thus nothing is determined, fixed

and limited. But everything is open, unpredictable, un-

certain and possible. Man lives in a mood of expectancy,

remains open to change. But also he is in a condition of

anxiety "afising from the realization of his necessary

freedom of choice, of his ignorance of the future, of his

awareness of manifold possibilities, and of the finiteness

of an existence that was preceded by and must terminate in

nothingness."1o
Rosenberg applied this existential concept of human

being and his life to the realm of art, since he believed

' Phe condition

art is nothing but an artist who makes it.
of man in Sartre concides with the condition of the artist
in Rosenberg. The existential self in the act of decision
in Sartre is the same as the artist in the act of painting
in Rosenberg.

Art has no definite nature since it is the artist's
will to paint and his act to paint. Actien Painting, the

unending process of creative action, coincides with the
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decision of the artist about himself and about the world.
Through Action Painting, the artist creates self-realization
and this self-realization makes the world reveal itself,12
according to Rosenberg's concept of Action Painting.
Finally, Rosenberg's concept is associated with

John Dewey's views on art. In Art As Experience, Dewey

emphasized the active side of the process in art. In empha-
sizing the energies by which intense moments in the artist's
life were organized into works of art, Dewey focused, rather
than on the object, on the process which formed the object.
And, like Rosenberg, he viewed the fundamental nature of the
aesthetic event as an active process, as individual pheno-
menon. Rosenberg's emphasis on energy, tension, living on
the canvas, and the artist's painting as a mixture of life
and action reflects the same core of ideas of Dewey.13
wWith these various sources and bases, Rosenberg
established the concept of Action Painting, saying that:

At a 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,
re-design, analyze or 'express' an object, actual or

imagined. Wh?x was to go on the canvas was not .a picture
but an event,

B. The Concept of Action Painting
1. "The Tradition of the New'
In his article, "Americam Action Painters,“ Rosen-
berg presents the new movement of American painters who did
not intend to produce an art object but to abolish art in

favor of meaningful gesture.
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Through the concept of Action Painting, Rosenberg
describes the changed nature of the work of art and the
changed consciousness of the artists regarding their art.
To Rosenberg these changes are unavoidable and necessary
for the artists facing the crisis in the art world. During
the world wars, the terror of war, totalitarianism, dicta-
torships, and nuclear distruction brought the artists to
the point of a crisis mentality, according to Rosenberg.
Artists felt "a desperate recognition of moral and intel-
lectual exhaustion." 4and since the given collective, poli-
tical purposes of art stimulated by the war corrupted Paris,
the capital of modernism, artists were in "a sense of being
surrounded by a visual void." Not only the political direc-
tions of the war period, but also the outmoded artistic
tradition of the past itself caused the crisis of the art
world, in Rosenberg's view. That is, the formal modernist
tradition with its Qbsession of "form," "shape," and "composi-
tion," and its dependence on aesthetics and visual ideologies
distorted the true nature of art and caused ironies: "the
moral irony that changes a living event into a 'picture on
the wall'" and "the tragic and comic irony that causes a
masquerade to expose itself, to the surprise of those who
have been taken in by appea:t'a'nces."15

Facing this crisis, artists recognized the need for
a new, revolutionary art, according to Rosenberg. The
new artist was "revolting against the materialist tradition

which threatened to collapse the old order."16 Thus,
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®Action Painting is an attempt by artists to project them-
selves into the present, to shake off a past that has become
a mental harness."17

Rejecting the sterile formal exercises of academic
modernism, now artists abandon making "art" and "transform"
or "reincarnate" it as “event." Since existing forms lack
significance, artists, instead of pursuing objective ends,
now "intensify their psychic concentrations in the course
of painting."™ Artists now begin to attempt to find the
true image of their identity through their art, according
to Rosenberg. Now, art arises not out of the principle of
the old ideology, aesthetics, styles and forms, but from
the principle of "action."

Furthermore, for Rosenberg, significantly enough,
this new movement is an entirely American-born movement
and includes two traditions inherent in American art,
"Redcoatism" and "Coonskinism." The former derives its
values, taste and ideals from European modes, the latter
draws on firsthand American experience itself for the
creation of an art without models.18

The Redcoats ignore the American reality and conti-
nue to put out stylish.academic painting but are. knacked.off
by the revolutionary coonskiners. The coonskiners, on the
other hand, recognize their reality, snipe at traditional
European concepts of art and deal with art on their own terms.

The Action Péinting is the victory of the revolutionary

coonskiners over the redcoats, during World war II.
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"Coonskinism as a principle won ascendancy in American
painting for the first time during World War II."19

These new coonskiners emphasize such elements of
creation as "the mistake, the accident, the spontameous,
the incomplete, the absent."” The "uneasy insistence and
individual self-consciousness" that give the new American
painting its vitality are entirely American peculiarities
and are lacking in European art. After Action Painting,
the American coonskiners not only defeated the Europeans
but also began to rule European art, according to Rosenberg.

“"Coonskinism has become the Redcoatism of Enrope.“20

2. "The De-defindtion of Art": Action Painting
Then, what is the ‘Action Painting? In the preface
of his 1959 book, The Tradition of the New, Rosenberg

stated his purpose of writing "to identify what is happen-
ing," and "to recognize the difference between a 'genuine
uprising' and a 'simulated uprising'.! = Thus, he modestly
Placed his position as a reporter of the current develop-
ment of Americam painting. And yet, his entire report on
American Action Painting written with symbolic metaphors
demands certain assumptions to cope with his entire argu-
ments. Most of his assumptions reveal his development of
ideas and beliefs which had been suggested in the concept of
Action Painting and show his heavy dependence on existentialist
assumptions. His concept of Action Painting can be analyzed

by the three fcllowing presuppositions:
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a; Action Painting itself is the "object."

Action Painting is the process through which the
artist realizes himself.

¢) Action Painting through the self-realization of an
artist makes possible the revelation of Nature and the
self-realization of the Audience.

a) Action Painting itself is the "object."

From the beginning, Rosenberg presupposes the defi-
nition of art is absurd in itself. For him, "the attempt
to define is like a game in which you cannot possibly reach
the goal from the starting point but only close in on it by
pPicking up each time from where the last play landed."21
And yet, the continuing crisis of art and society resulted
from the misunderstanding that art can be set aside as a
thing.

Art, for Rosenberg, cannot be defined as any other
thing except itself. It precedes any externmnal definitions
or preconceptions. Painting is only "TO PAINT." 4And "TO
PAINT" is something different from to write or criticize.
Since "language has not accustomed itself to a situation in
which act itself is the 'object',"” the extrusion of the
object in art is not for the sake of the aesthetic. Unlike
other artistic developments, Action Painting has no common
aim. This new painting does not constitute a School because
"to form a School in modern times is the result of the link-
age of practice with terminology of certain aesthetics."
Art is constantly making itself, its definition is in this
process of making. To establish the value of the new art

is absurd because the novelty in art precedes any rigid,
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final or defined judgement. The decision dces not precede
the act of painting but 'is' the act of painting. The
decision in this art must constantly renew itself, the
indeterminancy of this painting demands it. Thus Rosen- -
berg's term "TO PAINT," Action Painting, can be directly
injected into the existential terminology~ "The existence
precedes the essence" and "Essence can come into being only
by the act of existence." Art exists as act not by any
reason but by itself, and it is existence itself as absolute

freedom.

b) Action Painting is the process through which the artist
realizes himself,

Action Painting itself as an object can be identi-
fied with an artist's existence. Because art as an act
belongs to the artist as the subject of action. "A painting
that is an act is inseparable from the biography of the art-
ist. The painting itself is a 'moment' in the adulterated
mixture of life.... The new painting has broken down any
distinction between art and life.“22 The artist discovers
a new function of art as the action that belongs to himself.
Since he is not concerned with producing a certain kind>of
object, he does not deal with value from certain aesthetics.
He reacts to the canvas as an "arena" for his liberation
from all values-—political, aesthetic and moral. The artist
only accepts as real the fact that he is in the process of
creating. Art consists only of his will to paint. All
values depend on his state of being. Thus, the content of
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Action Painting is the artist's drama of creation, "his
private myth." The artist creates the new by means of a
heroic action in wﬁich he affirms and defines his artistic
and personal identity. He is making himself what he is at
the very time he is painting. Through the moment of action,
the artist realizes his total personality.

However, "Action Painting is not self-expression,"
even though it has to do with self-creation or self-defini-
tion. Because self-expression "assumes the acceptance of
the ego as it is," and the artist cannot achieve the self-
discovery if he is obsessed by this self-expression. Thus,
in the process of artistic realization, certain "distance"
is necessary. To fulfill himself the artist should retain
the "distance" by which some nullification or chastisement
of his consciousness is achieved. "To maintain the force
to refrain from settling anything he must exercise in him-
self a constant No."23 In the procedure of self-discovery
the artist should negate his ego constantly. Through this
constant negation of ego, the artist transforms himself,

transcends himself and remakes himself.

c¢) Action Painting through the self-realization of an
artist makes 'possible the revelation of Nature and the
self-realization of the audience.
Even though the ultimate subject of Action Painting
is the artist, "Action Painting is not personal.®™ "Action
Painting is ambiguous; it asserts the primacy of the crea-

tive act but it looks to the object."24 Action Painting is
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not an artist's soliloquy, because the artist cannot sep-
arate himself from the material world. "He...{goes)up
t0 ... (the canvas) with material in his hand to do some-

thing to that other piece of material in front of him."2>
And also the concrete consciousness of the artist is insep-

arable from experience of time and place. An artist cannot
escape from the material world, he must begin with art as
he finds it. In creating he is free, but he creates within
a given context. An artist camnot turn away his face from
material reality and he is always conscious of this as
well as of his self. Thus, Action Painting is the dialecti-
cal relationship between artist and material, and the image
is the result made by this encounter. Antagonism of value
is not an antagonism of reality as material world. The
artist, only "through the action of brush," constantly
heightens and transforms himself. "Transformation had to be
total, that is, to take place simultaneously in the psyche of
the artist and on the canvas."26

In the traditional sense of art as an object, the
artist'and the material world are separated and conflict
with each other. The material world, the remaining thing,
even though impermanent in its nature, is not autonomous,
thus it is easily established in a rigid state by the influ-
ence of the historically created and socially conditioned
world. On the other hand, the artist, in his nature, is
metaphysically grounded and thus autonomous. He is always

in revolt against being identified as belonging to any given
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world, as being subject to any particular conditions.
However, in Action Painting, the act and the art-
ist are one. Action carries the psychic state of the artist
into the material world. In the artist's unending struggle
with péinting and its possibilities, the material world
gains its nature, its possibilities to free itself from any
limited definition. In Action Painting, the art is not a
"thing" but a "thing" in process. In this way, through the
mutual interaction between the self and the thing, Action
Painting not only fulfills the self-realization of the art-
ist but also reveals Nature, the material world, as itself.
Likewise, Action Painting, through the constant
gesture of the artist toward Nature, makes sign language for
the private myth of the artist and shows the possibilities
of the self-realization..af the audience. -.Painting as an
object traditionally obstructs "the psychic transaction"
between the artist and the spectator. However "in Action
Painting the artist is the first spectator and the audience
is invited to repeat with him the experience of seeing the
work take sshape."z7
By the very act of disengaging himself from the
traditional painting as object, and by involving himself
in the process of creative action, the maker of Action
Paintings preserves the direct encounter between himself
and the spectator. The spectator cannot receive this message,
or comprehend the meaning of this art by merely looking.

There is nothing to look at but much to get involved with.
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It is only when the participant supplies his own subjective
sense of motion and time--the very motion and time with
which the artist had invested his work-- that the partici-
pant is able to "re-enact" the work. The participant must
match the energy of his own "will" with the painting which
is the record of the artist's "will." That is, through the
same performance as the artist, the spectator can achieve
his self-realization and self-transcendence. "Art never
speaks to the masses, but only to those individually awaken-

ed to it."%8

3. "Critic within the Act"
"once you know what good art is, why care about
critics, good or bad?"29
Since the conception of Action Painting appeared as
an art which did not intend to produce an art object but to
reveal the artist's self and physical world, some transforma-
tion must also take place in the art critic, according to
Rosenberg. However, for Rosenberg, critics in their nature
are absurd, because they cannot escape the polemical and
cannot accept the transitional character of a situation.
And once they decide their standards of judgement in the
chosen value, they are bent on holding them as permanent and
absolute. The critic who "goes on judging in terms of schools,
styles, form, as if the painter were still concerned with

producing a certain kind of object, instead of living on

the canvas ...," is "bound to seem a stranger." Furthermore,
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the language which is the critic's ultimate method is un-
suited to talking of anything but things and therefore
incapable of talking about an act.

For Rosenberg, to appreciate Action Painting in-.
volves considerations beyond the esthetic. First, the act
in Action Painting is not proper behavior for am object of
esthetic contemplation. Second, the work of art is not a
"thing" or an image of a "thing,"™ which is waiting for the
critic's taste to respond to it. 4And it is not merely "a
quantity of energy released into the whole configuration or
arena of a contending world," but "a reflection of a comn-
sciousness of the changed nature of art in contemporary timez“
Thus to deal with Action Painting Rosenberg demands a new
kind of criticism which precedes traditional esthetics,
values, judgements. The new criticism should remain ahead
of any conception of what art should be. But it should deal
with the new function of art, the role of the artist and the
behavioral context in which the thing was embedded.

With traditional aesthetic references discarded as
irrelevant, what gives the canvas its meaning is not
pPsychological data, but 'role', the way the artist
organizes his emotional and ingsllectual energy as if
he were in a living situation.

Rosenberg asserted the criticism within the act as a new
system of appreciation.

Criticism must begin by recognizing in the painting
the assumptions inherent in its mode of creation. Since

thg painter has become an actor, the spectator has to
think in a vocabulary of action: its inception, dura-

tion, direction—psychic state, concentration and relax-
ation of the will, passivity, alert waiting. He must

become a connoisseur of the gradatigqs among the auto-
matic, the spontaneous, the evoked.
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Rosenberg develops this new system of criticism for the
new notion of Action Painting in his actual criticism of

artists.
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CHAPTER IV
THE APPLICATION OF THE CONCEPT OF ACTION PAINTING:
ROSENBERG'S CRITICAL METHOD AND ITS LIMITATION

After the initial appearance of the "American
Action Painters" in Art News of 1952 and following the re-
publication of the essay in the volume The Tradition of the

New, the concept of Action Painting evoked various responses
among many writers and artists.

Many critics, on the one hand, rejected the notion
of Action Painting. Mary McCarthy, in her review of The
Tradition of the New in Partisan Review of 1959, admonished

"you cannot hang an event on the wall, only a pJ‘.ctu:ce."1
The most violent attack on Rosenberg was made by Greenberg
who ridiculed the idea of Action Painting saying it "“came
from a half-drunken conversation between Rosenberg and

2

Pollock" on a trip. Most of these critics questioned

whether this kind of painting Rosenberg had in mind could
be considered as art.3
On the other hand, many artists and writers greeted
Rosenberg's concept of Action Painting, which seemed to offer
an effective explanation for new current abstract paintings,
favorably. And the term, Action Painting, was widely used

as a convenient handle for a new art. As Carter Ratcliff

suggested, critics "who call themselves 'anti-formalists'
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and 'post-Greenbergians' owe their rhetorical strategies
to him [Rosenberg] ot

And yet, Rosenberg's concept of Action Painting
has been generally misunderstood and reduced to a label for
thrown paint. The concept of Action Painting has been
simply used to describe the painting in which special im=
portance was attached to speed of execution and spontaneous
gestural marks. And also it was commonly assumed that
Rosenberg's article applied mainly to the manner in which
Jackson Pollock approached his work, more than any other
painters.>

As early as 1947, Pollock pioneered a technique of
dripping and flinging paint on the canvas. In the light of
the Surrealist influence, Pollock did away with the use of
the brush to allow bodily motion to determine the conception
of his works. Thus, the need for a description of this art
was met by Rosenberg's new term, Action Painting.

However, Rosenberg himself did not mention any
artists as principal models in his 1958 article and also
said later, "Action Painting is not a synonym for Abstract

Expressionism through there is a cormec‘l:ion."6

Rosenberg in
his review of Pollock pointed out the limitation of Jackson
Pollock's method! and rejectéd the direct relationship
between his idea of Action Painting and Pollock's idea.

Wrathfully attacking Robertson's book, Jackson Pollock of

1961, Rosenberg spoke of himself and Pollock and asserted
that:
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Apparently, Pollock, or someone presently speaking for
him, wished to acquire this thought for himself exclu-
sively, although Rosenberg had told Pollock, in the
presence of a witness, that the article yas not 'about!
him, even if he had played a part in it.

Actually, the Action Painting Rosenberg had in mind
is not a painting executed in the exclusive manner of Pollock
and of other gestural artists. But rather it is a kind of
painting which would give the most direct expression to the
artist's vision of himself in this world. Nevertheless,
the general misunderstanding of his concept of Action Paint-
ing results from the reduction of "action" to a certain
"method" or simply to "motion." 1In other words, many people
consider the concept of action was referring to a speedy,
spontaneous thrown manner of paint or to a "mindless™ ges-
ture by the uncontrolled motions of the hand. Indeed when
Rosenberg said, "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," he is refering to a certain kind of method
in art that is free from preconceptions.

However, the concept of Action Painting Rosenberg
wants to suggest is not confinement to a certain method,
but, rather, freedom from it in order to allow for a cons-
tantly renewable method. In this sense, the act in the
Action Painting is not for "performing well in an existing
order" but for creating an entirely new order. Thus, the

real significance of Action Painting to Rosenberg, as

Irving Sandler suggested, is "involved with a search for
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new ﬁalues, values rooted in the continual discovery 'of
emotional consciousness of being,' a moral seeking for
authenticity that has called into question all preconceived
norms, including those of painting.”9

It also should be noted that Rosenberg's concep-
tion of "act" does not mean a "mindless gesture." When
Rosenberg said the painting is conceived as an event created
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