
In their zeal to make the Abstract Expressionist arts of the 1950s fit into the larger narrative 

of modernist painting, critics and historians failed to take notice that such a triumph could also 

come at a steep aesthetic and epistemological price with potentially dire consequences for both art 

and life.  The clearest statement of this darker side was made by one of its first defenders and most 

lucid interpreters, the poet and cultural critic Harold Rosenberg.  His essay,  "The American Action 

Painters," was published in 1952 in Art News and received considerable attention and exerted 

tremendous influence throughout the fifties, yet it was almost entirely misread and misinterpreted by 

its readers.  For neither his opponents nor his defenders were interested in seeing a darker side to 

Abstract Expressionism.  Perhaps Rosenberg's contemporaries, given their desire to see the aesthetic 

evidence of the triumph of post-war American culture, were destined to misunderstand it.  

***** 

Critics have often accused Rosenberg of over-dramatizing the existential angst of the 

Abstract Expressionists.  But I will suggest that he did not go far enough.  It is clear that for many of 

these artists, there existed no distinction between art and life, between the act of painting and the act 

of living.  And this is owed to their lack of belief in the foundation myths of modernism, which had 

driven modern art and its discourse from the late nineteenth century.  

***** 

The tragedy of Abstract Expressionism is not that Kline, Pollock, and others failed to make 

powerful paintings because of their unbelief.  They unquestionably did and their "triumph," if we 

can speak of such a thing, consists, however briefly, in making painting serve as a means to stay 

alive.  Critic Sidney Tillim gets close to this when he observes: 

Kline's failure was so complete that it is only with a certain trepidation that I venture 
the thought.  After all, how is it possible that we did not see this sooner? 



Even as colossal failures, these paintings, (even Kline seem to understand them that way), are 

miraculous, heroic, and sublime aesthetic embodiments of human will.  And so they are perhaps the 

most valuable cultural artifacts of the twentieth century.  The tragedy is if we do not heed their 

lessons, listen to their cries from the grave and discern the desperation in their canvases.   

***** 

Belief in painting can no longer be presumed after Abstract Expressionism.  There is no 

going back to an age of aesthetic innocence.  After Kline it must be wrought and wrestled from 

disbelief, from doubt, from skepticism, from the possibility that the entire project is meaningless, a 

deception.  The problems inherent in postwar painting might very well be due to a failure to 

recognize this.  Re-asserting painting by returning to craft and traditional forms is no alternative.  

But neither is painting that works in quotations marks, which is "provisional," or "ironic."  Painting 

is now a matter of the will, a form of consciousness, an act of conviction.  To paint in an authentic 

manner after Abstract Expressionism is to wrestle through the night with an angel, knowing not 

whether it is of light or darkness, and to refuse to let go until a blessing is given.  In the process the 

painter will be wounded and perhaps crippled but will depart blessed.    

 

 


