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The Tragedy of Abstract Expressionism 

Daniel A. Siedell 

 

I.   

The story of Abstract Expressionism as it is told through museum 

exhibitions, in undergraduate lecture halls, and graduate seminar rooms goes 

something like this.   While many American modernist painters in the thirties and 

forties were making Cubist-and Constructivist-inspired work there emerged a group 

of artists living and working around Tenth Street in lower Manhattan who began to 

chart a new aesthetic course in painting by assimilating many of the insights of the 

European Surrealists who were living as exiles in New York while giving them a 

distinctive American inflection.  Throughout the forties Arshile Gorky, Jackson 

Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman, Clyfford Still, Robert 

Motherwell, and Franz Kline worked to develop their own distinctive aesthetic 

voices, which, by 1950, each seem to have achieved independently of one another.  

This aesthetic breakthrough reinvigorated modernist painting and, in the process, put 

New York at the center of the international art world.  And in 1958 the Museum of 

Modern Art developed an international touring exhibition, called The New American 

Painting, which travelled throughout Europe, proclaiming just what this new avant-

garde looked like, nourished as it was by a vibrant postwar American culture that was 

predicated on the artist asserting his own personal creative freedom.  In the closing 

paragraph of his essay for the exhibition catalogue, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., founding 

director of MoMA, wrote this: 

To have written a few words of introduction to this exhibition is an 
honour for an American who has watched with deep excitement and 
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pride the development of the artists here represented, their long 
struggle—with themselves even more than with the public—and 
their present triumph. 

 

The details of this story have been worked and reworked since.  But they fit within 

the broad story arc that Barr enumerates, regarding this development as a "triumph," 

a triumph for America, for the New York art world, for modern painting, and for 

individual expression.  To be sure, this story has been subject to critique.  However, 

as the details change, the triumphal conclusion remains the same.  The revisionists 

claim, however, that such a "triumph" was illegitimate.  The first book written about 

the movement in 1970 by Irving Sandler continues to shape both conservative and 

revisionist discourse.  It is called The Triumph of American Painting (1970).   

In their zeal to make these artists 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.  
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In a remarkable essay entitled "On the Addressee," the Russian poet Osip 

Mandelstam suggests that poetry is tantamount to writing a last will and testament 

and putting it in a bottle, sealing it and tossing it into the ocean.  Mandelstam writes,  

Wandering along the dunes many years later I happen upon it in the 
sand.  I read the message…The message in the bottle was addressed 
to its finder.  I found it.  That means, I have become its secret 
addressee. 

 

We are the secret addressee of Rosenberg's essay, a last will and testament of sorts, 

written, tragically, at the height of his and his generation's fame, a diagnosis for the 

benefit of a later generation of an illness it could not detect and perhaps what 

Rosenberg could only glimpse.  In another essay a few years later, entitled "Tenth 

Street:  A Geography of Modern Art" (1954), Rosenberg prophesied that Abstract 

Expressionism will have to be rediscovered, "the artist's Tenth Street will not 

deteriorate; it will be extinguished.  It will be swallowed in the yawn of a steam 

shovel.  Its future is—an excavation."  For those who have discovered this message 

on the beach of American cultural history, it is our responsibility to engage in this 

excavation. 

II. 

Rosenberg's argument goes something like this.  The new painters have 

fundamentally reconceived the relationship of the artist to the canvas and in the 

process reconceived the very nature of art.  Rosenberg states,  

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 
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object, actual or imagined.  What was to go on the canvas was not a 
picture but an event.  

  

Art is no longer a particular object but the act from which a particular object results.  

When Willem de Kooning claimed that his ideal situation would be to paint on a 

single canvas for the rest of his life, scraping away what he had painted during the 

day, only to paint on it again the next day, he was confirming Rosenberg's 

observation.  In fact, de Kooning's painting, Woman I (1950-52) is the product of 

nearly two hundred different versions.  And it exists in its current state only because 

critic Meyer Schapiro begged him to stop working on it.  For Rosenberg Abstract 

Expressionism was not a new movement in the history of modern art.  It amounted 

to nothing less than its end.  And it was only the end of Modernism, from Cézanne 

to Picasso, but the entire western pictorial tradition since Giotto.  For Rosenberg, 

Abstract Expressionism "nullified its promissory notes to the past."  He continues,   

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.   

The image that results becomes an unintended consequence of that artist's action.  

And because, as Rosenberg observed, "an action cannot be a matter of taste," the 

connection is thus severed between the artist and the living tradition of artistic 

practice.  So accurately did Rosenberg seem to describe Jackson Pollock's own 

painting process, as he dripped and poured paint on unstretched canvases, that 

Pollock believed that Rosenberg's essay was about him and him alone.  

The underlying crisis that forms the foundation for Rosenberg's essay is the 

loss of belief.  Like a number of New York intellectuals Rosenberg experienced a 
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profound loss of belief in Marxist ideology in the late thirties and early forties as a 

means of social transformation.  Faced with the Soviet Union's betrayal of socialist 

ideals after the Second World War, some of his peers converted to neo-

conservatism, while others maintained their belief in the purity of an as yet untried 

Marxist ideology.  Rosenberg simply lost his belief in all politics, radical or otherwise, 

practical or theoretical a devastating and colossal loss in the context of an intellectual 

discourse on which belief in politics was simply assumed.  When discussion would 

veer into political ideologies of any stripe, Rosenberg would regularly frustrate and 

infuriate guests at parties by declaring in a loud voice, as if at auction "how much for 

this worthless political idea?" 

III. 

Rosenberg's essay, "The American Action Painters" thus emerges from an 

atmosphere of loss and disbelief.  And one contemporary reader noticed, Jacques 

Barzun, the venerable humanist scholar and cultural historian at Columbia University 

and author of over forty books on art and culture.  In a book entitled Classic, 

Romantic, Modern (1961), Barzun wrote the following: 

In their work Mr. Rosenberg sees the definitive break with tradition 
which earlier men fumbled, half-achieved, or retreated from.  The 
step forward consists in replacing the old intention by an act—the act 
of painting without preconception or intent.  What results is a simple 
meeting between the materials and the painter's 'biography,' thus 
abolishing the very idea of the 'work of art.' 

Perhaps it could only be from one outside the overheated art world and one who has 

drunk deeply from the living waters of artistic tradition who could discern the traces 

of darkness to which Rosenberg was pointing, the faint aroma of loss that could be 
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detected from the sweet bouquet of Abstract Expressionism's seemingly obvious 

triumph.   

"This definitive break from tradition," as Barzun called it, required an act of 

will, an act of disbelief in the authority of tradition as in any way binding on the 

conscience of the artist.  This is not inevitable but the exertion of the will on the part 

of some artists and not others.  Rosenberg referred to this as "nullifying its 

promissory notes to the past."  Other artists, some even involved in the movement, 

like Robert Motherwell and perhaps even to a certain degree, Willem de Kooning, 

were unwilling to nullify all of those notes.  Others, like Franz Kline, did.   

It is not by accident that Melville's Moby-Dick appears in "The American 

Action Painters."  Rosenberg writes, "The American vanguard painter took to the 

white expanse of the canvas as Melville's Ishmael took to the sea."  This is not 

merely rhetorical bluster.  Rosenberg is making a particular historical connection 

with Melville's age, an age indelibly marked by unbelief.  Moby-Dick was formed in 

the very crucible of the loss of belief in God as a cultural reality, the result of which 

would forever change the nature of religious belief in western culture.  Atheism and 

various other forms of religious disbelief have long been a part of the Western 

tradition.  Yet unbelief was always couched within the context of a general belief in 

God, within the context of the authority of the Church, and thus most importantly, 

only voiced tentatively within the quiet recesses of the doubter's heart.  Yet with the 

French Revolution in the late eighteenth century the authority of the Church was 

broken.  And so God was freed from dogma and could thus be reflected upon 

outside the bounds of faith, within the context, for example, of French Utopian 
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socialist theory, German idealist philosophy, British biological science, and American 

transcendentalism and pragmatism.  With critical scholarship that undermined the 

Church's historic beliefs about the Bible combined with bloody wars on the 

Continent and in the United States with the Civil War, atheism and disbelief thus 

gradually became a viable and respectable intellectual position.  It even posed a threat 

to the pious as unbelief became a natural stage in the life of the believer, thus 

indelibly altering the nature of belief itself.  In Believing Again:  Doubt and Faith in a 

Secular Age, literary historian Roger Lundin observes, "To be a modern believer is to 

recognize that in the deepest personal sense, belief is optional."  It is this struggle 

with belief on the other side of belief, as it were, that gives much nineteenth century 

literature its power.  Emily Dickinson gives voice to this when she observes, "We 

both believe and disbelieve a hundred times an Hour, which keeps Believing 

nimble."  Lundin quotes Nathanial Hawthorne's appraisal of Melville's religious 

views:  "He can neither believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief; he is too honest 

and courageous not to try to do one or the other."  And it is precisely this tension 

that animates Moby-Dick.  It is on Christmas Day that the apostate Captain Ahab and 

his crew set sail. 

IV. 

This brief excursus into nineteenth century literature and religious belief is 

the context of Rosenberg's use of Melville in "The American Action Painters" as the 

critic narrates the story of another loss of belief, that is, the loss of belief in art, 

which he, not surprisingly, describes in religious terms.  
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Based on the phenomenon of conversion the new movement is, with 
the majority of the painters, essentially 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 problem is that these artists have lost faith in art, in the living tradition that 

animates and nourishes it and has initiated centuries of painters in the western 

tradition.  This has dire consequences.  Without faith in art, its history and tradition 

remain dead, inaccessible as a living presence for the artist. And this is exactly what 

Rosenberg suggests has happened to these artists.  The problem, however, is that 

they continue to paint, paint without faith, paint as unbelievers.  This seems to be 

what Rosenberg is getting at when he writes, "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, esthetic, moral."   The conventional story of 

Abstract Expressionism explains the stylistic development of Franz Kline in this 

way.  He made figurative paintings throughout the forties until he was converted to 

modernism in 1950 and his "mature" style results.  However, Rosenberg's essay 

suggests the exact opposite occurred.  His stylistic evolution from conventional if 

mediocre representation to bold abstract slashes of black and white enamel house 

paint was the result of a profound de-conversion, the manifestation of a loss of 

belief in art.  What we are witnessing with Franz Kline's pictorial development is an 

artist who has lost belief in being an artist, who has lost belief in making art, yet 

continues to paint, doing so outside the parameters of history and tradition as a 

living presence that nourished his practice.  This is not the same as the folk artist 

who works within a particular local craft culture unaware of the history and tradition 

of art.  For he remains nevertheless nourished by a local craft tradition that is passed 
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down from master to apprentice.  Kline has lost belief in a tradition in which he once 

believed.  Since his unbelief now denies him access to this living tradition to nourish 

his studio practice, Kline must make do on his own.  He must create, as Rosenberg 

called them, "private myths."  This is borne out in Kline's notorious apathy toward 

any talk about modern art and theory.  Although there have been many reasons put 

forth by art historians as to why Kline behaved in this way, I would like to suggest 

that a possible explanation is that he was simply manifesting his unbelief in the entire 

project.  It is perhaps the first time in modernity that belief in art becomes 

something that one, working in the art world, must will.  It can no longer simply be 

presumed.  After Abstract Expressionism and its initial exertion of its will toward 

unbelief, the potential for unbelief always remains, even within the contemporary art 

world.  Yet it seems that it is only Rosenberg and perhaps a few other astute critics 

who noticed their aesthetic atheism, glimpsing the darkest depths of their unbelief 

that seemed to seep out of their gigantic, sublime, and seemingly triumphant 

paintings.   

Rosenberg's Abstract Expressionists, especially Kline, differ from Melville, 

Dickinson, Tolstoy, and Dostoyevsky in one very important way.  There seems not 

to be a struggle with belief.  Their disbelief in the project of modern art seems to be 

so utterly complete and all encompassing that it was not received with much anxiety.  

And this is why it could pass unnoticed by the believers in the art world at mid-

century, those curators, critics, scholars, and artists eager to see in Kline's desperate 

manifestations of aesthetic disbelief a fervent, pious belief in art.   
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Kline's unbelief is remarkably similar to Ralph Waldo Emerson's loss of 

orthodox Christian belief in the 1840s while serving as a Congregational pastor in 

New England.  In his final sermon as a pastor Emerson explains that he is unable to 

dispense the Eucharist not because of unbelief but because of boredom:  "that is the 

end of my opposition, that I am not interested in it."  Emerson simply found it 

worthless to care—to disbelieve the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist required 

too much energy.  Emerson's response was to look first to Nature for religious 

experience and then later to his own experience.  This had dire consequences for 

Emerson, for whom the world eventually lost all meaning outside the emotional life 

of the self.  In his essay "Experience" (1844), he concedes, "Life is a train of moods."  

This is similar to Rosenberg's action painter, which affirms his existence not through 

conforming to the living tradition of artistic practice, finding sustenance in its great 

cloud of witnesses, those saints of painting, like Giotto, Leonardo, Velasquez, Manet, 

Picasso, and Matisse, but only through the intensity of his own private experience.  I 

will let you decide whether this is a blessing or a curse.  Although Emerson resigned 

his position as pastor immediately after coming to his conclusion, Kline continued to 

paint, in effect, serving an aesthetic Eucharist in which he no longer believed. 

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 in fact, I would suggest 

that it was primarily the act of painting that kept them alive.  It is possible that the 

case of Pollock and Kline is the strongest argument in the twentieth century of the 

necessity of aesthetic practice to human existence.  This is why neither Pollock in his 
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drip paintings nor Kline in his mature work of the 1950s actually develops.  Critics 

commented on the repetition of their work. Their work lacks the resistance or 

tension of belief that would cause their work to grow, to advance, to make progress.  

Rather, both Kline and Pollock reveal an almost autistic obsession with repeating the 

gesture over and over again oblivious to the outside world, the outside world of art 

and life.  They are beautiful, graceful, and powerful, but they remain locked in an 

eternal present, a moment unconnected to any before or after.  And so the viewer 

must contemplate these works from the outside.  Critic Leo Steinberg seemed to 

catch a glimpse of this darkness in an exhibition review of Franz Kline's paintings at 

the Sydney Janis gallery in 1956:  

What these canvases are I don't exactly know—obviously not 
pictures in any inherited sense, for they are not autonomous systems 
that invite sustained contemplation…That they sacrifice many 
traditional values to the impact of a first encounter is self-evident. 

 

Kline the unbeliever only has the "first encounter."  And so he is cursed to repeat 

this first encounter, over and over. And he did so from 1950 until he died of heart 

failure, induced by alcoholism, in 1962.  Generations of critics, however, cannot 

fathom that Kline's work is so hermetically sealed off from experience.  And so they 

have taken the titles of Kline's paintings, like New York, New York (1953) and 

searched for vestiges of figures and landscapes, for evidence that Kline was 

participated in a public aesthetic discourse.  

V. 

In Andrei Tarkovsky's remarkable film, The Passion of Andrei Rublev (1966), 

Rublev encounters Boriska, a young boy who is struggling desperately to caste a bell 
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for the church tower, taking over for his father who has died of the plague, claiming 

that he knows the "secret" of bell making, which his father passed on to him before 

dying.  Although he ultimately succeeds in his endeavor, saving his life and raising 

the spirits of the village, he has failed.  For his father had not given him the secret 

and so he is destined—cursed even—to make bells without the cherished answer. 

The boy is cut off from the living tradition that animates his father's work.  He must 

invent it.  The Prince who commissioned the bell and the village who helped make it 

don't know.  But he does.  Although no one notices, the boy's defeat is utterly 

definitive and devastating.  And it is at that moment, as Rublev comforts the boy, 

that he determines to paint the icon of the Trinity that he has been avoiding.  "We 

will go to the Trinity Monastery, and you will make bells and I will paint icons."  

Kline too had lost the secret. 

Melville writes, "Our souls are like those orphans whose unwedded mothers 

die in bearing them:  the secret of our paternity lies in their grave, and we must there 

to learn it."  Like poor Boriska, Kline lost his paternity, lost his link to a living 

tradition.  Kline's heroism lies in his stubborn refusal to quit and simply to keep 

painting, armed only with the desperate desire to make meaning in what is 

experienced as a meaningless world and without belief in art to give it meaning.  

Riddled with alcoholism, depression, and violent desperation, most of the Abstract 

Expressionists died young and tragically.  If Camus is right, that suicide is the only 

truly philosophical question, Kline and the Abstract Expressionists answered it 

through the act of painting, but for a time. 

 



 13 

VI. 

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.  These paintings, even as colossal 

failures as art (and most of the artists, including Kline understood 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.    

 


