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After the end of the Second World War
(1939—-1945), the focus of Western art
shifted from Europe for the first time. Now

the leading superpower, the USA was also
attracting the attention of avant-garde
European artists, who began tracking what
American artists were doing. Many of the
art trends of the late 20th century, from
Abstract Expressionism to Minimalism, Pop.
Art, Superrealism and Land Art, developed
and flowered in the USA. Inspired by the
work of a number of pioneers and art
movements of the early 20th century, such
as Marcel Duchamp, Constantin Brancusi
and the Dadaists, a new generation of
artists set out to challenge traditional

concepts about art. By the end of the
century, the art world was wide open to all
kinds of new ideas and materials, and was
truly international.
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Abstract Expressionism
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ST EHY(1943), ik 3.
Guardians of the Secret (1943), by Pollock.

During the 1930s, the world suffered a deep financial crisis
known as the Great Depression. In the USA, the
government supported struggling artists by funding the
Federal Art Project. At the same time, many leading
European artists arrived in America, fleeing the Nazis and
war. These events created fertile ground for the
development of modern art in the USA, especially in New
York. One artist heavily involved in 'ghe New York art scene
was Jackson Pollock (1912—1956).THe combined abstract
art with German Expressionism and a Surrealist exploration
of the subconscious mind. The result was Abstract
Expressionism, which remained populér well into the 1960s.
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Abstract Expressionism
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Apple Orchard (1943—1946), by Gor-
ky.This painting shows how Gorky pro-
vided a link between the Surrealism of
artists like Joan Miro and Abstract Ex-

pressionism.

During the 1930s, Pollock had been interested in
Surrealism. One aspect of Surrealism was 'automatic'
painting and writing—simply taking a brush or pen,
letting the mind run free and creating, with no planning
and without trying to control the result. This was said

to tap directly into the subconscious mind.

Pollock followed this procedure and gradually came to
the conclusion that the most direct expression of the
subconscious mind was not the finished work, but the
act of painting itself. His work became looser and more
abstract. In 1947, he abandoned any kind of controlled
form or reference to the real world. Instead he just
dripped, dribbled and splashed paint over the canvas-
his ' drip and splash' technique. No one had yet

approached painting with this level of abandon.
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Previous abstract artists, such as Mondrian and Malevich,
had controlled shape and colour to convey the desired
effect. Pollock let chance play a large part in his work, and
much of it exists as a record of the process, rather than an
object of beauty in itself. The raw energy, great colour
sense and often delicate beauty in his work reflect perhaps
the spirituality that he wanted to convey in the act of
painting. Many art critics were outraged by Pollock's work.
It seemed to be the opposite of all that was cherished in
Western art—notably technical skill. He stopped drip -
painting in 1951 and returned to more figurative work, but

was killed in a car accident in 1956, aged 44.

Among other artists that took up Abstract Expressionism
was Arshile Gorky (1904 —1948), an American of Turkish—
Armenian origin. Like Pollock, he was initially attracted by

the Surrealists. Gorky died in 1948, also aged 44.



Abstract Expressionism
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The Wooden Horse (1948), by Pollock.

This work uses just five colours on grey.

1952 & Bdb Ai TR E R EE ok, ERR— LR R
REXERAEEAR, RAZFMAXEE, LEMIEZESHERN
ERBAERRMNEREE. HERREARYE T RALLEMGZE
R RZEBRER|. FARLHERERKIEE LRBUT HER
bR AR TS BBt E X B AN £, fhix.
E EEERSEMBN. KRB ENEL BESHLETE,
EARTUEEREBEREENZMHAXZMERHILBHT
I MERREMES TES. SRAfRY . CIEMRMR4E7T K,
b= SR X T Aimi%, BB Lkl , €& —Fh5EEs
MREIEE, AR AERIRRRE M BB TR FF R R
AhEESR, MUE{ER I FAMEF AMERI R, AL Tk
EHM. WEKEEE CARENARE, “HEEER, RARE
BREBEHL- - LEXSGHEACHEGN.

In 1952, the term "action painting” was coined to describe the
way that some Abstract Expressionists worked, in which the
process of painting was as important as the final work. Jackson
Pollock provides the most famous example of this method.
Because the end result depended to a large degree on the
haphazard position of wet paint, he used to lay his large
canvases on the ground. “On the floor | am more at ease,” he
said. "I feel nearer, more part of the painting, since this way | can
walk around it, work from the four sides and literally be in the
painting.” With his mind in free-flowing, creative mode, he would
take large cans of industrial paint and slop it on freely,

performing a kind of dancing motion and allowing his

subconscious to make decisions about where to place the paint,
when to start and when to stop. He also used knives and sticks
to move the paint about, sometimes adding sand to alter the
texture. As Pollock put it, “"When |'m in the painting, | 'm not

aware of what |'m doing ... the painting has a life of its own.”
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One form of Abstract Expressionism used blocks of
pure colour, often with fuzzy edges. The leading
painter of this style, known as Colour Field, was the
Russian-born American artist Mark Rothko
(1903-1970). His large works look simple, but
represent a series of careful judgements about
shape and colour and the relationship between
them. Unlike Pollock, Rothko painted with delicate
brush strokes, building up colours in layers. At first
glance, Rothko's work seems to show less turmoil
than the 'action painting' of Jackson Pollock, but it
expresses much pent-up tension and emotion.



Colour Field
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Rothko arrived in the USA as a child, in 1913.
Although he studied art in the 1920s and was
influenced by Expressionism and Surrealism, he
considered himself virtually self-taught. He developed
his distinctive style in the early 1950s, using rectangles
of pure colour applied with painterly expressiveness.
His works are usually large—Orange, Brown is 2.26 m
tall. The size and boldness of design give the paintings
a monumental, haunting quality, with the colours

seeming to glow and float on the background.

Like Pollock, Rothko believed that painting was a
semi-religious event, and that the emotional act of
painting transferred to his work. "I am only interested
in expressing basic human emotions," he claimed.
"Tragedy, ecstasy, doom and so on." His work also
produced emotional responses, even tears, from
viewers.It took a while for the public to appreciate
Rothko' s work, but his career took off in the 1960s.
However, he suffered increasingly from depression,
made worse by alcohol and drug abuse and two failed
marriages. The sombre tones of his later works reflect

a growing despair, which led to his suicide in 1970.
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Untitled (1957), by Rothko. Although Rothko tended to limit
his paintings to a few colours, a distinctive feature of his work
is the way in which it appears to glow and pulsate.
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- Newman summed up the liberation abstract painting
 offered, “We are freeing ourselves of the impedi-
ments of memory, association, nostalgia ...of

. Western European painting.”
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During the 1940s, the American artist Barnett Newman
(1905—1970) was also in search of a kind of religious ecstasy. He
painted brushed colour fields similar to Rothko's, although his work
generally provokes a cooler emotional response. A distinctive feature
was his thin vertical lines, which he called 'zips'. In his later work, the
field of colour became smoother and the lines crisper. During the
1960s, he began making abstract steel sculptures, with emphasis on

neat, vertical precision.

Newman felt that abstract art could express any subject that
representational art had depicted in the past. In 1965—1966, for
instance, he painted The Stations of the Cross (the story of Christ's

crucifixion) as abstract paintings.

SRR By (1970), HE . X R MhEE
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Midnight Blue (1970), by Newman. One of his
last paintings, it still retains Newman's hall-
mark —the vertical 'zip'. In his later years, he
reduced the evidence of his brush strokes to cre-
ate a much smoother finish. This kind of precise
abstraction refined the artist's creative input to
two main factors - the selection of colour and the
positioning of the elements. The success of this
piece is in its great sense of calm and the feeling
of satisfaction that it evokes. The two factors,

colour and positioning, seem just right.
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MAXERMEZNLESR.

Ot g, AL 2 % — 5 Ak i) (1926) , B 7F 5E .
Street, New York No.1 (1926), by O'Keeffe.

During the 19th century, a number of gifted painters in the USA had
established a style of painting said to be essentially American. In the
1920s, several artists preserved this tradition by finding their own
voice, yet painting in a style that was distinctively American. The city
became a central theme. Charles Sheeler (1883—1965) painted
people-less cityscapes of New York in a semi-abstract style
influenced by Cubism, yet with such hard-edged precision that it was
later labelled Precisionism. Another leading figure in this movement
was Georgia O'Keeffe (1887—1986), who became the USA's best-

known woman painter.
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FEIERE - WAy JEIE T 20 {20 20 454042 Georgia O'Keeffe was at the forefront of contemporary art in

M ER NI RTA MR A A s nma: - New York in the 1920s, absorbing into her painting
P VE S 2, Wb AR 1915 4Rk T aa4E 23y influences from European trends. She pioneered abstract art
DR AR R AR LIRS R JE,  as early as 1915, but later moved towards a more figurative
A 20 H20 30 4F AL , 307 S VG ST N 7785 XL style. From the 1930s, her paintings increasingly featured the
K e 1 e [ 225 i v B T A 65, b A Al T desert landscape of New Mexico, where she moved in 1946.
1946 AEAEF 1B aFIN X 2N S B This work often focused on details, such as flowers, rocks
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and bones, painted in a precise but semi-abstract way, often

with a Surrealist edge.
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H BRI L P90 B T OE A AR O — A R A R 2 B A BT R R TR o A
Conference at Night (1949), by Hopper. This painting is unusual for Hopper, in that it has three figures. Most
of his paintings have just one. As in most of Hopper's work, the figures are seen as if through a window and
appear remote from the viewer. It is as though we are eavesdropping on a mysterious late-night conference,
lit from outside by streetlamps.
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There were no abstract qualities in the paintings of
Edward Hopper (1882—1967). Avant-garde trends in
Europe had little effect on his work. In the 1920s, he
developed a style of almost photographic exactness. His
work quickly won public attention, and by the 1930s he

was a well-known artist.

Hopper's settings—apartment blocks, petrol stations and
cafeterias—come straight from contemporary America.
But his work has a distinctive bleakness to it. The
colours are limited and subdued, shadows are long and é
the scenes often take place at night. One of Hopper's
central themes was the loneliness of city life. The figures
are small in comparison to their surroundings. They
often express a certain emotional tension, which evokes

a sense of mystery, or menace.

A loosely defined group, the American Scene Painters,
emerged in the 1920s and 1930s, comprising painters
who were not part of the avant-garde trends of the time,
notably abstract art. Hopper is sometimes said to be an
American Scene Painter, but he resented this label. The

Regionalists appeared at the same time, a group that

painted nostalgic images of rural life in the American

Midwest during the Depression of the 1930s. |
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Bali
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The Hindu island of Bali, Indonesia, is famous for its
strong artistic traditions , expressed in painting, stone-and
wood-carving, as well as in dance and music. Originally,
all artistic activity was an act of devotion to the gods. Bali's
wealth of tradition and talent first became known to the
wider world in the 1920s, and attracted many foreign
artists and writers, thrilled by what they found.

© W ULF A B KUK R 0 4 Ep
E#RLwhEmmAREE,

A modern painting featuring a Hin-
du goddess dressed in Balinese style.

Balinese artists have always been quick to absorb traditions
from elsewhere in the world. In the 1920s and 1930s, they learnt
oil-painting and watercolour techniques from visiting artists, as
well as the concept of creating signed paintings for sale. They
adapted Western styles of art to their own, highly individual
artistic vision. In painting, this resulted in very intricate
compositions, crammed with details of daily life, often

humorous. This tradition continues today.



