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r counts the artists included in the present
exhibition would be labelled “abstract expressionists.

At first sight abstract expressionists producing figure
painting and drawing might seem contradictory. In fact,
no paradox exists, the apparent contradiction arises
because the term “abstract expressionist” is inaccurate
The art of the New York school of abstract expression-
ism cannot be defined by articulating a set of formal
characteristics (as constructivism, perhaps, could be)
De Kooning's Women, for example, are not abstract,
nor do expressionist qualities exist in a mature work

by Barnett Newman. Rather, as Dore Ashton and other
critics have maintained, “Abstract expressionism and
the New York school appeared to be a set of attitudes
that generated works which reflected a set of attitudes.”
(The New York School. p. 3)

Attitudes shared by post-war New York artists
included the demand that art be forthright, immediate,
independent; that it avoid prettiness, finish, decoration;
that it renounce illustration and depth psychology. They
believed that art should be true to life as it is actually
experienced, not to the fictions of rational order, empir-
ical reality, or logical truth. It should also evoke the
moment of creation, manifesting the process of making
art. In the words of artist Paul Burlin, “The modern artist
is aware of the speculative thoughts of man, for it is not
the age of tranquility. Titillating, kiss-mummy pictures
are no longer acceptable. The prissy decor of the
mantel-piece is finished.” (“The Modern Artist Speaks,”
Museum of Modern Art forum, May 5, 1948, quoted by
S. Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern
Art, p. 181.)

The painters represented in this exhibit understood
the importance of the non-objective world; most of
d relatively “pure” abstractions at some
ore, almost all abstract expressionist art
refers to the visible world—to nature’s vast space

(Clyfford Still); to its atmosphere and air (Mark Rothko)
to the human body's movement (Jackson Pollock) By
the 1950s overtly figural work was being produced by
such artists as de Kooning (in the celebrated Women)
and Pollock (in the black paintings)

A number of artists of the post-war era hoped to
make the discoveries of abstract expressionism access-
ible to a larger audience, in response to the frustration
of painting for one another alone. A participant in a
1953 symposium on figure painting said, “I'd like to see
these concepts transferred to the everyday world and
brought to traditional subjects—there we could reach
the poet and the philosopher.” “Further,” he added,
“one might be able to reach a new audience without
succumbing to brown academism, social realism or
semi-surrealism.” (Alfred Russell in “Symposium: the
Human Figure,” Art Digest, November 15, 1953, p. 32.)

The distinctive character of the work represented
in this exhibit becomes apparent when compared to
twentieth-century European figure painting. The New
York works do not have the languorous allure of
Modigliani's nudes, the anxiety of German Expressionist
figures, such as those of Kirchner, the morbidity of
Grosz's prostitutes or the primitive sensuality of
Matisse's Blue Nude. The American paintings and
drawings neither exploit nor condemn sexuality.

From a philosophical point of view, the human
figure is an appropriate subject for artists of the New
York school. The body, after all, is the vehicle through
which human beings know their reality; it is the arena of
experience, the site of feeling and knowing. The figure
paintings and drawings in this exhibition manifest the
moment-by-moment quality of being alive in the world
In much the same way that Braque and Picasso used
traditional genres—portrait and still life—for their radi-
cal experiments in Cubism, the artists in this exhibit
rendered another traditional subject—the human
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