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PREF DA 

In commcmorJlton of the 50th an111vcr...iry ot the 
Allied v1,tor ', 1h1 exh1b11ton examine the rc<pon,c 
of Amen an ,irlt I~ 10 World War II ·1 he WJr was one 
ot the mo I momentou events m modern ttme , and 
many Jrl1 I engaged 11 m their work However, the 
work wa, oon put away after the war and larg ly 
ignored and forgollen I ht exh1b11ton bring together 
the respon e of ,1r11 ts to the war, 1llu tratmg how they 
,truggled 10 dep1 I, comprehend, and make the war ,1g• 
mliunt a art II con,1 ts of four maJOr types of war art 
oflic1al documentary art by the arMt .:orrespondents 
propaganda po ter , metaphoric reah m and Abstract 
Expre 10m m 

From Omaha to Abstract Exprc s10111s111 Amcr1ca11 
Artists Respond to World \\or fl represent the origmal 
v1S1on of curator tcphen Polcari who wtth Lh1s 
cxh1b1tton not only visually documents World War II 
but expand 1he context for American Abstract 
Express1omsm Dr Polcan IS the d1~ tor of the Archives 
of American Art m e\• York 1ty and author of 
Abstract Exprc s10111sm and tl,e Modem Experience 
(Cambridge University Pres , 1991) 

The M1shkm Gallery 1s grateful 10 the many 
museums, galleries, private collector,, and arlt ts for 
their generou loam. A with all exh1b1t1on , this one 
was realized only with the cooperation of numerous 
professionals I appreciate the h Ip of Diane Cooper 
and Dame) Mill of the Gib on Gallery al the tate 
Umver 1ty of cw York al Pot dam, the venue for ,1 

prev1ou ed1t1on of th1 exh1b1t1on (March 6 to 
April 5, 1992) 

Cat•log Des,gn JoAnn Man, Ila 
Copynghl O 1995 Sidney t1,hkm Gallery, Baruch ollege 

I would al o hke to th.ink the following Hruu 
lt< Imler, ls.imu, 'ogucht G.irdcn ,\!us um, f-llm 

Burk< Whitney Museum of American Art, Marylou 
GJernes, U, 5 Army Center of M1lttar)' 111,tory, Sanford 
Hmd1, The Adolph and father ,ottlteb Found,111on, 
T.iml>raJohnsonandVana urt1",!Jbr.1,; ofCongre , 
L1,a Rore, avy Art Center, l homas okolo" k1, ,re 
Art Gallery and tudy Center, 'C\, Yor~ l,mvcr 1ty; 
Ma well Davidson, M.u ,ell David on Galin 
(Seymour Lipton btate), Lawrence r lc1,chm.mn, 
Kennedy Galleries, han Horow1t7, r B Horow1t1 I mc 
Art Ltd, Hopkms, Minnesota J,mct \l,1rqu cc, Janet 
Marqu cc rmc Art, Jason .McCO), J.tion McCoy 
Gallery Bridgette !\1oore,Mtdto\\n Pa on GJllerics, 
Pam 1urrJy, Joseph Helman Gallery; Jame, Yohe, 
Andre [mmeri h Gallery; and Ethel B mot 

It I a great pica urc to ackno\\ledgc the encourag 
mcnl and support of Baruch College Pr 1dent Matthew 
Goldstein .ind Provo\! I 01\ ronholm Their commll­
ment to prov1dmg ultural program al BJrulh Colleg 
ha been e sent1al to the succc\ of the .\111shkm G.illery 

rmally. I would like to thank Diane Harrigan, editor, 
and Ann Helene Iver en, curatorial asst tant, for their 
help with the produ t1on ot the catalog 

andra Kra km 
Director, 51dn y M1shkm Gallery 



FROM OMAHA TO 
ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM 
A ERI A ARTI T RE POND TO WORLD J\R II 

BY T PHE POL ARI 

During the tumult of the econd World War \I mston 
hur hill found .1 rJre quiet moment lo read Jane 

Austen truck by the contra l between their world , 
he exclaimed Jloud "Wh,ll calm hvc the had, tho e 
people' 'o wome about the French Revoluuon, or the 
era l11ng truggle of the apoleomc wan Only manner. 
ontrollmg natural pa 10n a far as they could, together 

With cultured explanauons of .my m1 hance ~ How 
different I our time as compared to )Jne Au ten' 1 

th1 century come to an end. II I m reasmgl 
clear thJl war ha determined mu h of the grand \\eep 
of our history, poht1c , and e onom1c The fir t and 

econd World War and their codJ the old War, 
haped the erJ from 1914 to 1991 and created the land 
cJpe of nallon , late , and geopohu al a umptlon 

pnn 1plc . and slrJteg1e thlll prevailed 
The war al o haped the lmJgmed rcahl}' of 

modern lime , a they generated mu h of what WJ\ 

convenllonahzcd and mythologized a the true n,1lure 
of modern life. 1 he war fir l de tro ed nineteenth 
centur) o 1ety and then fi ed a new world order m 
wh1 h the beh.w1or of men and, omen men 1 
be amc the maker of mu h of the enduring 1magmallvc 
landscape m wh1 h p oplc thought and acted If the 
fro1an War w the world, ar of the Greek world, 1f the 

a pol om War were the epic for nineteenth cntur 
Europe, then the catacl ms of the World WJr were the 
tr an form mg ody wy of the l\,enlleth century. 

f:xh1b111on and h1 tone sc kmg to 1llus1ra1e the 
power and effect of modern war have mo l often 
emphamed battle and 11 re ults. Their narrative fo u, 
on the trad111onal verities of nallons at war and of men 
m battl grand leader hip, high purpo c, national 
nghteou nc , hero1 m, elf acnfice, and umver al 
p.1tnou m Public rituals and olemn commemorJt1on 

of gallant old1er lost m battle give further 1gn1hcanC<' 
to event oc1al and politic.ii effc h arc l~o ,1ud1cd, J 
1 the oppo 1110n lo war 

These tand.ud h1stone arc mcomplctc, ho,,evcr, 
for they addre , m the words of the renm ncd mduary 
historian John Keegan, only ome "hm1ted 101.k ot 
a sumptlon and assertions about the beha 1or of 
human beings m extreme- tre 1tua11on ,"l \Var I a 
maior labor at0C) of human b hav1or, and the change 
mdu ed by war, both dire t and indirect, both cit 
evident and clu 1ve, need to be pelled out tor future 
generation 

A veteran of the hr..t \\orld War defined the 1.hange 
and central importance of modern war for all its par-
II 1pant Pa s hendale drew an abrupt d1v11Lng lme 
.i ro s my e penence 3 A veter n of the eLond World 
\\ar noted War, ,1 one of the big e penence of my 
hfc, you know? M.iybe the ma1or on B1~er than my 
marriage. Bigger than the birth of my kids"~ for many, 
1t w,1 the mo t emouonally mien e and full expenenLC 
of their live A veteran Eliott John on If- on mu ly 
noted about D OJy, It was "a hlcttm m one da " And 
It haped CIVIiian and war veteran forever m large nu 
small way : "Thi war, a the mmt important expcn 
ence the e guy~ would ev r hav 1mc too I thmk 1t 
mu l have altered lour] ch.uacter"6 

Re ordmg the impact of the expenen col the 
e ond World War I a gargantuan tJ k, J.\ dem.indmg, 

perhap even more \0, a recording It battl and h1 
ton al and pohu al effect dd111onally, 11 1 pcc1ally 
difficult for those who have not gone to, ar Indeed, 
few mtelle tual of the generation that cam of age m 
the 1960 have had d1rcLt e penence of any of the 
ma1or catacl m of modern lime ave one, Vietnam, 
and that \vas an c ·Lepuonall • bincr e penence f w 



= 
h \ , pcncnccd the impact of\\ar a dm:ctly •1 h,td 
pr iou g,nuauon\ Wlulc mo t of our ddcN had 
fothcr. broth ..., and grandfather , Hn mother, 
and unt mvolv J m larg< le war dlort fn 

men, n (and probabl k , W ttrn mtcll duals) 
under the a col -15 hav, been through ombat or bc;cn 
part of nation lull and cnthu 1a,11 II> cngagrd ma 
war for an length of t1m, That la of expert nee 
d1 1d contemporary gen ration from theirpn-decc • 
or m the twent1<1h c,ntury (and a count forthe lrtl 

"' m of the atomtl bombing ol Htro,h1ma by }tmnger 
h1 tonan ) 

In man mtdk tual r I . therefor,, liar I tr,ated 
a hloodle \ mtcllcctual probkm The lack of sympa• 
th 11c 1dcn11fi :a11on "1th and moral under.landing of 
war I mo t acut I felt when man tr to explore 11 

most profound ca ualll cmouonal and p y,holog• 
1 al he.ihh. 1rad111onal v-.ilu ·, and normal "realt1y• 
The \\ars of tht' twcnll th century-in part1 ular the 
econd \\orld War tht' wor,t Ill h1stor -had dcva\lat 

mg cfht on human b,m~ and human behavior. the 
mn t rcmhlc ffi cl of v.h1,h, ccordmg to the French 
critic Paul \'alcr , " on the mmd !which) "has 
b n cruell v.ounded Ir doubt 11 elf profouncll)'"7 

This exlub111on k: 10 dC\mbe ,ome of the 
econd World War 1mmed1att' ,111d powerful effect, by 
ketch mg a peel of the oukr and mner1,orld of WM 

and tht'lr rclerberauon The cxh1b11ton iournev lrom 
a documentary r ord of battle ,111d Amen a at warm 
what 1, called combat art, to an 1m t1gatton of the 
official and ubhmmal me ,g of arh t • propaganda 
po lcr\ of the pc nod, and then 10 an e .unmat1on of 
hm, artt ts ought to gra p and comprehend the war' 
1mm,-d1ateand long-range 1mphcat1ons m regard 10 
both \\i: tern trad111om and thl" mod rn world (I call 
1h1, latttT phJ e the \\ ork of the "meldphonc or iconic 
re.i.h t ") The fin.ii part1c1p.in1, m th1\ dialogue, the 
Ab,tra t Expre ion~ 1 m1,-gra1e modern me1aphr1cs 
1 11h the war c pcnence, making the war the modern 
and the modern the\\M 

DOCUME J\RY REALI M 

\\'hcnAm rtca\\rntlo\ arm 1941,mo to(tt artJ ts 
\\cnt 100 Indeed.by 1939 the Amert n gmernmmt, 
\\h1ch had ometo thea1J of artllol\ during the 
Der ion, g.in ph mg out cmplo ment program 

hke th \\ork Proicct dm101 tr.111on (WPA) and th 
Tr<,1'Ury \ectton V.'ith the loom mg w,,r m r,urope th 
program,, whJCh had long be n atta kcd by con,e:V 
uve, for wa tc .md for what th y con tdercd ",0 ,,di ma 
were repc.ttedl ut In 194 Hhey wae tern11nated 

By that ttmc America h.id enter d the war, and 
many artl\t had nh It'd or been drafted Whtie me 
arll t iomcd amoullagc umts or deMgn d po ter 
and 1111 other\ engaged m homefront mdu,trial and 
\\ apon work, many became .trmed lor e artl\ts part 
of then w program e tabh hed at th begmmng of 
the ond World War to re ord the JClton fir thand 
•\rmcd forces artt,1 accompanied troop~ a ro , th 
battlelicld,, ea ,and kt sol EuropeandA\Ja In 
February 1943, the Army e tabhshed a unit with the 

orp of Engm er, m orth fn a met n arti,t 
mo\ed aero and behmd the front and created among 
the hrst American art, tic document of the war I c , 

than a year later a, the cost of the war mcrea ed and 
absorbed more and more and poht1cal cntte1 m of 
"w.i tdul pendmg" grew, the program wa, canceled 
Fortunately, Life magazine offered to pay for th 
artist , seventeen of whom tayed on In 1944 Abbott 
Pharma eutJcal Laboratone offered to upport artist 
\\ho would be quired by the arm d force around 
their respective theaters. Today the work m kc up 
the core of the art center of the armed for e , mo t of 
which are located m and around Wa hmgton, D 

Perhaps the clearest purpose of the program can 
best bee plained by a memoir of eorge Biddle Biddle 
wa m trumental m e tablishmg the government art 
program of the 1930 and wa the ongm.il director of 
the W.u Department Art Advisory ommlltce before 
becoming an official war artt,1, or"artt I· orm,pondent~ 
himself 

In tht war there will be a greater amount 
than ever before of factual report mg, of 
photographs .ind movmg picture . You are 
not sent out merely a new -gatherers You 
have been ell' ted I to] record the warm 
all ti phas ,and ti tmpa ton you as 
artists and as human bemg~ Any subJe,t 
1s m order, 1f .1s artist you feel ti ts part of 
War, battle scene, . , battle landscapes, 
the wounded, the dymg, and the dead, 
pmoners of war; field hospital and ba c 
hospt1al , wrecked h.1b1tattons and bomb 
mg cene , character k tche of our own 
troops, of pmoncr , of the natives of the 

ountry you v1 ti the ta 11 al imple-
ment of war, embarka11om and debark.t 
tton enes, the nobthty, co\\ard1 e, ruehy, 
boredom of war E pre 1f you an­
reah 11 .illy or ymboh ally-thee nee 
and spmt of War You may be gwded by 
lllake' m 11CI m, by ,oya\ n1 ism and 
~avagery, by D lacr01 ' roman11c1 m, by 
Daumier' humanity .ind tenderne or 
betters11II follow your own m vt1able tar• 

Uh1ma1cly,on of the par11 1pants, Edward Re p, 
ummed up the program' ideal "I wa, lighting the 

war furtou,ly with my pa mt brush ' 
Thou and of pamtmg . drawing . and water ... olor; 

were reared by the ,trttst corre pondent, Th y para! 
leled the work of JOurnah t .ind photographer who 
al o ac mpan1ed the troops 1o,t ar11st-corre pondents 
had no lime on the battlefield to lim,h large picture , 
so smaller media adequate to the task were mo,t often 
used Don a qui kly as po s1blc, dra\ mg , water 
color , and goua he pamtmg, form by far the largest 
number of work Howard Brodt • lllfantry Man w,tl, 
Rei /mg G1111, ,uadalcanal {lig I), fore ample, pre ents 
a cla I view of a oldter firing h1, weapon m .i quickly 
rendered reali t . t le Kerr I bf Bullets ,111d Barbed 
Wire of 1944 1 a powerfully rendered charcoal draw mg 
of the PaCJfic camp;ugn 

Jig I lloward Drodl 
111/u try ,\f.111 11/1 Rr,s/m G1111 (,u <l•kartJI I 911 
Prn 11 on paper, 13 8" 
U Army .mtrr ot l1li1 ry I It tory W hm ton, 0 L 

lo be sur , ther, were fully dc,dope<l tud10 pamt 
mg ,nffith Baily oalc' Dm Bombmg /<1p<111ese 
Camtr. .\hdway, and Robert Benne • Death of rite 
/10/to con 1st of de npttve yet dramatized VIC\\ of 

the naval battle , here the Japane c off,n t\C strategy 
m the Pa 1fi wa brought to a halt {and the ~amer 
that a11acked PL-arl Harbor were unk) Fh aru 
employ the trad11tonal artt It dc,JCcs of olid form, 
thrce-dtmen tonal p r p cttve and chtJro curo to 
dept t modern bat ti The e works .ind othen not only 
rccord the event but .ilso provide a en e of the grand 
weep ofbat1le. large pace . pow,rful weJpon , anJ 

violent explo ions. They ofli r bat ti cape of po\\n, 
conflt t,and drama m trad1t1onal realist depiction 

Other .irttst present the 1mm n ttv ol .i conll1, t 
111 which human bemgs ar but smaU.'mt rchangi:able 
umt lby' Titrawa enc portra the weep of Pac1hl 
mva ton a Jumble of troop~ fall mg and thru tmg 
forward on the beache Und r a huge, imp r.onal, 
moke f1lled ky, men crawl and ru h to their destmy 

like ant Eby' drawing lmtte .i n e ol men at war 
a ubterrancan force A11z10 by l'dward Reep offa a 
different but equall}' 1mm n e view. Herc troop re 
hardlyvt 1blc m the ,,h1rlwmd of mnumcrablc land mg 
craft, ob ervauon balloon , and hnng ship -all under 
wmhng ram-5wollcn dou<ls Flo>d 0Jv1s's l la111lmr~ 
Rmd, July-1943 caplur, the determined movem nt of 
the kcm of menc.in plane, filling the sky 



Id IIU W.U,J 1944 
01lonc.an 6 2 • 
U nnyCcntrrof lil,tuyHi<to~ 
\\ n on DC. 

Though many arll~t, captured the epK c le of the 
\\ar, mo t follo"ed Biddle. recommendation and con­
entrated on th md1v1dual event-a old1cr firing, th 

nur mg of the wounded, the discovery of dead c1v1han 
They captured the pathos of the war and hmt d at Its 
p }clllc co t It n they addressed the old1er' tram 
au ed b b mg con\tamly near death or near to reahz 

mg h1 gre.itc t fear-dying far from home and family 
m a \trange nd mho~p1table pla e "alone and m pam 10 

Mor rar ly recorded arc the breakdown as o 1ated 
with, hat wa ailed hell hotk m the I mt World War 
ind battle-fatigue in the econd tud1es after World 
War JI noted that following reprated posure 10 battle 
mo t soldier ,,ould ev ntually break down a fow 
tould handle the st indefinit ly 11 The train 1s b st 
re orded m what Jame~ Jones de ribed ma pamtmg a 
M,mm.•s all It Tl,nt Two-Thousand lard tare (fig. 2) 
Tom I.ea' pamtmg d p1ct a manne who ha apparently 
given up all hope and 1, o exhausted that he eem not 
to c.ue whether he live or die He I so disturbed that 
he looks through the viewer a~ 1f he were not th re. • 

omellmr , how~cr, the poignancy of the image 
alleviated the nero for dramat1 Works hke Jo eph 
H1rs h' 1gl,t hift, Italy, treat the brutal, s If evtdent 
fa t of war Eb • Wounded Man peak eloquently by 
itself o, 100, do the representauon of the camp 
Lor n Ru . ell F1 her's Deatl, m Bud1e111vald present 
th new image of th dead at the end of the war w1thou1 
comment For ome thmgs, there are no adequate word 
or image 

Dcstrua1on I as constant as death From Albert 
old's t Gill trong Pomt to tand1 h Backus· rather 

delicate H1ros/11ma 1945, waste and desolauon accom­
pany the troops Yet for all of the d th and de truc11on 
the war desolation and horror were rarely cmpha ized 
That 1s, for all of the conv nhonal drama of th1 work, 
little I outright horrific Dismembered American 
troop and cattercd body part are seldom depicted 

either the armed force nor the American pubhc 
would tolerate uch repr ent hons.a they were 
thought to be too bad for morale There were limits to 
what was to be pamtcd a there were to what was to be 
photographro and noted m news account . Wounds 
are mo t often portrayed a clean, and death occurs to 
whole men On this 1s ue, official war art approachro 
,,amtmng and perhJps even romanttcmng the war 

Furthermore, m these documentary work , there 1 
rare! an attempt to employ modern symbolic and for 

ma! d I e for Jdd111onal dk'1 onv<nllorul p1dor1,1I 
rhetoric wa ldom challenged, even m the mo,t grue-
. ome, honest dep1ctton by [by and L.-a, perhJp> of the 
ofhc1al rt1 t tbe mo t und1 gu1 ed m their repre en 
talion raph1c realism 1s the most aggre, 1ve postun.· 
of the ,1rt1St orrt pondent, not pr 1oni,t d1stor11on 

An epllon to this I the work of artl t -corr pon 
dent Reuben K,1d1sh, a WPA a1 list, lifelong fn nd of 
Jad,on Pollock and future Abstrad bpre 1on15t 
Kadish rendered the horrible w1tl1 modern p1ctonal 
device, Jap Bomb mg breaks ground m its portrayal of 
piles of the dead, while Fum111e-Camo11 BtrJJ Clean mg 
Cltarred Bonn B11rnmgGl,at (fig 3) undcrlin~ the 
horror of c1v1lian de.uh with modern cxpr~;1oni,t and 
symbolic for c. 

Mo t of the art1 t of th armro force thus did not 
m,ent new forms oor find a language to pre ent the war 
a out 1de previous experience To be sure, the dept 
tiom of the work of battle are much more real1sllc than 
ever before In the r1rst World War, no American dead 
were allowed to be pamted In the econd, horror and 
realism escalated. yet for the fir t lime w re dep1 ted as 
scemmgly"normal" 

Add1t1onally, no mgular d1flicuJu of class or 
politJ or pl.ice adhere, and few sign of tnumphal1 m 
appear From the work, 111 difficult 10 determine who 
won or lo t the w.u atlonah.st tance is Virtually ab ent 

Ab nt, too, m the econd World War omb.11 art, 
for the most part arc the paeans to nineteenth century 
virtue ofher01 m,sacnfi e,honor,and ountry These 
pubhc on ept had been de troyed m the fir t World 
War and did not return except m very official rheton 
of the econd Part of a commonplace drama old1 r 
ar mo tly anonymous Jnd mterchangc blc umt not 
d1vmc heroe Uh1mately, what the m1l1tary art1 ts 
record I omethmg like what the novelist and manne 
)a.mes Jone$ wrote of Amen an troop who had fought 
for everal year, "The gre n American outfits 
pa s d through all the many ond ubtle LVOL UTIO 
or A OLDIER and be om o conglomernllon of 
hardy, mean, cynical, tough, canny, knowledgeable 
troopers and profe 1onal ·•ii The oung men had 
be ome accu tomed to war, and war was treated as .i 
"normal; everyday profc s1onal experien e, to be faced 
hke nr other d1fficult but doable profe 1onal problem 
In 1t way, th1 art I trulr the official view It documents 
the tandard1z.it1on m which war not on 1dered 
an aberration a.\ 11 was for the runcteenth century. wh1 h 

F, 3 Reuben "-ad,;h 
Fam,n• C111mc111 R,rd a,umng CJrarrrd Bont1, 
Burrnn GI,., al utla,lnJ,a tql) 

Ink on paper l.l x 15 • 
S Army ntu of lih1 rv HISIO~ 

\\ash,ngton D . 



Fig -1 l.d1Gf'' 
PhC1tograph11:. reproduction of J)CISler. 20 x 16" 
N'.itmnal Anluve<,. Wbhmgton, DC. 

dung 10 an ideal of progro.s. As Jones said, gradually 
dunng tht' w.ir, 1t becamt' cvidt>nl that "war W.lS be-com 
mg a pcrmant'.nt war of l1fe,a cond1t1on that would JUSt 
go on .Jnd on."14 While the ad\:tnt of modt'rn war in the 
rirsl World War was Mlockmg and new to tht' West, the 
Second, toAmencans at lt>ut, was fam1har, how~er 
graphically real. To lht:m, war wu, habitual and 
mgraint"d. Such an .Jt11tudt' mea.suus how the murder­
ous had become rouune m tht: later put of the war 

PROPAGANDA POSTERS 

The portrayal of the accept.mce of the war as a grim 
hut unn:crphon.I ne«.~\II)" accorded with ~eneral atll­
ludcs ar..russ thc We.I ;a, the Second \\orld War bt'gm. 

o .x,W to the enthu..,1asm that grtc-tcd the begm 
f the Grt:i.1 \.\ar; thert was a singular lack of 

cnthum.sm greeting the Second Even the Germans had 
10 manufacture an mcidenl at the Poli.sh border 10 i,.ay 
that they began 1he warm their own defense. 

The recogmt1on of the necessity of the: war bt:hed 
the fact that the public needed to become convinced 
.ind engaged The slruggle to wm the WM had to be ear­
ned out on other planes, the most important of which 
was 1he battlefield of loyalty, belief, ,md purpose. The 
Second \\'orld \\'Jr w.is a war of the mmd as well as of 
the armed forces. Hitler recognized this slruggle when 
he recalled Lord Northchffe's words about the First 
World War·•Thr-bomb.irdmr-nt of the German Mind 
was almost as important as the bombardment by can 
non."I' In general, propagand1s1s adapt their stra1eg1es 
and vary their tactics accord mg lo the audience they 
are addressing. 

To the enemies, propaganda strategy 
centers around the theme of their ultimate 
defeat; to the allies, the stress is on loyalty, 
umty, ult1ma1e triumph; to the neutrals, 
prop.1gand1sts stress their nghteousness 
and mev1table lriumph; the home front ts 
constantly renunded of the need for effort 
and ~cnfice lo achieve victory.16 

At the begmning of the Second World War, 
Americans were particularly hostile to propaganda 
because of their feeling of havtng been duped by the 
British in the First World War. Nevertheless, 1n 1941 
the government established an Office of Defense 
Information for propaganda purpo.!tCs and a year later, 
1he Office of War Information (OWi}. Even General 
Eisenhower had a Psychological Warfare Division 
integrated mto his command. 

The most effective wartime propaganda was carried 
on through media not often utilized or even extant 
earlier: movies and rad10_17 All nations e:xplo11ed the 
mass media, from Roosevelt's"Fires1de Chats" and the 
Americans' use of Hollywood to Churchill's spttehes 
and Hitler's radio addresses and recorded rallies. 
Lea.Am, carloons,even bubble gum cards were al~o 
used. It was theAme:ncan OWi's goal that all adulls 
should hear at least four war messages a wee:k, advising 
them to do everything from buying war bondi to get 
ting a good mghl's rest so that the:y could be more 
efficient m the plant the next day.11 

For artists at home. propaganda through posters 
offered thr greatest opportumt1es to win support for 

the war effort. The posters conveyed the psycholog,cal 
and pohtical reasons America had to wm. Most con 
cerned 1op1cs of enlistment, product1on,conscrv,U1on, 
unity, sabotage, esp1on.1ge, atrocity, education, employ­
ment, and he.11th. As opposed lo the comple:x visual 
and verbal messages of World War I posters, poslers of 
the Second World War were simple, direct, and concise 
These posters followed advertising techniques of the 
mterwar and war periods and the general movement of 
modern typography toward simple and direct design, 
bright colors, and few words. ror 1he most part, they 
were unaffected by developments in modern art. 

The underlying message m mosl American poster~ 
1s ep1tom1zed by the image of Navy gum firingJuxta 
posed with the words"Le1's Go" (fig. 4). American 
postcn played the role of cheerleaders, energmng the 
nat1on,cxplainmg its purpose m the war. and exempl1 
fymg engaged .1.ct1on. (Posters hke LttS Go.' repre:sent 
1he American type of .. action" poster influenced by 
photography. They emphasize success by"domg;' much 
l1keAmencan philosophy [John Dewey! and art of the 
1930s and 1950s.) Few were s1rongly concerned with 
articulating a polit1cal or ideological argumenl, such as 
the Four Freedoms or the Atlantic Charter, for which 
America was told to fight. F1ghtmg for Poland or 
against an11-Sem1t1sm \1:as not stresst'.d 

Rare, too, are images of vicious hatred To be sure, 
Americans ridiculed and dcmonized the Ax.is.as a poster 
of an innocent mother and child threatened by the Axis 
claws md1cates. The enemy, especially the Japanese, was 
portrayed as beasts and animals, with hatred stirred up 
on occasion,as 1n Japs Execute Doolmle Men, which 
reflects an actual event. (Here Uncle S.im relaliates by 
choking a caricatured, bestial Japanese.) For all the 
md1Cat10ns of warfare, however, battle m American 
posters 1s often a bloodless contest, devoid of the mur­
derous blood lust that reflects an open anger and fever 
ish hut red, at least 111 compamon to many European 
and Japanese posters,such JS one showing 11,tlcr as a 
hatchet or German planes as the gnm reaper. As with 
American combilt .trt, authonllcs at the OWi kepi a lid 
on the depictions of the harshness of the war. In a noto 
rious ca.sc, Ben Shahn's poster of French workers bemg 
subjected to"slavery, starvation.de.uh" was deemed too 
harsh and not d1'.ilribu1cd,despue us bemg milder than 
European and Japanese posters 

Nevertheless, as with Lhe combat art, there was a 
subl1m1nal landscape of the mtnd and heart portrayed 

Fig. S Gnt> 'Im Htll' 
Photogr.iphK. re-prod~t1on of po•lc:r,20 11 16 
N;i.t1on;i.l An::hwcs, \\-',1\hmgton. DC 

m these posters. It~ this new way of 1magmmg 1he: 
world that came through. reg.irdl~-, ot authon11cs and 
official control.and 11 ts this psychic hfe to wluch the 
public wa,; subJtcted,w much that 11 bt'came: therr 
1magmed and psycholog1cal worlJ despite tht'. govtrn 
ment's desire for upbeat messag~ 

Many of these poslers rt:nder a world far different 
from that represented in Amenca m the 19.30s. It ts a 
world of stmggle and conflict in wh1ch,.1.s m Blast 'Em', 
the national symbol is engaged m attacks, violence, and 
sav.i.gery as the home:front worker is encouraged to 
muease production It 1.s a \\Orld or de5truchon and 
over.vhclmmg, 1mpe:rsonal forces. lt •~ a world that,., 
inescapable and confrontallonal,as a frontal Japanese 
soldier ma poster ~hoots d1rcctly at tht: viewer shows. 
Epic, lLtamc forces are loose a~ glad,aton; stand astnde 
thev,orld and fight for 11 m Gn-e 'Im Ht/I! (fig. 5). 
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I, 6 "/u Boats, Boats, Boats, Boats•• 
Photograph, rtproduct1on of po tcr. 20 16 • 

t,onal rchl\ Washington, D 

Po\\erful for e contend and thru t phalanxes of 
rmie and weapon at ea h other aero~ the r en of 

:he mmd In «Drfner Us from Ev,/,'' e 11, a medtcval 
rdigiou con ept eemmgly out of pla man mt U c 
tuahzcd, Freudiamzed world, threaten, mnocen e and 
goodne F ar, 101 ternc , chi anery, and de tru lion 
.ire e\erywhere ho t~ of the d ad, of the pa t, and of 
mghtmare5 ,,bound (fig. 6) hadowy clement lurk 10 
the ba kground. and the b12.1rre and fant.i tic arc loo 
around u, pmtual and r hg1ou belief are called on to 
help\ here rca on, pohllc , and per uas1on fail Paith 
1rrat1onal but nee 3.lr •-loom and demand that on 
make a ontr a t with the dead Yet, heroe are demand 
ed and abound, and a future of a nch, green, fertile nalton 
aw.lit , fu mg hope of the drought-rav1 hed 1930 with 
the hfe after the war (fig. 7) 

ohdanty and ommumty are ought not only 
between nation and cinzen but between homefront and 
old1er In ever al poster , the linkage of the pre nt 

wtth the pa t I made a contemporary oldier seem­
ingly echo the tnbulauon of Valley Forge warrior 
Conflict and struggle, enduran e and eventual victory 
thu cro the age Women re ailed upon to work 
and comfort m loving way However, th y, too, could 
be ome a threat 10 the war ffort. Becau e of the new 
wartime e; uahty (Jame Jone ailed 1t a" ea change" 
10 middle- la s morality and "Love Among the 
Riv ter, •9) venereal disease lurk everywhere, a the 
American old1er and populatton were repeatedly 
remmded 10 poster and film acnfice and lo abound, 
bmdmg ome, eparatmg other . o doe direct male 
force, trong, free-standing, and determined II create 
a en t of male commumty that e elude women The 
worldofwarproduce averyma ulme,or"phallo en­
lnc,"effect 

For all their checrleadmg, then, for all the 1mple, 
emotional po tunng mencan po ter depict a virtu­
all) urrcah t world. a world ol thcatn ; of tnfe and 
truggle; of the b11arre, be ual, and fanta lie, of over­

powenng, acltve forces that dwarf and con ume all ' 
For.ill the I h 11 reah m, the world of the I 940 1 
epic and extraordinary And for all the trad1ttonal 
values the po ters still espou~e-home, country, family­
th y d1 play the oul of the 1940 , a mmd and heart 
engaged m the drama of feroc1ou , global war If 
American , 1llzen and c111zen old1er ahke, began 
the war with their tradu1onal 1magma11on m place, a 
th urfa e of th po ter md1cate, by the nd of the 

\ r, they were, at lea t, ubhmmally changed They had 
b en through too much 10 tay the me; a war of violent 
thought together w1lh ubver 1vc expcn nee, had 
largely altered their mental land cape. 

M :APHORICORI O I RE LI M 

I rom the very fir t day after the bombmg of Pearl 
Harbor, the federal government ought to put art1 ts to 
work argumg the ca e for America ne of the other 
mo ta t1ve way was national open art compe1111on 
Th me ranged from p1 tunng defen ea t1v1t1c , to 
art1culatmg national pohcy goals, to 1magmmg the 
future, a m the Arll~t for V1 tory how of D cember 
1942 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art m ewYork 
and October 1943, which traveled all over Amen a. The 
artists thcms Ive formed art group) under the general 
name "Art1 ts for Victory;' with 10,000 ac11vcly engaged 
under the logo of the cla teal unage i·V111ged Victory of 
amothracell 

Throughout the war and after, a number of mdepen 
dent art1 t reflected on the war and sought to mterpret 
its larger meanmg Here they were responding not only 
to compellttons but also to all m magazme for aru t 
to address the 1gruficance of what was happen mg rather 
than JUSt the war' day-to-day event 22 The war\ a 
thu pr ented as "goodn for art, as an opportumty to 
achieve valuable new m 1ghts and new v1 ion~ of man 

I all the art1 t who re ponded the "metaphoric 
reah tnor"icom "arti I In eekmg to 10tcrpret the 
ultunate s1gmfican e of the war, they mediated its reality 
with familiar imagery and archetype from such ource 
a~ hn liamty, mythology, and eventually natur ma 
mo tly repre entatJonal tyle. In other words, they drew 
on the great, b t-known, and mo t ea~ily commumca­
ble drama of hfe and death m the\ e L. the uffenng, 
d th, and r b1rth of Chn t, or, as 111 ometune called 
the Pa 10n or Via Dolorosa. Through 11, they could 
confront and sanctify uffenng cau ed by the war and 
make 11 meanmgful.2J 

t lea t 10ce Raphael and Rembrandt, rehg1ou 
and ntual symbol , such as tho e of the Pa 100 of 
Chn t or ancient mythology, have been used to help 
define 1gmficant h1 tory, polltt , and people u h 
imagery was also employed m Amen n art of the 
1930 to ra1 e to the level of the acre<l the uffermg 
cau ed by the economic era h 2◄ The h1 tonan Georg 

THI I A~II~RIC 
-for thi ~ e fi ht 

Land of Plent\ -LJnd of Lib ·rn 

Fig 7 land o Plenty-L,m,f of L,/,uty 
Photogr.,ph1 rtprodu uonofpo ter,20x t6" 
'auorul Archives, Washmgton, DC. 
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1 c has pomt<d out that, bcgmmng, 1th the I rcn h 
Rc,oluuon, tlm old ma tcr tradition had been turned 
tow rd rcpr enting the ne" 1111 n war, and confl1 t 
of modern pohll al tern Jacque I ou1 David' 
n.,11/1 of ,\1,m11 and Baron ntomc Jc,m ro • aplllcon 
at 111 Pe 1/rou<e at Jaffa arc two c ample of the u of 

hn 11 n ymboh m for more contemporary martyr 
and hcroc\ 

B, the I 1r t World Wu, the trad1t1on of anc11fying 
war and d ath, awti c, nd r urrc tion with a r d 

hn 11.in, las I al, .ind natural 1mag ry wa well e tab 
h hed. 'auonal truggle, a ,mo 1ated and homolog1zed 
to the Pa s1on and R urrc lion of Chmt In innumer­
able 1m,,g from p.unllng to po,tcard , the suffering 
and hop for the n.111on and for the dead were repre­
~cnted in a new kmd of c ular piety pe 1.illy m 
war memorials, hmllan and cl.is 1cal imagery wa 
employed to make the war effort and the \Old1er ' 
a nfi a~ important a they ould be u h 1m.igery, 
10 e argue further, wa used to overcome the brute 

fact of death and dymg.2s In other word , image of 
hn 1' death and re urre tion were u cd to ugge t 

the d ath nd rebirth of th nation and its war de.id 
Through uch mboh m the dead were valonzed and 
mad mart 1, to the glory of the nation one old1er 
aid a he iomed the German army m World War I, 
. 'ow wear made sacred nother wrote, "We went 

mer the top [ of the trenche 1 mto t1mel ne " uch 
un.igcry made 'heroi m V\ 1ble Wlthm a trad1t1onal 
framework "21 Modem, ar wa thus emollonally 
add res ed as a a red and eternal experience 

Although mu h of the extreme romant1c1 m .ind 
\'ictonan morahsm were m1 mg m the Second World 
War, 1conJC art, ~ ~onnnued to addre the war through 
trad111on I imagery. la s1 I reference cem to define 
the warm J me Daugherty' Fight mg t/re M111ota11r of 
the 1940s(lig 8),inwh1Chhelm ted,1dcahzed old1m 
urround and atta k the mythic creature that I half 

human, half bea t While drawing on the cla ""I p,l t 
Daugherty' ch.moat and lhalk dr .iwmg may al o allude 
to P1c11 o' many unage\ of the 1inotaur ( la $I al 

r e ld1er .1lso were a frequent 1m.,gc on monuments 
of the I 1r t World War.) 

ombmmg referenc to n.iturc with Pas 10n 
tm.igery occur often m the work of the 1940 . Prentiss 
I !ottd 11 lor' Tire Uprooted Sralk lit death\ 11hm the 
mo t .icr <l mortal 1m cm We tern crv1hzat1on, the 

nt llonorPt t ofChmt Ila mahthotmtmade 

for an Arll ts for Vrctory compellt1on Taylor fu e the 
rechmng hn t wllh a helmeted oldrer who holds a 
rifle that ha ch,mgcd into an uprooted talk. tanding 
and falhng talk urround the old1er :'vlary ha been 
rendered a an older woman-a true mother-holding 
her dead son Behind them a figure of a paratrooper 
allud to the ultimate source of the ubiect The cycle 
of nature' growing and dying 1s thu combined with 

hn uan imagery to create an all gory of an interrupted 
and a nfic d hfe m a realist or representational style 

The attempt to elev.ite the w.ir and give II h1 ton 
cal and cultural mean mg I al o evident in Benton 
Murdock Spruanc ' 0111·c111r of Lui, e pruan e had 
been a o 1.11 r Jhst printmaker in th 1930 , but in 
the 1940 , hke mu h of the prole 1onal American art 
world, he turned to mythic and ntuah 11 ymboltsm 
tor prc\ent on temporary event L1d1Ce wa a town 
m C,e hoslovakra that w,1\ anmh1lated and whose 
inh.1b1tant were murdered by the .111, in rctahauon 
for the a sa inat1on of their important leader Reinh.ud 
Heydrich pruan c has ymboh, d the 1v1han d ath 
as the re urrenc of the three cruc1h ions on al ary 
1 here 1s no hn t singled out here, howe\cr II three 
figures are cquall) martyred It I\ colle tl\c, .inonvmou 
hum.,mt) th.it 1 5uffenng .ind sacnh,cd, not a god 

1 h turn toward m thto-nru.,h Ile and trad111onal 
image was fundamental to art of the 19 I0s Wh1I 
\HII known popuh t arti,t hke Thoma 1 larl Benton 
1he k1dmg Regton.1h,t painter of th 1930 . had turned 

1, <1 Thom Hart nm1on 

77rt ws 
Pho1ogr ph,c rq,roJuc1,onofro 1 r, 
t6x20 
at1011,llArdm \\a,hm ll n,D( 

toward Greek and b1bhc.:il myth m the latter p.irt of the 
de ade \ llh u h work a Ptr •·p/10,i and 1LSa11ni1/, 

and the Elder , 1th the adwnt ol the econd World 
W.ir, Benton art b came C\CTI more ymboh1.:, a he 
ought to h.1pe a language that addr ed not on! • the 

facts of the c pencn e but al o 1 1gmficancc 29 Hr 
oluuon wa to fl15e rcfermc to th war with myth1 , 

Chn II.in, and natural un.igery and modern, t form lO 

The ten pamtmg l,,nown as the fo,r of Pen/ ne , 
begun m 1942. be amc the chief Am nc.10 propagandJ 
pamtmg and were ho\ n and reproduced evaywhere. 
Poste~ w re made of omc of the ene~ ( \e Tl,e 
owers (fig 9]) Combinmg the ohd1fied flu1d.11y ol 
alvador Dali' \'er, t urrcal1 m, a Europl"3n t le ol 

lanta II p\ych1 reah m, with b1bhcal allusion to the 
ower of death who eeds th land pe with kull , 

Benton created a powerful 1f crud ly 1rom image of 
modern fertrhty Other pamting\ m the enc al o 
u e hn uan reference uch a the crucified ( hn t 
a aulted from land and air b • the Ax1 m \gt1111 .ind 
Tire flanr I where a lfOP ol d ath em rg 

Mor apo ryphal nd tradmonal 1111 are image, 
hkc the Four l lol"o men of the po.: I cp e, which 
repeated! appeJr m war pamting In Henry 1mon 
The Tl,rc. I-for ernrn. TOJO,, 1u ohm, and Hitler ndc 
forth" reakmg h.1~ol 1 he phght of re ugec b com 
an allegory of the E:rodus. in Daughert)' work of that 
name from th mrd 1940 , while .m .1r11st known only 
b h1 m1ltal R w1tttly tm, the,\ 1 trio 1n 
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11 10. R.C. 
Ur,t11/rd(Fa11119 G up) c 194 
Past I onra~r 25x 19 • 

urt of 11dt 11 Pa} on G ll~ne . ·ew Yori-

U11t1tlcd (F.11111/y Group), .i play on the Holy F.1m1ly 
(fig 10) In the I.ill r work.Mu olin1 ~uckles a skel 1.11 

hn t child (taken from Jose lement Oro,co\ The 
Epic of vr/1z11t1011 at Dartmouth ollege), while Hitler 
a~ t Jo cph .ind To10 .i, an angel look on 

\mencan armt u ed other mythic allu ions to tl1e 
war. The legendary night nder ra es aero the land, 
stompmg and thrc!atemng a uowd of refugee in Mervin 
Jule \ The Night R11lcr of 1942 (fig 11 ), while a Janus 
hkc armored figur rcprc enting the Ala M~ th land 
m Fa,crsm Beneath him he the ymbol of hmuamty 
and Juda1,m a~ \\di a, books and instrum nt of cre­
at1v1t • (The cro sand design tool are al o taken from 
Orozco' mural at Dartmouth ) The figure·, armor ha 
, al a though 1t W<re the km of a man bea t 

Few art1 t from the 19 30 , too -whether Reg1onal.1St , 
o 1al n:.ll1,t , or the typ1 al WPA artJ t-d1d not do 

su h war p1 tures in 1h 1940s For the mo t part, they 
combined war them \ 1th their u ual concern In 
Ralph Fabn\ Tire Four Freedoms, WPA ymbol of 
thnvmg econom1 hfc are combined with one of the 
i w references to a pohu al and 1deolog1cal program 
B}' th 1940s, WPA image of menca redeemed by 
work \\ere recycled a men a wmning the war 
through produ uon uch image a Fabn created of 
a thn mg indu try, nch land, and ferule future a the 
rea on for fighting the econd World War be ome a 
frequent theme in warllme art, as even the poster La11d 
of Plenl)-La11d of Liberty (fig. 7) demon trate . ature 
form a trad111onal anC1ent ymbol of then hne and 
fullne of hfe 1f not renewal 11 elf 

Ph1hp Evergood' The New Lazarus of 1927-54 
(fig. 12) conslltute a fanta tic reah t image of war, 
death, and re urre-cuon At the bottom of the paint mg 
15 a dead soldier Above him are a flayed Chmllan lamb 
a Grunewald-like Chmt on a cro with other from 
Calvary, lament mg figures, and a Lazarus emergmg 
from a coffin hmt I h lpcd up by dazzling butterfly 
angel Thell' mteme blue and reds dommate the grey 
1 h, decaymg tone of the other figure To the nght are 
old1ers with the stigmata, while behmd Evergood add 

h1 typical, ooally cntJcal ymbol of a lynchmg and 
KKK, cap1tah~t, and clown figures who hear, ce, and 
ay no evil Evergood has fa hioned a b1bhcal allegory 

of his world of ~uffenng and death and us need for 
urrect1on 
In their war and pmtwar work, many artt t dealt 

with World War II an experience that needed a e -

ourlc~yof I B Horowuz Fmt'Art,Ltd, llopi-.m ,Minnesota 

r,g 12 Ph1J1p E~ergood 
T/1t• ,\'ew UIZ/lrus 1927-54 
011 on plywood 48 x 3 :,, 
\\,'h1tney ~lu~um of ,\mencan Art 
Gift of Joseph Ii H,rshhorn 154 60 
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ment TI1ey ab orbed and transformed war atutud , 
theme, Clepencncc, mood, and atmosphere mto 
ymbohc yet trad111onal imagery a they ~ought to 

penetrate beyond the surface The mct.tphonc reah t 
or I omc artists reached for the grand imagery and 
theme~ of the We I to nuke the d1!>aster of the ccond 
World War comprehcn 1ble. 

ABSTRACT PR.ES IO I M 

D pile their symbol111ng mode, met.tphonc or 
iconic reah~ts are not much recognized, never mmd 
appreciated, becau e the dominant style of the war and 
po twar period m America 1s Ab Ira t E pre s1om m 
Once thought to be an exL~lenllal art unconcerned 
with lmtory and its 1mpac:1, new tudy uggest ome­
thmg different V.'hile early cn11 interpreted the art 
m the conic I of imported contemporary French 
theory ol personal ahcnatlon and individual creatlVII)' 
(existen11al1 m. unprov1 auon,engagement), today 
Ab tract Express1om m .!>ecm mort: a product of history 
nd JI themes. It d1 plays a metaphy51caJ ab\orplion 

and exammation of the 1mph anon~ of the econd 
World War 

Absrract ExpresSJomsm on I t of em1-ab tract 
and then abstract forms that s1gmficantly ongmated 
m tht' 19.JOs as metaphoric reaclton to and rnler 
pret.tuon~ of the war and its effects. Whtle Abstract 

pre 10m m contrnue to be under tood as repre­
~nung the human conditton 111 its tlme ome cntlcs 

now see It conception of the human cond111on as more 
than merely subie twt' or personal but a shaped by the 
theatrical, epic suffcnng and confl1ct. History I present 
not m the form of mclinduals or events-tliere are no 
old1er , no general , no specific battles often not even 

the h If d1 guises of the 1comc arllst ·-but as a state of 
mmd,rcll, tedm theselect1onoftheme ,images pre• 
oc, upallon , and form Abstract Expr 10m m reveals 
the emouon and ideas of 11 generat10n, not ~unply the 
penon I and ub1ect1ve m a 111. torical vacuum. 

Underuabl ·, ome of b tract E pr s1om~m 1 
on crncd "1th the uncon aous and II form -1t art 

ere ted 1thoul n model ma proces that 1s omellmes 
lied au tom ttsm 't"\ rthel~ , man • of the ubJect 

th b t ct Exp 1omsm ult1matel •d.LscO\er,"111 
u -and 1t art1 ts repeatedly in LSted 

111 ub t rn tt r mor than form, 

even 1f many m the art world chose not to h ten-are 
trongly haped by the w:w mwardne s, ntu.il renewal, 

brutalized o-called pnm111v1 m. and nature. These 
ubiects were Mmply routed and expressed through 

metaphysical and moderm t means 
Ab tr,1ct E.-<press1omsm incorporate nt least three 

elements the en 15 m Western c1vilizallon and the 
popular themes e pres ed a acre<l tr.1d1t1on u ed to 
ymbohze and allegonz.e 11; moderm t wntmgs and 

ideas hared by both artist hke Pica so and hr6 .ind 
uch cultural figure a J:ime Joyce, T . Ehot, 1artha 

Graham, and Carl Jung; and the 111d1v1dual mterc ts and 
temperaments of the artLSts The re ult JS a metaphysical 
art engugmg the larger unph atlons of modern war and 
experience. The art did not create the ideas and the emo­
tJons 1t gave voice to but imbued them with a new force 
and dynam1 m and helped them to become part of 
tl1e m1dcentury defimuon of human experience 111 tlie 
\\ake of tlie war With Abstract Expressionism, modernist 
American art reached a ne, level of what the docu­
mentary artist Reep called "philosophic" peculation 

In Ab tract E.xpress1omst pamung and ulpture, 
uwar" itself becomes generahz.ed, myth1c1zed, and um­
versahz.ed War 1s expr~sed mdirectly. Adolph Gottheb's 
Niglit Fomis of 1950, for example, conveys the ommou 
nature of war a darkne.ss and conflagrauon, while 
his Nocttlrne of 1947 represent the mytluc struggle 
of The eus and the Minotaur As opposed to even 
Daugherty' half-mythic, half-representational render­
mg of the war as the mmotaur, Gottlieb present a total 
mythic image of conH1ct and struggle. Now the war 1s 
presented as, unphc1tly, the eternal human penchant for 
violence and mayhem 

acnfice and death are also mythic1zed. While arllst­
corre pondents repre ented sacrifice as a man caught 
on barbed wire or a wounded man 111 a foxhole, Taylor 
allegonzed it as a p1et.1, and Abrahan1 Rattner alluded 
to 11 as a modern lamentallon, Mark Rothko presents 
~acnfice as a modem version of the entombment. In 
other words h.ke the iconic artists, Rothko Chnst1amzed 
and ntualucd sacnfice and death. In h1~ pa111L111g, he 
also "naturahz.cd9 the Virgm The figures of Mary and 
Christ are pre~ented m the b1omorpluc language and 
contmuous curve of the Surrealist artJ~ts who influ­
enced mo t Abstract Expre s10m ts. The Abstract 
£xpre qom t ~eymour Lipton, too, used images of a 
p1e~-en1ombment lamentauon m culptures of 1946 
and 194 

Ab tract pres 1omsts took up mnumerable 
theme· found 111 the war and other war art The 1de.i of 
a wealth of death-a sowmg .u1d harve I of II-that 
was part of Benton's Year of Peril cnes was .1l~o taken 
up m more semi-abstract form 111 Lipton's bone ribbed 
reaper Tire Harvester of 1945 o. too, was the idea of 
the mght nder or nder of tlie apocalyp e, J con~tanl 
war theme. ot only do icomc arllst , uch as Jules and 

,mon, portray 1t m dramatic, met.iphonc Lyle, but the 
moderm t Ab trnct Express1om~ts reworked the form 
and theme, as Lipton's Night Rider of 1945 and Herbert 
Ferber's Apocalypt1c Ruler of 1947 (fig. 13) allcst 
Herc tlie war lurks behmd the em1-ab\tra t, arching, 
biomorph1c cuJpture, revealmg that what was h1 tory 
is now a philosophy of hfe, the new parameters of 
human expenence 

Gottheb's style of the 1940 1s known as the p1cto 
graphic tyle. It consists of rectangular compartment~ 
m a nonlmear, 1rrat1onal order he say he drew from 
Rena1 sance Chnsl:Jan predeUas, an 1ent and non­
Western art, and modern cubist ab tract10ns, such as 
tho e by Mondrian. The pictograph not only fu es 
style across the ages and thus sugge t an eternal 
cultural paradigm but also place human action and 
behavior w1th111 a narrow, compartmentalued myth1-
c1zed pace evocative oftlie labyrmth. A Gottlieb'~ ThP 
Prisoners of 1946 uggests, 1t I learly the war expcn 
ence that brings tl1e form and ubiect to consc1ou ne s, 
for the theme of 1mpn onment and entrapment wa 
pervasive among the Abstract Express1omsts and 
other artists in the 1940 The examples of the central 
wartime tl1eme of entrapment abound· Jo e lemente 
Orozco' u e of chains around and through human 
bemgs 111 lu Dive Bomber and Tank of I 940; Graham 
Sutherland' Thom Tre~ ene , Wilham Baz1otes's pa­
ual and b1olog1 al web m, fore ample, The P11rac/11111 ts 
of 1944 ( cover) and Tire Web of I 946, Mark Rothko's 
~ymbohcally uffoca1111g arch11ectuml enV1ronmcntal-
1sm, Bradley Walker Tomhn' lethal forms 111 mter­
locked, combative ma1es of the mid-1940 ; and image\ 
llld theme 111 tlie worls of Herbert F rber and 
s~ymour Lipton Indeed, Keegan ha noted that tlie 
only new kmd of war book the econd World War 
pawned wa the prisoner-of-war tor ' (The Hr t had 

m p1rcd many.) I le speculate that "to be 111 a canip­
con ~ntrallon camp, extermmatton camp, labour amp, 
pn oner of war comp to have been the enemy' 
hattel wa~ really dangerou m the econd World 

fig 13 Herbert Ferber 
Apocnlyp1,, R,Jer: 1947 
Bronze 4.\ 35 x 25 
Grey Art G,111,ry nd tuJ} Cent«, c,~York 
Umversity Ari olle.:.t,on Anonvmou, Gilt, I %2 
[1962..531 
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The I mu. oguch, 1-ound lion, Inc , 
Lon Island i , • ·rn )ork 

\\:.ir II To be trapped, at rt k and ub1ect to ruel for e 
b 'Ond on ontrol. eemed to be ,1 ~trong le.ir of the 
era In the immediate po twar period, ottheb him elf 
, rot th.it human ,1 p1r,1tton m h1 era h.id been 
rcdu ed to ,1 de pcrate attempt to escape from vii" 12 

\rtt t orre\pondent Sidney 1mon' PO. W' ,11 81/,b,d 
Pr, 011 give, the , 1 w r the fact , Gottlieb' Tl,e 
Prisoner the ps ·chological fi .ir 

The, .ir unle,1\hed enormous, mcomprehemible 
de truction that ,,a recorded by ,1rtt t · orrespondents 
proJect d m po ter , .ind 1m.1gmed by 1com artt t 
De trucuon I an ,\b tra t Expre 10m t ub1e ta~ well, 
,1 Jsamu 'ogu h1 T/11 Tort11red Ea rt/, of 1943 (fig 14 ), 
, 1th Its wm mg, \ arr d terrain RI hard Pou ette 
Dart blood pattered lwos and Aby ·s of Blood of 
1941 13, the latter, 1th 1t title taken from Henry 
Jame • de nptton of World War I and Ja k on 
Pollo k' B11m111g Land cape and engraving entitled 
War, , 1th their bur ttng, alt nng b1omorphi form , 
tell u Th y eemmgly evoke Jones' de cnpllon of the 
terrain at nz10 "one long helh h nightmare a 
pocked, urreal, de troyed land cape "HA ordmg 
to his lifelong friend Reub n Kadi h, with whom he 
often di cu cd the war, Pollock did everal work he 
referred to ,1 h1 -w.u pamtmg "14 Pollo k's drawing 
\\t-1rof 1947 depict after Orozco, ta k ofbodie 

Abstract E. pre IOnt m capture the war's VIOient 
force m innumerable way . Besides the d1 pla ed battle 
cene , there was the general ae thettc of roughness 

and crudene s. While this I partially a product of the 
Amencan sen 1b1lity-stereotypicaUy contra ted to 
that of the uave European-the roughne of Abstract 
Expre 1001 m ha more telhng, h1 ton al ongm 
Poster. hke Remember Dec 7tli1, with 11 torn and rent 
flag; Blast 'Em', with the mencan eagle .itta kmg and 
1gmtmg the AXJ , and Avenge December 7 (fig. 15), with 
11<, thru tmg fist and bursting hip , ugge t the effe t 
of battle and e plosive Ab tract E pre iom m· 
thru tmg or"ge tural"force I part1.illy a metaphoric 
equival nt to and rl'a!I t pr 10n of uch r ntmg force 
I 1pton' b tra I vocabulary from the mid 1940 to the 
early 1950 , for example,combmes a war mdu cd be 
u.iry of ab tract thru t nd counterthru t (perhaps ho 

II the thru nd countcrthru ts of the armed 
or on phalanx m po ters) ymbohc form 

m m t ph I I Uon of a VIOient, dramat1 ort, 
h P tl Fu II calls the mtens1ficd "heavy 

th Wtth I mcre,1 mgly viciou 

v.eapon , uch a the Tiger tank th Sup rfortre . the 
V 2 rocket and the A-bomb. which ripped the c.irth 
and cattered tr e and bone The fierc.c dynam1 m of 

b tract E pre IOm m I partly ate lament to the 
1mp,1 t of human aggre s1ven a uncontrollable and 
un ontamabl force. That wa an e pencnce and theme 
unto Jl elf of the war and po twar periods. 

Pcrhap the most telhng example 1s ,ottlieb's abstract 
sene known a B11r ,~ (fig. 16 show a pamtmg from 
the enes) Here explo 1ve, thru tmg, and ge tural orb 
and trok face off again tone another .icro a CO\m1c 
d1v1de C,ottl1cb' Burst ene and the a companying 
" cnpt1ve" pamtmg , which proiect the ap alypti 
confrontation and polanzallon of the econd World War, 
could only h.ive been made by omeone en 111v~ to 11 
ovenvhelmmg and implacable power and terror H1 
ab tracllons narrate a tale of terror and conflagrat1on­
Bla t, 011flrct, and Tra11sfig11rat1011 and thu make up 
thee entJ.il pattern of human drama ofh1s time 

A the ac thellc of VIOience wa stylized and 
ab tracted .ind as te hmque wa coar ened to broad, 
violent thru t, the figurative ideal be ame imbued with 
v1olcn e The mo t popular tmage~ of the war period 
were the serv1 emen' "pm• up "and "no e" art on the 
front of warplane of fl1m tly dre sed women Women 
and se were a ociated with v10len e De Koonmg's 
ene of wom n, \ 1th their hallu matory. aggre 1ve, 

half-human, half-abstract quality and their abrupt 
and forceful )me, al o encompa~ the v1olen e of the 
war and 11 domesucal!on As with h1 olleague on the 
other 1d of the Atlanll Jean Dubutl t, de Koon mg 
wa~ both ,l product and a reator of the new v1olen e 
loo e m the world It did not recede after the war but 
wa rerouted mto the media and mto art Refined 
deh ate feeling m art wa not upportable to a po t 
war pubhc havmg undergone the mo t violent year 
m recorded We tern h1 tory. Earher moderm m still 
reflect a world where finene , ,1 uracy, and ubtlety 
reign, for ample, m the work of Paul Klee. But by the 
end of the econd World War and m th immediate 
po twar years through the 1950 , the e were gravely 
weakened idea 

Other emblem of force and confl1 t charactcnze 
Abstract E pre 1001 tart Harry ternberg's teomc 
vork Fasetsm pre ents an image of a mon trou bea t 
laymg waste to the land. Mon trou b a t appear m 
the work of mo t Ab tract Expre 1on1St ulptor , too, 
from Theodor Ro zak's bird to Lipton' Moby Drcl.. 
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and ,\foloch at of 19-16 -1 (fig. 18) The) appear 
r peat di m \ tlham Ba11ote 's art, from h1 dra1 mg\ 
ot 1939 to u h ma1or ,rnva\es J Tl,e Fie I, Eaten of 
1952 Herc,a, 1ththc1m,1g real dbyoth r \b tract 
E pre 1on1 b, m ludmg Lipton, ottheb and Ro ,,,1k, 
the momt r\ are drawn from the dmo aur roo1m ot 
theAmem:.10 .Mu,cum of atural H1 lory What better 
pla c to find images of the mo I fear ome, deadly kill 
mg m,tehin 1 The pnme al mon ter of the Ab tr .i t 
E .pre\\l0nt 15 ex mphfy the period' b hef in what 
Jame Jone cJII d an "in amty, a ra tal evolu1tonary 
hangowr in man 

hen the r.1re pohtt al artt l among the Ab tra 1 

E.: pre 1001 t u ed be ual imagery. David mtth, the 
ulptor,, ,1 one ud1 art, t ( lthough ome cont m­

porary cnlt hara tenze every artt t in artt t 'union 
of the 1930, J pohtt al artt l ded1ca1 d to revolution, 
few Ab tra t Lxpr \Stoot t were hardcor polttt 0 ) 

ommum t or at le,1 t a "fellow traveler" in the 1930 
and probably throughout ht hfe, mtth at fir t openly 
proclaimed l11 oppo'1lton to war and to fa5 t!>m, wh1cl) 

he a oc1ated wtth the Alhes a well a the Axi , in hi 
famou Medals oj D1 honor en of the late 1930 With 
the outbreak of the ond World War and America' 
entry into th onfh I, m1th' pohttc went under 
ground He explotted the mytht , b1omorph1c, be ual 
imagery of developing Abstract Expres 1001 m, but, 
in tead ot attnbutmg uch haracten It to human 
being a a whole, he ontinued to lamba te the We t 
and war 1t elf Work u ha pectre of Profit (Race for 
11rvrm/J and Fill e Peace pee/re of the mid-1940 are 

strong, left wing 1deolog1 al cn1tc1 m of the war, as 1 
ht ( ockjight Vtma11011 of 1945 (fig. 17), a metal ulp­
turc of pr enmg ock fighting among them elve . It 
echoe po,ter uch a Grve 'Im Hell! (fig. 5), in whtc.h 
two gladiator 1m1larly fight for the world '· 

Inh1 cntrmmofboththeAllre andA 1, m1th 
wa unu ual among the Ab tract Expres 1001 t The 
Ab tract Exprc, 1001 t , with the exceptron of m1th 
and ,\tothenvcll, who aw the war a another que t for 
empire," did not e plrc1tly cntrc1ze the U. . govern 
mcnt or Alhcs What J.1mc Jone aid of the artoon 
1,t of Y.mk mag.woe I equally true of the Ab tra t 
Expr 1001 I ~If they were anti anything, they 
, re anti the hum.in race\ pohctes, not the American 
o mm nt" 9 \ \'hat the Abstract Expres 10m ts 

rcpre nt \\ hum n mt ery and terror, not antr 
n b tterne 

With death and de tructron ome rebirth, and 
, 1th the commemorat,vc: work ome tho c celebrating 
renew.ii fv rgood' ming La1aru ,m11d I burgeoning 
color and flo1,cr procl.11m the emergence of nc\, l1~ 
and tis ,,1 red triumph over death As earhcr .1rt1 t 
had done re all the po ler Land of Plenty-Land of 
Liberty (fig. 7) the Ab!>tr,i I Expre\ 1001 t u,cd 
nature to ,ymbohL rebirth. The cornucopi.1 of Tire 
four Freecloms po,t r finds tl echoe m Benton\ po I· 

war myth1 work Ac/relo11sa11d Herc11/ s of 19-17, wtth 
11 cornucopia of the good tlung of the arth nc t to 
two b,111hng, an 1ent mythic figure , and in Lee Kr.i ncr\ 
cm1 ab tr.icl, grow mg, b10morph1 omucoprn of 1958 

Abstract L pre 1001 m thu combined trad1tron,1l 
and m dcrn artt It devr e and ideas to accommodak 
a new r ahty. 1 he old idiom provided a founda1ton for 
under landing, but the war called for new forms and 
idea,. The w.ir had to be ab orbed through the mccha 
msm of modern art, comparative mythology, natur,11 
h1 tory, and p y hology. Abstract Exp re, iomsm on 
llluted a modern, ccular Pa 10n umver ahzed a, the 

fate of the human ra e and was thus m,p1r d by more 
tlran modem tmc/111011 of pamtmg and sculp111re a/011c, 
that 1 , more than Surreali m and ub1 m lt1matcl , 
Ab tract Expr 1001 m 1s a part of the Amen an 
artt tr re pon e to hi tory 

1uch Amen an art of the war year hapes ,1 mod 
ern drama that tou h on mo I a pect, of the war It 
dc5cnbe\, advo at , and honor the experience and 
the partt rpant It ,uggest the appropn.1te symboh m 
,ind cal ul.1tes the value, nature, leg1t1ma y (or 111 g11t 
ma y) of the de.1th and acnfice ot the war American 
artist of all per uas1on 1,ere cll.illengcd by the great 
dr,1ma ol the modern world, and they g,tve It mcanmg 
and ~1gn1fican c .1 art Ult1ma1cly th Amen .1n artr t 
defined the ,cwlar and sacred pace of hum.in hfo in 
a demo111 century. By o doing, the made modern 
h1stomJI .1rt in Am nca 

David m11h 
C<',A/1 I \,r 1011 I 45 
trd,34, 16, 'I 

Wh,tnc !use m ut Amcnl n Art 
pur ha '46 9) 
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•it's Boats, Boats. Boats. Boars•• 
Photographic reproducuon of poster 20 I 6" 

auonal ArchJVl' , W'"hmgton, D . 

Japs Lxccutt Dool,ttlr Men 
Photographic rcprodu t1on of poster. 20 x 16" 
National Archive , Wa hmgton D C. 

Kup Tlte.r Ha11ds OJ]. Buy tl1r cw Victory Bonds 
Photographte reproduction of poster 20 16" 
Nauonal ArchJVcs, Wa,hmgton DC' 

Pcncto11 Earth 
Photographic reproduc11on ofpo ter 20 x 16" 
National Arch1'c<, Washington, D 

Ben hahn 
\ch Frt11ch Worktrs \c\i,m \i,11 D,feat Means /awry, 
Starvat,011 Death 
Photoi;raph1e reproduction of po,tcr, lb 20" 
, at1on,1l Ardu\'e Wa,hmgton D 

Stop f/1111 n11d tire Job's D011c 
Photographic reproduction of po tcr.20 x 16" 

,111onJI Ar<hl\e Washington, D 

111uls.\mmcn-For1111sm•T1ght La11.Jof Plml}-
1.and of Lib, rty 
PhotographtC reproduc1ton ol po,1er, 20 x 16" 
'altonal Archives, Wa hmgton. D 

Tli11 Was Once Goo.I fartltl Buy Mort War llond1 
Photographic rrproduct1on ol po kr 20 x 16" 
Nauonal Arch" s, \\ h1ng1on D 

• Wt Hert H1g/1/y Resol,c 71tat 11ttsr Dead 51,al/ Not I Im-r 
Dtecl m \am "Rt1•1t111ber De 7th 
PhntographlC rcprodu<tJOn of po ter, 20 x 16' 

auonal Archive , Washington, D 

METAPHORIC REALI 1 

JllmcsOaughcrty 
Ftghtmg the Mmotaur c early 1940s 
Charcoal and chalk. 231/, 13 ." 
Courtesv of Janet l\farqw ee F 1ne Art , i,w York 

Ralph Fabn 
111r Four Freedoms, 1943 
F:tchmg, 11 , 16" 
Pnnt ollecuon, Prints and Pho1ographs D1V1S1011, 

L1braryofCongr. ,W 'hm ton,O 

Mervin Jule) 
Thr · 1gl1t RJder, 1942 
Ou on canvas, 141/i x 25" 

ourtesyof F B llorow,tz Fme rt, ltd. H pkin l\hnnc ot,1 

Abraham Rattner 
lAmmta/1011, 1944 
Otloncanvas.29x2I I." 
Court yofKennedyGaJlm In ,. rw)ork 

R.C. 
Ur111tled (I u1111/y Gro11p), J 9.i5 
Put lonpaper,25xl9 " 
Courie. • of Midtown Pa on Gallcrrcs Nns )ork 

Henry unon 
Tht 77,re Hor<c111er, n d 
Lithograph. 15 II¼" 
Print Collect1on, Pnnts and Photographs D, ,on, 
L1bra.n-ofCongr W hmgton.DC 

Benton fordock pruan e 
otnemrofl ,/, 943 

L,thograph,21 JS • 
Pnnt Collect1on, Pnnts and Photographs DIVI ,on 
I ,brar, of C ~n~rc¼, \\, hmgton, D ( 

Prenti s Holt I fa lor 
Tltel'pro, cl St, f 43 
L11ho11nt, 16 11 
Pnnt Coll < 110n. Pnnh nnd Photograph !>tv1 , n 
I 1brar ot Gongr \\,1 hingtc•n. D 
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