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Preface and Acknowledgments 

Tiu h1h1t1nn < I brat, the 51 tlcth anntvcr Jr) of 
the m 11 n t, tra,t Arlt t (A \) group and It 

,ontnl ,t on I d, ,dopmcnt of ab trad ,1n in 
th 1ntt«I State Fom1ed in 1936, the .\A combated 
th n JtJvt 1, d~ toward mtn,an ab trad art 
in the 19 ~O nd 1940, and pro 1dcd a trJd1t1on of 
g nmttnc ah tra lion thJI h ,ontinm·d lo the end 

ftht t\\Cllll th nturr 
uh work by founding m,-mber , \\tll .1, current 

par1t,1pant , th cxh1b1t1on pa horn ge lo the long 
h1 tor of th m Ile.Ill Ab tract rt1,t . Thc founding 
mcmhc ar r,prc cntcd bv a portfolio ot lithographs, 

c gruup' tir t h1h11ton 111 1937 
n • '-"' for!.. Cit •. clecllon ol 

er of the •roup I al o included 
at the mcr1 Jn Ab,trad 

b trJd • rt in 1996 
ent 
their 

,pre 1dent 
ughout 
cto than!.. 
7portfolio 
·of the 
lartin 

nt nd 
p n rrdu 
ho td gall ri 

m I rn ,alkry) 
~r mn n tract rbt 

to public attention during the 1970,. In lht late 1970 
and cJrly 19, 0,, 51d Dcut ,h, fanlyn Pearl, and thc 

chic mgcr-801<.J.ntc (,aller ·al,o c h1b1ted 1b tract 
work, from the 1930 Tod.iy, the 1,ork of Amcnc,1n 

b tract ru t from thr 1930 .1nd 1910 1 ofkn 
kJturcd at Sn)der hne Art and tht ~hchael Rmenfdd 
,aller}. 

I \\Ould Iii..< to cmpha,17c the unportan e of tht 
\Chol.1rsh1p of u n arol Lar,cn, I\ ho wa one of th 
fiN art h15tonam lo perceive th ,1gmficance of the 
contnbut1on of the American Abstract rt1,t During 
the 1970 , a time of rcnew,d mterc t in the AAA, ,he 
wa an in,p1rat1on to my own re t.irch in th 1, ar,·a, 
both a a friend and a, a colleagur Herdt ,crtallon, 
The ,\menc,m Abstmel Ar// ts Group A H1<to1 y 1111d 
fra/iw11011 of Its Impact Upon A111cr1w11 Art, completed 
m 1975, documented the A and remain the mo,1 
thorough ,1udy of th1 group. 

It 1s a great plrasurc to acknowledge the cncour ag, 
ment Jnd ,upport of B.1ruch College PreMdcnt . faith , 
Gold tcm and Pro1ost Lot\ Cronholm 1 hear commll• 
ment lo prov1d111g cultur.11 program\ at B.1ruch Colle gt 
ha~ been e" nta II to the ;uccc sol the Mt hkin ,allcr 

In add1t1on, I would likc to thank Di.me I IarngJn, 
ed11or, nd ln<1a l aughl1n,curatonal 1 \1\t.1111, for 1ht1r 
help w11h the produ lion ol tha catalog. 

andra Kr km 
Diredor, Sidney ta hkin < .. illery 

,.111.ry, tlJruch oil 
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American Abstract Artists: 
Pioneers of Abstract Art 
~fr i.a11ttd to l1owt1b$tract art, wr 1,rr, 
pro. r/ytrzcr, "t l\tre proplrct 1111.I wt wrr, J011ng 

Ro almd B ngelsdorf Browne' 

In obsnvmg rts r trcth anmvcr Jry, the Amen an 
Ab tra t Artrst group cclebr te rts hr t rrc role a ,m 
avant-garde force rn the 1930 and !'HO and rt rgnrfi 
cant contrrbutron to the devclopm nt of ab,tract art m 
the nrted talcs Formcdrn 1936,thrsgroupr oneol 
the few artr ts' orgJnrzatron that has urvrv d from th 
Deprc ron pcnod to the end of the twentrcth ccntur 

In the 1930 , the mo I rnnovatr\c Am ncan. rtr I 

were leJrnrng the lc"on ol the European modern 1st , 
lrke PJblo Pr s o. Henn Mat, se, and Pret 1ondnan 

IJny of the c Amcm, n artr t hJd tudred al the Art 
tudents League or wrth th ,crmJn cm, r, Han 

1 lofmann at hr hool of fine art , and many had 
worked together on the publr art proJect pon orcd 
by th \\ork Progr, dmrnrstrat,on/fcder I Art 
ProJ ct(WP /IAP) ThecamJrad ncandcrc trve 
c h.rngc ~ tcrcd by th WPA/1 P continued rn th 
art, t ' tudrm, provrdrng an opportunrty for ongoing 
dr logu l plonng numerou po srb1l111c and com 
brnrng a bro d rang, of ab tract form , the artr t 
•r,1dually tr n lat <l l urop,,m mod rnrsm into their 
own b Ira t l.rnguJge l'IJgued b cr1t1 al oppm1tron 
and !J k of upport from mu cums and gall n , th 
loumlrngm,mb r ofthe mcncanAb,tractArt, l 

(AA l group tJhh hed a forum for ub Ira t art 
Wuh phrlo ophrc and ae~th tr debate, a hell 

exh1b1trnn ,puhlr tron ,and publrc prok t,, A 
m rrb r mb tcd th n gatr, attrtud, tow rd 
b tr 11011 th t pr rlcJ and prep red the, y f0r 

the cptanc of .,b tr a tart rn Amen a 11ter \\'orld 
W r II Ith ugh th 1r nguml rol wa hp by 

th n cofAb tract [ pr I nr mafl 1r 
rnllu n c b m garn pparent U\ 

I 970 , with the developm nt of h rd 
nd m1nrmal art I rom th1 p r pcctr 

Abstract Artr can be view d a pro I 

rt m Am n • contnhuung to trad 
domrnaic-d the art of the twcnt1 th 

American Abstract Art and the Critics 

l he d,I mma of, mencan bstra tart t m the 
1930 was convc d dramJtrcally b the art cntrc who 
r peat dly cntr 11ed or dr mrsscd m n nab tra l 

art lhemo trnlluent11lmt1- m ewforkd uni <l 
Am ncan ab tract art on the grounds that ti was too 
dcnvauveol [urop re un 
Amencan w , an o 
thc trugghn ab Ir 
IJrgd for much of I 
ncg,u,~c attitude t 
covcr~ge ot AA c 
York new papcrs­
Hrnrltl Trrfom , the 
, 'nv fork Po51, ond 
art rd ~ about the A 
zm of the pmod 

On ofth mo 1b111 
art wa l dward Iden I k 
7imts A cnllc for the Ti 
11 cnror art cnt1C tn 1936 d 



Fin1al11 1111mof1hc,Ammcan h trac1Arl1'I 
~quibb ,allrry, 'cw )or 1937 

>Uri ofH.irnrtaod Ltr1inD1 monJ 

tnflu n e of the ,\cw York T1111cs and be ause of the 
bro.id audience he reached, Jewell, review, earned 
t normous weight Ongin,11ly a novelist, Jewell pref err d 
trad1ttonal figurattvc pamtmg styles, particul,uly th 
work of • 1ud10 painter ,n such a Henry Varnum Poor, 
Eugene pe1~her, Lmg1 Luuom, and Ale.·andcr llrook,J 
He also favored American scene pamler,, reg1onaltst , 
and social realist, 

In a review of ubm111111d Abstract Art, a ma1or 
exh1b1tton at the Mu cum of Modern Art in 1936, Jc"dl 
expressed his general frustr,llton with all ab tr.icl arl 

But wc, lhe an 10u,, the hara cd specta• 
tor,-\\e who go about try mg o hard 10 
under tand ab tra tmn ~, pre cntecl 10 u, 
m lenm of ,olor and Im,· and pla tK form 
-are we umqudr at f.luh when failure 
crown our dtor1,'. 'o, I am mclmed to 
tlunk Jhat the artt I themselves hould be 

kcd lo houlder Ihm JU 1 ,hare: of 1hc 

blame loo often they "ho oughl to be 
bearer of ltght, have walked m darkne , 
or flown m uch a fog as would keep an)' 
,en 1ble aviator on the ground 

Herc, Jewell tncd to gain the reader • ympath> b> 
rhetori ally pos11tonmg him df wtlh them Ht moral-

1 tte tone and dcsin: to ,1s,1gn bl,1mc exemplified th 
comervauvc cultural climate m AmcrtcJ dunng the 
Dcpre,,1on y ar . Jrl wa cxpc led 10 deptet and 
validate the American people ,ind "•'Y of hfe rather 
1han challeng and perplex, as ab tracuon did wtlh 
11, amb1guou form, and lack of nJrraltvc 4 

De pile h1, obv1ou b1.i , Jewell frequent! covered 
1he ,\AA exh1b1t1on,, .ind thu , 1rom ally, ht column 
fun uoncd a a forum for the d1 cu 10n of I uc 
rai~d by abwa tart In his rev1c1 of the fir~I A A 
e h1b111on m 1937, Jewelle tabh,h d a mocking tone 
that would characteme nearly all ol Im wrttmgs on 
the group\ exh1b1tton 

Into the wide open pJcc m the th1rty-th1rd 
tloorof the qu1bb Bu1ldmg. thtrl> nine 
American ab,tract arll l • have \enturcd, 
each of them bnngmg examples of ht\ own 
special mgenu1ty, ca h arguing m ;ome 
degree his endorsem nt a a raconteur of 
talc, from over yond r on the Rive Gauche 

----



thJI ll.l\ • begun to a ,ume. by th, lime, 
a I patm,1 of age \\ h.11 they h.1\c put on 
dt pl,1 JI the qu1bb make~ J colorful an 
often re oun<lmg mass d mon tr,1llon of 
J orattvc design 

lnth,,p, Jge,)l·wcll,1rt1 ulatcdn Olrtll ism thJt 
\\<re fr qucntly level d ag.im l American ab tr I rt 
By referring to the ab tra t arll l J, "raconteur[ I ol 
tal from O\lf -onder on the Rl\c ,.1ud1c:'hl· depict 
cd th Amen an a 11.11ve 1m11ator of the tylc ot 
the Eun>p n avant g.irdc, c emphhcd b the Pan ian 
"Left B.ink .ind he d1 nu ,cd mcncan .ib tra lion 
a "decorall\ Jc 1gn 

In another rev, w of th1, first e h1b111on, Jewell pro 
po ed th.it, mce Amcri .in ould onl 'hope to 1mit.1te 
the great a h1nem nts o[ thc•acad my" of Fu rope 1n 
modern1'm, the rol of ab tratt art be hm11ed to th 
decorall\e fun 11011 of mural pamtmg •Ab tr.ict work 
of this ort an often mJk \ rycffcctl\c Jrchlle tural 
cmbelh hment It 1s detorallve'' By wntmg of the de 
orallw de 1gn of the pamtmg m both reviews, J veil 
implied that the work w mfcnor to< nou art du 
to 11 l.i k of ymbohc or n.1rra11ve content )c\\dl, hkc 
other con crvauve cnll , viewed the cltminallon of 
.1 cl ar subJet t matter as a graved p.irture from th 

men an ptcton.il trad111on 
In a review of the 19 39 AAA exh1b111on at the 

R1vers1de Mu, um, Jewell made no attempt to hide h, 
host,hty to Jbstr.ict Jrl He oncludcd that •when they 
do not pcrh.ip exactly c It, they make their lutle dee 
oratl\e dingbat turn the va n ate t of hand prmJ!. 
four day 1,llcr, Jewell, rote an article .ircasu lly 1,tlcd 
Our Annual 'on-ObJeellvc field D.iy m r pon e to 

Jn esSJy by AAA member ,eorge I K Morn whtth 
h d appe.ir Jin the 1939 c h1b111on atJlog 

Answering Moms' concern about the a1t1 11 oppo 
~111on to Amenc,in abstract art, Jew II wrote th.it his 
own auuudc toward 1h1 problem h.i ,111 along b en 

one of cordul inter I m ,, hat h 1, b en JC omph,h d 
here nd m what ab tract Jrtlst aspire to 1Ch1cvc 
my tnter t ha omcllm warmed to ,1dmirat1on km 
db.Im the pre ence of ab\lr.ict de\lgn that, bcmg ol u 
up nor qualll), rnv at h nd omc dernr,1t1H r ult " 

Im II cond ending ton .ind m 111ccre omphm,nt 
re not com 111 mg enough to md, te ,1 r,al chJng, of 
ll1tude trom h1 arhn d n11 I ol A, ,\ member,' 

\\ork I ttl d cor II dingbat 

1 he e c tcrpt lrom Jcwdl , ntmg provide J ch.1r 
actcmll nprcscntatlon of the mien , debJI<' between 

mcncan abstract utl t nd th 1r cnll Although 
mo t ol th cnllt\\ riling about ab tract rt m the I 910 
Jc«nbcd the work m "formJh t" tc rm -J1,cu smg 
clement of compo 1110n md color-111.myofth m,hkc 
Jcwdl.embelh hed their re 1cw with ,.1r a~tlt lJnguJge 
to .1ch1cvc Jn entertaining rath r th.in ob1c ttve effect 

Jerome Klem, art r v,e, .. r (or tl1c ,\'e1> fork Post 
wa another of the e ,1ntagonis11 critic • Klem 1111 d h1, 
rcvte, of the 193 Amen an b tra t ,\rll l e h1b1t1on 
"Plenty of Dud Found m ,\b tract, rt \how" Pondering 
the impact of thee h1b1t1on, he queried, ma mocking 
tone, "And, hat I the re ult1 A ,em of light pop • a bit 
of ~1ul her , a fizzle there and plent of dud His 
scorn wcnt be ond the utw rk tom Jude the ar11,1 
them clvc a ,,ell a, the ph1lo oph • of th, movcm nt 
• I he e arc the arll t, who arc above 1m11.11ing nature 
But 100 m.m of them arc not .1bove 1m1tat1ng othc r 
artist, m the mo,t lav1 h manner" I le con ludcd, 
"Howe~ r mccre their prcten ,on , the • .ire c rt.tml • 
not ubst ntlatcd by the bulk of th1 work. wh1 h I 
gcner.illy ,hallow m de 1gn, r.irdy more th m wp rtic1al 
d oration" Klem\ .1J 1cc to the \IC\Hr rcvc.iled h1, 
open hornht "Ver '\\,II, pok among th dropping 
of modern art, P"k your elf ,1 dr bone and uck on 11 
Sec wh,11 you get "10 

To dclcnd abstract art ag,unst the e and other d 
tr.idor .A.\ member George K ~lorn wrote tor 

AA pubh lion .111d tor md1v1d11JI ,1rt1 t I le al 
d1 u cd b,tr.ict art 111 P,irrmm Rrv,n, \\here he 
pubh hcd num rou, .1rt1d , mdud1ng"On the 
, 1c,h.imcs of Ab tr,1 l l',11nt111g~ an 111tclhgcnt, dear! 
tllu trat d nn th trc.1t1on ,md tlcv lopmcnl of 
.ih tract pamtmg !11 skct h of J \\Ille gl.1 in ,v n 
d1lkrcnt t ln,bcginm11gw1ththeu tdenm ndcnd 
mg wnh the ab,tr,1tt,prc entetl I cleJr v1 u.il image of 
the d \dopm nt ot modern art 1 , 1om , 111 h1 ml of 
~JvucJtc,1 rlorn1cd in 11111 orl,tnt ,lu 11on.1l lun, 
t11m,e plamm ,cl.1r1ty111g,,111d dclt'!ldmgabstracl 1rt 
llowevcr, thclact th.II !om , ,1 him di an ,1b tr,1L1 
artl I ml 111 mber ol the, ,\.\ um! r ut h1, po,1llon 
II n dvocllc 

L.1tk111gdl u, tt1l1c I upport ml encountering 
b1a nd ho t1htythrougho111 th, 1910 ,ab traLI art1 t 
hJd I truggl to WIil .1 tcptance for their, ork. 1 h~ 
\ \A fun t1011cJ .i a trongh !ti of Jcfen and, forum 

.=.I 

corgc IC Morr, 
l ,/ , m n n b tr I Art• U Port! I I 37 

Lu uph,12 9 • 
Golk 100 of R Ill h r nd O llradl 
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for debat for the c proponent of ab,tract .i.rt Jt ll 0 
pro 1ded opportumu for the Amen an bstract ,\rt1st 
to cxh,b11 their work at a llme when there \\ere ft'\, 
other po 1b1h11 

Museum Exhibitions 

Mu\eum e,dub111om that fcJturcd .ib tract art \\ere 
rarcm. \-wYork 1typnorto 1930 ManyoftheAAA 
memb(rs had been too young to have een the I 913 
lnt.-rnat10111i/ Ex/11b111011 of Modem Art (better known 

the Armory how) But m 1926,an mternallonal 
exh1b111on pon ored by the o I t nonyme at the 
Brooklyn Mu~um gave young painter the hance to 

;~!~:~~ :,urk of P.iblo Pt a ,o nd other [uropean 

A more p rm,ment tudy center for young ,Hll 1, 
appeared on the en year l.itcr, m 1927, wh n, lb rt 

,albun opened h1 allery of L1vmg Art 111 t'\ 
York Um r 1tybu1ldmg on\ a hmgton qu.m.". I h1 
galltry pro\ 1Jed th first opportunity for young rust 
m • York to tudy mod rn pa111tmg and culpture 
on regular b I An early upporta of ab tr.i tart, 
Galfatm quired nd exh1b1ted many example of 

Lurop an u well a ,\me n,an moderm m 12 In 1916, at 
th Jme um th~t h purd1 ed Pica o T/1ru• .\111 1cro111 

and 1n talkd 11 t h1 ,alkr ol L1vmg.\rl a group of 
>oung p,untcr, and, ulptor 1>ere me ung to d1 u 
the lorma11on ol th m ncan bstrad rt1 t I hat 
,u,h an org,1m1.111011 wa nc d d lo promote mu1 Jn 
ab tra l ut \,as only too pp,irent trom mu eum exh1 

b,uon choi, 
l'nhkc Gallalln, who orgam, d cxh1b11tun that 

m ludcd emerging m n n ab,tra t .utists Jnd pur 
chased their work f r h1 O\ n colic lion, most mu cum 
d1rc tor and ,urator on 1dered [urop an mod rn 
1 m th( onl leg1t1mate ab tra t rt. I hey b hevcd that 

men an ab tr tart had been J dev lopm nl of the 
I 920, .ind w.isno longer an important tyl The luseum 
ol Modern rt, founded m 1929 w a gl,mng ,ourc ot 
fru,1ra11011 for man .ibstrac.t .irll\ts m cw York Rather 
than upportmg the em rgmg a ant garde art produced 
by young Amen ~nab trad artt 1,, the mu cum mount• 
cd exh1b11ton that r fl ded .m obHou b1a. IO\\Jrd 
Lurope.in ab tra 110n In 1936, the mu um ,ho\\,J d 
Curopean ab,tracl art with the maior exh1b111on 11b1}111 
and Ab tra<I Art Th lu,1on of Am ncan rust hum 
1h1 landmark h1b111on wa md,catne of th mu um 
communtt}" latk of mterc,t 111 Amen an abstraction 11 

AA m mbcr llya BolotO\\ k later r ailed the 
group' fru trallon uh th 1u cum of Modern Art 
and 1t director, Alfr d H Harr, Jr , during th1 p r1od 

the Modern .1u cum \\llUl<l not how 
u but,, howmg the work of Eug,n 
~petchcr, o lcl)' portrait painter nd 
also the \\orl.. of C,corgc Luk, , who" a 
very mt fellow, a retired prue fighter and 
not ~u h a bad painter for I pn,c hght r 
But 111111, J all r .ih,m- e,ond nd 
fourth rat - an<l yet, th y nc\ r h.1d 
1111 \\ II p 1cc for u nd o WC' f It that 
the 1odcrn . 1u um, J not er mg II 
purpo l hey 1ho g.1\c n .1wful lot of 
pace to l\enton nd Curry and \\'ood 14 

!he 1u um ot lodcrn rt pohc. ol fc.iturtng 
I uro nob tr I art wh,lc ,muh.in,ou,I cndof\mg 
rt'gtonah,m, or ,\111 n n ccnc p.111111ng, hdpcd to 
ntrcn h the ,ommonl h Id notmn that ab,1rad1Q11 

, a fomgn to th i\m n,an c pencncc 

B ron Brown 
I., 1111/rJ mcncinAb tra'1 rust Portfoli 193 
I 1thogr J h, 12" 9 ," 
Collect n of R 81.t htt and D Br 

II 
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Th Wh1tn 1u eum ol AmenLJn rt,\ Ju h 

eJ 1h1 Judgment \lthough 
urcd onl m rl< nan nd 
11 I 11111 pamanrnt l<llk 
durmg the th1r11 rdl, t 
mrnt of m n .. an r ,1h m 

Format on of the AAA 

gen rally oppo d to 
m 1936at lbr.1m 
1b1h1te for a group 

rl The c artl\l -
me, Burgo} ne D,11 r 

cent.>, H rr} Hoh,man 
I 11, and Albnt 'm md n-
1 Am r1Lan b\tract \r11 1 
group In , 'ovembcr 1936, the e art1~1 and ,omr twent 
other gath red I Harry Hoh,man' ~1ud10 for the hr 1 
ofliual me tmg of th AAA 16 

Ounng the turbulent month m \\h1ch the 1dcn111 
of the AA wa\ bcmg formed, there wa conA1,1 
and d1"1greem nt among the memb r over th mt 
,on of th orgamZ.Jllon a.swell trong per onahty 

cla h At th fir I meetmg, Holt,man propo, cl that 
the group form a co-operative and work hop chool 
f, r the exchang of 1d a rather than merely funcuon 

an alub1t1on oc1ety The well-known em1gr arll t 
Arsh1le Gori. upported th1 proposal and pro d 
lo domm le the r t of th m eung Gorky uggc led 
an a ~1gnment for the next m ctmg: e.i h m mber hould 
p.unta t11lhfeofancle.:1n hgh1bulb,ap1e e>of Iring 
andoneoth robJectmblack,\\h11e,andrcd I Thcrc uh 

uld then form the b I for di cu 10n 
Gork came 10 the followmg med mg empt hand d 

yet controll d th 1he p,11n1mg, th.it m 
of th othn-s ha op1mon th.11 (c of the 

1r work offended many 
111 oth r that the group 
hty m order to a hie 

d thu p.ivc the, ay for 
llcng Uork •,n u mg 
nd.lunted, dm1tted th 11 

nnber ndm1rcd (,or 

th tn th ma1nr11 

Ro allnd B ng I dorf 
I, 11,tl ,/ men Jn Al> tuct rt1 IS l'ortloloo 193' 
Lithograph, 9 , 12 
Coll 11 nl'fR Ill ch randD lludl 

\\ rntrDrt < 
lr1t11/rd 

Am ro n b 1r t rt, I Portloh 1937 
I 11hogr1ph,'I ." 12 

.ollrct1 n ul R 81 th r anJ IJ llr di 
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D1loombGr«nt 
1,~J 

AmmanAb 1ra..1 l'ortl ho,191 
r ph.9 ." 12" 

Col 110n of ind [l Dr.Jkj 

remained comm1t1ed to the idea that the purpo c of Jhe 
organ11auon hould be to fac1htate group xhibu,on 
II wa not long, thuefore, before Gorky\ lcade~h,p \\ 
challenged, and the member, returned to their ongmal 
goJ(, \\h1ch wa to organize an cxh1b1t1on of ab tract 
art Havmg threatened to leave the group e,aal time,, 
Gorky finally walked out; ac omp,1nymg him wa Will m 
de Koonmg, who left m support ofh,, fnend either 
Gorky nor de Koonmg returned to become members 
but the group continued to meet 18 In January 1937, th

0 

pubh hed an official prospcctu,, and m April 1937, th 
American bstract Artists rented the qu1bb Gall ry JI 
745 Fifth Al'enue m 'n, York City for their first e h1b,11on 

Even with the rn1 ,on of the group e tabh hed 
there\\a mu h contro, r y and d1 cuss1on about h01, 
the Amen an Ab tract Art, t, would define Jbstract 
art ornc member , hke Ro hnd Bengel dorf, felt that 
~ature wa the source of all abstractmn, othef\,hkc 
> Bolotow,ky and Balcomb Gr enc, ,1dvocatcd "pure 

ab tra tlon~wnh no rckrenccwhat ocHr Jo the n.llur,11 
i,orld Boloto11 kydc mbcd the longdl\cu,s1on 01 r 
this es enllal I uc 

~m e 11 \cry bcg,nnmg.s, before n w,1' 
,orrnall) org,mucd,theAAA member had 
IV ntecltowrnca"d fimtll'c"dehmuonof 

ab1tract art 1here were hour\ and hour 
of d1 cu s1on \\'e could never agree Ther 
were those who kit 11 was art1fiC1al \\'call 
kn w many ddimtlom Man more were 
made up But we ne>cr achieved one thJI 
,-ould SJtl f all the different and oppo mg 
opinion 1• 

It hough the member agreed that ab tract art wa a 
viable uprc 10n that hould be promoted de pile the 
ab cnce of 1upport from mu cum Jnd nllc they had 
d1fliculty defining the term 'abstrallton In the intro 
du t,on to the catalog for their 19311 exh1b1t1on the, 
empha 11ed lhat lhc group pl.lce(dl a liberal intcrpre 
talion upon the \lord 'ab,tra t1on •• 

r>1ffercn c or opinion regdrdmg the defimlton of 
ab<tract art aficcted AAA members out 1de the bound 
an oftheirowngroupa well ihcart1stsinv1ted 
to ,ho\ at lhc Mu eum of on· bJecl1vc Painting 
(estabh hed in 1939, ten }C.tr< aft r the open mg of the 

luseum of Modern Art) were tho e who<.e work ht 
Director Hilla Rebay' part, ular definition of non 
obJ cltve • ponsored by the olomon R Guggenheim 
Founda1ton the mu cum featured the work of [uropean 
art, is, parll ubrly Va 1ly Kandin ky, but exh1b1ted lhe 
work ol numerou young Amen an art! I as well 

cvcrthelc ~. ome of the AAA members were so 
adamantlyoppo,c-J to Rebay' mterpreta11on ot•ab tra,t" 
pamtmg that they voiced theirobJccl!on< ma I uer to 
Artfrolll 

we cannot a cept with approbation the 
opinion< which R.uone R bay ecm to 
llJlc that b,tract .ut ha "no meaning;'that 
1t I\ thc"prophct or pmtual hfe;' omething 
"unearthly·. that ab,traCllon arc"\1orld\ 
of their own" Jch1c\ed ,, their creators 
"turn away from contemplation of earth 

De<p1te their d,,agrecmcnt with her ph1lo,ophy, 
Rcbay remained a much needed ourcc of <upport tor 
many ab,tract artl\t In the 19·10<. ,he provided lm.111 
oaf a st<tance on behalf of the found,11ton to utlst, 
work mg m ., non obJectlve tylc ~he also cmplo} d 
artist, ,It the mu,cum a, guard , maintenance pcr<onnd, 
prcparator , ,e rclanc , and le lurer, vcral A A 
member r e1vcd a 1,t nu from Rebay and exh1b1tcd 
.it th1< mu cum, winch would later he <.ailed the 
olomon R ,uggcnh 1111 Mu cum 

llananiah Haran 
L 11111, J NT> m n b,tr 1 ru I l'orifi l10, 1937 
LJthoi;r1ph, 12 ~ 9 , 

II ct10n or R 811,hn anJ D Br Jley 
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Challenglng the Opponents 
of American Abstract Art 

,\ olt,,th 1 \AA 
h llirr,J th 
M ho,11 bi 
11 ll.1rr ie 
g I JO 

c 1bn, J 
wh th . 1u mm f Modern \rt did not < h1b11 

mcnc.in art UlJI, a trul mod rn r/ m Our Tm,e 
1939 c h1b111on at tlic mu\rnm,fearurcd "tplul 

ma.,ters of nm tee 11h century Amenc n rt, uch 1 
\: m low Homer and John 'iingcr argcnt,along i-ith 
Iuropc nmodern1 I, ucha~PabloP1 1 oandC, urge 
Braque In 1940 .m h1b11ton of Italian R na1 ,an c 
pamtmg 11tlcd /ta/1a11 .\1,Hter ,,a p,llrtd wuh n o;h 1 
b111on utled .\to.I rn \fa t, r Th c modern~ m tcr< 
\\ere, m ~ t, l,11c-nmc1 cnth-cenlur .aru t 

fmall , ,,hen m mber, d1 o red thJt th 
\1u um of fod rn Art planned to op nan c h1b111on 
of drawings and cartoon produced for then w paper 
PM, theyd c1dcd to prole t wllh a public d momtra 
110n On April IS, 19 the mmcum 
nd pa sed out p.i einhardl 

which quer1 d "H ol lod rn 
Art'"Georg K fp1de1m 

, fan people 
b Ira IArll 

a howofltal 
1,Juch"ere 
cau eofthe1 
angry about 
from the new d, 
a lru tel'oft ' 
wanted th m I 
Ar11 t,f.hth rn 
Art had pac 
, rtamlywa\ 
p ceforab, 

Two month~ Liter in Jun 1940, R inhJrdt helped 
nte a tw h p.ige p.imphl t thJt lrlllCJzed promm nt 

art mil Thi pJmphl • utl d I It Art rm -' 
How Do Thry ri 1/ie Publ,cr \\'/rat Do Tl,t) \a) 7 

lloiv f11ch Do Irey Kno1 > l"'t look at 1/1 Rerord' 

w.i hand d out ,11 the ,\ annual e h1b111on m t ad 
of a catal g J ha p.imphl I quoted th crtll and I 
tacked th m for the contradr lion m th tr tatcment 
about abstract art 

Reinhardt, who iomcd the , m 1939 and rcn1am 
cd an mllucnual membn unul 1952, w an .1c11, 
ptrt 1, 1 mon lrauon and poht1 
action ph1c kill and rca 11 
wit lo tile again I th ho Ill cnt 
1 an In retro,p d, RcinhJrJt 
cun be 1e mo t 1mport•nl ol th 
}OUng O JOI 

h WJ the, • 
R mhardt continued to produ, 
th~ n h 
~ I ~~ 

1u I rl 
m lr d n 
101 b, , 1930 
an nd minimal nrt lorm of 
the 1960 g to th trrngth anJ <Oil 

11nu11y ol th on in Am rt n art 

Vula,V Ila I 
UurrW 
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The War Years. the AAA Develops 
an International Focus 

1 he n,c ol th • '.m Party JO Germany m the th,rt, 
and the \ub,cqucnt outbreak of \\'orld War 11 m 19 39 
had a dramJllC 1mpa~l on American art pol,11 I 
1mp,:rallvn focu cd ancnllon on mtcrnat1onal event 
the e, York art world "a' tran lormcd br th m0ux 
\,( artists loru-d to c ape Hitler\ lurope Appro 1matdy 
,00 artist and 3 0 architects arnvcd m the U 'i bet" n 
1933 and 1944 '3 The pre cnce ol man) promm nt 
European abm:i t artt\ls m the U bol tcrcd the confi 
den c of men an abstract artist and made u more 
ditl1Cult for cnll to d1sm1ss their work. 

Among the earh t of the art1\t-m1m1grants to arm 
were tho,c ~ aping ·az1 Germanr Ham lfofm nn, 
one of the most m0uent1al of these arll t , settled m the 
United tales m 1932 Hofmann taught pamtmg bndly 
at the Art tudents League m • • cw York and then, tn 1933 

tabhshed his own 'lchool, where man Am ncan rt, ts 
were introduced to European modern,,m I lofmann' 
lesson empha ucd the spatial dynamics of cub1 m 
and a bold use of color, m pued by Mat I se. Although 
Hofmann nev r JOmcd the AA , many of his tudents 
were active members of the group and thus brought the 
"Hofmann School" of ab traction into the debate o~ r 
h°'' to define American abstract art Like Hofmann, hu 
students generally supported the posu,on that nature 1s 
the ource of abstract art 

Many art 1st 1mm1grant who settled m ewYork 
beame mftuenual member ot the American Ab tr I 
Artisb Josef Alber . Laszl6 Moholy- 'agy, Fritz Glarner 
Ham Richter, Fernand Uger, and P1et Mondrian II 
became member during the war year, llya Boloto\\ 
recalled that "11 wa very m pmng to have them 1,·rs 
pre nt"i< 

, 1ondnan' 1,ork, cspeaally, exerted a significant 
m0uence on members of the AA group. llya Bolot01, 
Harr Holtzman Burgo ne D11lcr,Ahcclrumbull, I n 
and Charmion von Wicg.ind all devdopcd md1V1dual 
style that incorporated the principles of ~londnan 
' o-pla II ism. Thi m,rca mg tend ncy toward gco 

metn ab tr lion opened the AAA arll t to even more 
negall\e crillet m, uch as Jerome Kl m\ comment in 

this I 940 rCVJew 

mcncan Ab tract Arll t , the n,1t1on I 
organ11..111on of adherent, to qua re , cird 
.ind unche~ked tloun h , Jr, holding down 
two of the l,irge ~Jim ut 2 I 5 West 57th 

I for their fourth annual exh1b1t1on z, 

. !though the Amcn~an Ab,tra,t Artis! group had 
been formed to unile"Am ncan~ ab tra,t1oms1 and to 
promote"Amcrirnn" ab tract art, ph1lo,oph1 all the 
group had no probkm with mcludmg Furopcan, when 
they armed in the Umtcd tatc Several of the founding 
member had been lmm,granls to America a rc<ently 
a.s the 1920 . mcludmg lly Bolotow,ky, George Covallon, 
and lbram L.lssaw Other AA member .although born 
m Amenca, had dc-.eloped close ll with Furope Albert 
Gallaun, with Jean He hon as a guide, had b,-en vmtlng 
the tud1osofP1 as,o,Braquc,Uger,Arp,M 11 se, Im:,, 
and Mondrian since the early 1930s and had been pur­
chasing work directly from these artists George l K 
Moms had accompanu:d Gallatin on ome of these 
studio visits, and Harry Holtzman had helped to brtng 
Mondrian to 1he mtcd tale m 1940 In h1 e say for 
the 1939 AAA yearbook, Morns wrote that •111s hoped 
that some day the field can be broadened o a to tran 
scend nat1onahst1C barriers 6 The AA yearbook bq;un 
m 1913 but not pubh hed until after the war, m 1946, 
pre,entcd seven e ~y , four of which were wnttcn by the 
1mm1grant art1s1, Moholy- agy, Uger, Mondrian, and 
Albers Clear! , the chara I r of the AAA wa affc<ted by 
the contnbut1on of Europ an arum m the early loruc, 

De p1te the energy generated by th, m0u • of new 
members most of whom w re re peeled Europc-,m 
abstrad arll t , the AAA lo t ome ol 1t v11ahty during 
the war ye.ir lromcally, a., the climate for ab tract art 
improved and opportunille for ab,tracl artl\t m• 
cr,-a <-<l, the 1mpor1an c of the AAA declined Instead 
of gaming m pre,t1ge, 11 wa, needed le,, by many ol ,ts 
member . Allendance figur for the s, th and evrnth 
Amenc.tn Ab tract Artist annual exh1b1llon ( larch 
19lland March- pnl 1913) rcAcctcd the fJdmg1mpact 
of the group and the grcJler comp lll10n from new 
gallcne e • h1b1tmg contemporary Jb lract art Alice 
l'rumbull MJmn\ letter to the member hip of the AAA 
on 1 y 23, 19H, noted "It ha become apparent that, 

public mlcrc Im b,tra tart has m rea ed the mcm 
b rs have hown le and le , mtere,t JO turthcnng the 

Gtorgc Cavallon 
Un111/,d, Amman Ab tract ArtJSts Portfolio 19 37 
uthograph, 12· x 9': 

ollt<11on of R B1,chcr nJ D Brad) 
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aun fon,hJCh the group \,a founded I h1 yl-ar indeed 
many, a far a the group I concerned, haw cea ed to 
function cnllr ly" n 

Gradu II , many or the group' .1rt1m be ame le ~ 
involH-d or dropped out, so that by the pring or 1947 
only fourteen of the original thirty mnc founding m m 
hen remained to part1e1pat in the devcnth annual lu 
b111on at the R1\Cr\1d , 1mcum n. 'either tht.' e h1b1 
lions nor the group that they reprc cntcd fun lloned 
any longer as an avant-garde force 111 ewYork 1ty 
Parado 1Call}, the pr st1ge 1hc AAA ga111 d with 11, 
incrl'as111gly 111terna11onal character may 1,o hav rein 
forced the pt"rccpllon that th group w, snot "Amen n" 
enough to repr nl the Umted talcs after Worl<l War II 

The Origins of Abstract Expressionism 

, nr 11111111a/ ,~11b111on of tlir Am r1ca111\1,str,ut tlrt, t 
group 11, re tl,e 1110~1 1mporta111 occas1011s of t/,ose 
years as J11r as ad, ,111, J art 111 /1.',•w Yori. 1111s w11cemrd 
To tl,e ecxh,1>1t1ons tlicsub tq11r11t op/11 11,11tw11 ,f 
'nv York pa1111111g o,wJ II gnat deal 

- lenient Greenberg 

Althoughtheact1v1t1t.' of1hcAAA from 1936101942 
torged the w-ay for the nccep1,111ce of ab,tracl arl, few of 
lh member achieved uccl's 111 the 1940 or 1950 Yet, 
the 1mportan~c of the, AA as an a am garde force 111 
the late 1930 nd the early 1940 , Jnd o a prccur or or 
Ab tr.1ct E pre\ 1om,m, "a~ belatedly acknowledged by 

lement Grc nbcrg, champion or the new movement 
Thus, the importance or the AAA was bolh validated 
and underm111ed by the me or Ab,tracl 1.xprc s,omsm 

A,earlyas 1939,criti umympJthettctothe 1ric1 
geometric style of many AAA member wen: calhng 
for a more expre rve form of abstract art In a review 
of the 1939 AAA annuJI exh1b111on.New Yorker ut 
crruc Robert Coale articulated J prescnptton for 
what would become the new Jv.1nt•garde movement 

It' the mood of the show, and the tcnden• 
cie, 11 illustrates, that bothered me ... the 
trend of the group 1s lowJrd the pure tor 
"pure" abstractton, 111, h1ch all recogn11 
able symbol are abandoned 111 favor of 
strict geometric form It seems to me.,. ,n 
tire developmrlll of symbols, and tire e:xplo 
ration of tlrerr capacrty 10 express e111ot1011 
1/rnr tire rrue field of abstract pamtmg /res 
I can't help feeling that the American ab 
tr ac1ton1st need to de lop ome such 

set ol mbols, equally native 111 at mos 
pherc, to ervc a a po111t or departure i 

( ttaltcs added for emphasis) 

0,11c, kh that symbolic form could be t express an 
American 1dent1ty and ,1gnal, mencan art's 111depcn­
dence from European ,tylc,, ,uch as 'eo-pla 1tc1 m 
and uprcmot,,m (CoJtc later lOtncd the term",\b lract 
Exprc "on,sm~ m 1946, to de nbe th, .1vant•gJrde 
movement which emerged oflcr World War II lt) 

In another regar<I, the Abstr,tct Expre 10111 ts had 
1mportan1 advantage, that the pion er\ of the AA,\ 
l,Kkcd upporl from cnttc . galleries, and mu um 

lement ,rccnberfl,.l po" rful crtltcal ,01cc and an 
early advo ate of Abstract E pr.,,10111,m, provided the 
tmp tu nece tr} to ovcmde the pers, tent negattvc 
at11tude toward b trJd art A l.1te a, 1919, Em,ly 

cnauer,art crtltc for the 'cw for.I. World Telegram, 
had de rihcd I l<k,on Pollolk' ob tract e pre 10111 t 
pa1n11ng n, "a mop of I angled hatr".U ·everlhelc , by 
lhe nml lortrc ,ab,trad art h.1d been accepted and, 111 

Albert Wlll<WI 

l.mt,tltJ, Amerian Abstract Art Porllol,o.1937 
thograph. 12" x 9 ." 
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Ralph R Ro~tnborg 
lntrrl,il 

•\mmcan Ab tract Art1'I Portfolio, 1937 
l11hosraph. Q • x 12· 

Colkcllon ol R llbchcr and D BrJdley 

the po mar period, become synonymous with America's 
new avant-garde. Greenberg' endorsement of the 
Abstrncl Express1omst was essential to this succ . 

In 1942, Peggy Guggenheim establLShed Art ofTh1 
Cemury, a gallery that became an important site for the 
exh1b1t1on and promotion of ab tract art Guggenheim 
created a cafc!-hke environment at her gallery, which 
quickly became a meet mg place for artists and a center 
for avant garde act1v1t1es and exlub1t1ons. facilitating 
contact with European cmigre arltst~, especially Andre 
Breton and the urreah~t , the gallery provided an env1 
ronment that accelerated assimilation, modification, 
and adaptation of surrealist theorie by numerou 
young American art 1st 

Even though the events at Art of Tim Century over 
hadowed the acttv1ue of the AAA, Guggenheim did 

not exclude 1t members from her coterie. At the open­
mg of the gallery, she had worn one earring by ab tract 
am t Alexander C.1lder and one by surrealist Yve Tangu)' 
to symbolize her impartiality wtth re pect to both 
movements 3- everal AAA members were included m 
Exl11b111on of Collage at her gallery m 1943. Bolotow ky. 
Remhardt, and l\1orm, among others, exh1b1ted along 
wuh well-known l:uropean , mcludmg larcel Duchamp,l-1 
Thus, fora few yean. m the early forties.abstract art and 
rnrrealtsm coe,mted a\ avant garde forces m New York. 

Lack mg the drama, credence, and connection~ of 
a Peggy Guggenheun, 111s not ~urpn mg that artists' 
organuallon hke the AAA were unable Lo achieve 
comparable su ce s with their exh1b11 ions With its 
dynamic, tl1eatncal env1ronment,Art of Tiu Century 
,1ttracted the media and cnt1 Guggenheim' own 
coll c11on of abstract and urre,1hst art, which wa 
featured at the openmg exh1b1tion, lent prestige to the 
gallery Her contacts with cstablt hed European arllst 
as well a Amenc,1n cnt1cs and museum curators 
helped to validate the American artists she exh1b1ted. 

The extent of Guggenheim's mfluence wa demon­
trated by the shift m attitude at the Museum of Modern 

Art The letter of prote t and the p1cketmg by AAA 
members had had httle effect on Alfred H Barr, Jr's 
pohc1e at the museum However, only four year later, 
through the mfluence of Guggenheim, Barr recom 
mended the purcha e ofJack on Pollock' pamtmg 
The he-Wolf The mclus1on of Polloc~ work m the 
museum's permanent collecuon ignaled an official 
acceptance of Amencan abstract art." 

The emergence of the Eighth treel Arti t's lub, 
or The Club, was another factor that d1mm1shed the 
importance of the AAA. A tl1e war ended, The Club 
became the pmlual succe sor of the AAA Although 
the American Abstract Art! t contmued to exhibit as 
a group, the format10n of The Club rallied a larger 
group of artl t and upplanted the AAA as a forum 
for ab tract art Ph1lhp Pavia, one of the founder of 
The lub, recalled the early meetmg that led to 1t 
official formation m 1949 

Ju t before th war ended a lot of us who 
had not served m the army would meet m 
the Waldorf Cafeteria. At that time there 
were about even or eight aru t who met 
there quite regul.uly every n 1ght. Fir t on 
the hst was Landes Lewllm, then Aristo 
Kaldis The other were Franz Kime, Bill 
de Koomng, and myself Later there were 
other but we were the regulars. Once m n 
while Gorky would come mto the Waldorf 
Jack on Pollock would come m drunk or 
ober and give u~ a big rant mg speech This 

was the first stage of the Waldorf m the war 
years when 1t w.1s bleak and qmet. Right 
after the war came the big change .. 1946 
w.1s the big year. II wa quite nottccable, 
our little table al the Waldorf started to get 

GeorgeMc eil 
U,it1tled, American Abs1rac1 Artists Portfoho 1937 
lithograph 12" x 9 
Collect1on of R Blacher and D Bradl~y 
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bagg,r and bags r he whole br adth of 
avant g rd1 m r lly t r ted after the war 
, hen the refuge w nt h me and, c , • r 
on our own W opened our club '6 

E.irla r, ta ru 1al ha ton I moment, the had 
pro,1d d focu for th debate .iboul ab~trac:t art, 
wha h wa central lo Lhe identity and the cultur,11 
pohta of th menc:an a ant-garde However, by 
1949, The lub, a fully lormeJ and new 1 ,u wu 
being ra1 ed and d bated 

In her 1975 cL sert.illon, u~n Carol Lar n docu­
mented the a nt-gard role of the AA group and 11 
1mportan to the development of Amen an rt She 
oncluded that 1t a 11v11Je -the annual exh1b11Jon 

and pubh non a w 11 a the aimaradene and dia­
logue that w r to trrcd- ould be con 1d reJ th 
tint pha e of the , 'e, York chool 

fmml936tol942theAA member\,n 
gaged in a panted dialogue wuh the pre , 
the pubh,, I lodern Art and 
the• lu eu live Painting 
helping toe ansformallon 
of tlltude, e of 1mmcd1ate 
b ndit to th c1, York .1r1 
" rldoft9~ morcop n 

minded one wuh r gard to th future of 
ab,tra l rt m th mted tat , and 11 
wa upon 1h1 loundat1on thal th later 
ph,1 c of tl1c ewYork chool would 
b built A 1he ' w York hool g,11n d 
momentum and confi<l n c, the A wa 
wept a,1de and 11 contnbullom v1rtuallr 

forgot! n. but a lo e c . .1mana11on of the 
ongin of m.1ior men an ab tractJom t 
ol th l.ikr fort1c r,vc:al their own gene,, 
m the mid 1930 and ub lanlaal onta l 
, 1th th a II 11Jc , e h1b111on and mcm 
ber hip of the Amen an b tract Arll l 7 

Lar-. n' tudi· ga c: new 1gmfican e to the , d mon 
tratmg clearly that th1 previously underrecogm,eJ 

group w.1~. m fact J i r runn r of Ab tra txpr 1om,m 

The Continuing Presence of the 
American Abstract Artists 

Throughout the 1950 , Ab tract Expre s10m m 
continued to dominate th Amen an avant garde, the 
AAA mamtamed tt role a an advowte for b tr.ict art 
and provided a refuge for arll l who, ere not 1molv­
ed with the Ab tra l pr 10m l movem nl In th 
1960 theemagence of hard-edge pamtmg and, lat r, 
minimal art marked a renewed mtere I m geometn 
form b) a, ant-garde artJ ts Thi h1ft toward geomel 
nc ab tract 10n oc urr d mt rnallonally but held pec1al 
1gmfi ,me for menc n art The Amen an Ab tract 

Arll l ould then be 1ewcd a innovator , providing 
a trad1taon of geomctn, ab tra lion for menc:an art 
that panned from the 1930 , when they wcr da m1 cd 
a 1m1tato of lurop an moderm~m. up to the pre ent 

I rom the 1950 to the 1990 , throughout th flu tu.1 
lion of late mod rn and po tmodern t le , the Am ncan 

b ua t rll t group ha ontinucd toe h1b11 and to 
aur l the pJrll 1pat1 n of omc of them J r pr pon nt 
of ab lr ct art Robert m1th on ol LeW1tt, Dorthea 
Roc:kburn , and Rn ll.fard n arc JU t few of the mo,t 
prominent memb r , ho h I e helped to continue the 
v11,tl tr.id111on ot the Amen an Ab\tract rll t 

In the I t two de <le\, art h1 tonan h,wc b gun to 
r , luJte the import.in e of the merican ab tract art 
of the 1930 I r en' d1 ertatJon on the AA d mon 
trated the group\ ,1 nt-garde role and pro 1dcd the 

b cJ.:ground for oth r r v1 1on1 t tud1 
th1 holarly mtere t, founding m m 
h.i e b en featured prommentJ m mu 
m ,~ York 1t y and around th coun 

To comm mor.itc th group' hlUcth 
ber produced a erie offi rty four h 
th1 portfolio ol pnnt , the group continued .i trad1t1on 
c tabli hcd m 1937, 1 hen t l 
cd a portfolio of th1rt hi 
b111on The fifu th a 
the permanent colic m , 
m Judmg th Wlutn rt, th 
1useum of Modern London 

In 1996,as the group cc 
wuh xh1b111on and pubh a 
cruaal role m the dev lopm 
d mable The xh1b111on t t 
bring tog ther the ha ton I 
with the fifueth nm er ar n of 
recent \\Orks by current me . the 
pa t and the pre~ent arc a v1 ual t lament to the endur 
mg trengthofthe m nan Ab tractArt1 t group 
and to the onunumg role of b t ra t rt m m n 

andra Kra km 
Dir clor, 1dn y, 11\hkm all ry 
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