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Introduction

In an interview with Robert Burstow published in Frieze upon his death in 1994, the critic Clement Greenberg denounced as ‘a lot of shit’ the notion that ‘the State Department supported American art and that it was part of the cold war, and so forth’ (Burstow 1994: 33). In this, he was referring to the revisionist accounts of Abstract Expressionism forwarded by art historians since the 1970s, which interrogate how and why, in the years following the Second World War, Abstract Expressionism was promulgated in overseas exhibitions organized by bodies with vested interest in US capitalism, particularly the United States Information Agency and the International Council at the Museum of Modern Art. While they differ on certain points, all of the revisionist historians contend that Abstract Expressionism was exported as a cultural buttress to the US post-war economic-military dominance of the world, particularly in Western Europe, and all of them argue that this decision was not arbitrary, that something in the artworks rendered them amenable to such co-optation.

The most cited of these accounts is certainly Serge Guilbaut’s How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art (1983). However, it was preceded by shorter essays by scholars such as Max Kozloff and Eva Cockcroft, and succeeded by other book-length studies, most recently Nancy Jachec’s The Philosophy and Politics of Abstract Expressionism (2000). Now, these accounts have consistently faced criticism.1

However, their conclusions are nevertheless so pervasively accepted that, as Claude Cernuschi notes, ‘art historians and social critics now repeat [them] without deeming it in need of justification, documentation, or defence’ (1999: 32). As Irving Sandler, author of the once-canonical and resolutely apolitical account of the movement, Abstract Expressionism: The Triumph of American Painting (1970), has more recently written in frustration, ‘Guilbaut’s allegation has come to be the received wisdom for several generations of art historians’ (2009: 173). For an indication of the extent to which this is the case, one need only note that the writers of both the lead catalogue essay and educational guide to an exhibition as institutional as Abstract Expressionism at the Royal Academy of Arts in London in 2016 felt obliged to acknowledge the movement’s co-optation and cursorily exculpate the artists.2

Yet, in spite of the ubiquity of their conclusions, the revisionist accounts are, broadly, remarkable for precisely their lack of attention to the artworks in question. Their accounts rest almost entirely upon discourse on the artworks and the ends to which the artworks were deployed. For the revisionist historians, it is as if, to quote Benjamin Buchloh in a contemporaneous review of How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art, ‘the ideological machinations . . . and critical follies to which a work was originally subjected’ exhaust ‘the esthetic construct itself’, which, in fact, is ‘a force that continues to operate in the present and that outlives the forces that originally attempted to contain it’ (1984: 21).

The question of the extent to which the ‘esthetic constructs’ of Abstract Expressionism align with these ‘ideological machinations’ was taken up in the 1990s by the art historian T. J. Clark, under whose supervision Guilbaut developed his thesis as a doctoral dissertation, in the essay ‘In Defence of Abstract Expressionism’ (1994), later republished as the final chapter of his book Farewell to an Idea (1999). Clark works from the premise that Abstract Expressionism still holds a hegemonic grip over the present possibilities for art. For Clark, the task of modernism was to ‘imagine modernity otherwise’ (1999a: 9). To do so, however, he contends it was always necessary to make the ‘previous moment of high achievement a thing of the past’, to ‘lose it and mourn it and, if necessary, revile it’ (1999a: 371). This, he posits, is precisely what we have been incapable to do with Abstract Expressionism. For Clark, proving that Abstract Expressionism belonged ‘to a Cold War polity, with patrons and art world institutions to match’ has not resulted in a decisive attitude towards the paintings themselves:


It was one thing to answer the question, ‘What are the circumstances in which a certain national bourgeoisie, in the pride of its victory after 1945, comes to want something as odd and exotic as an avant-garde of its own?’ It is another to speak to the implications of that encounter for the avant-garde itself, and answer the question, ‘To what extent was the meeting of class and art practice in the later 1940s more than just contingent? To what extent does Abstract Expressionism really belong, at the deepest level – the level of language, of procedure, of presuppositions about world-making – to the bourgeoisie who paid for it and took it on their travels?’ (1999a: 374)

Clark thus endeavours to address Abstract Expressionism’s ‘place in a determinate class formation . . . which took on the specific trappings of cultural power in the years after 1945’ (1999a: 388). In
this, he differentiates between Abstract Expressionism’s position ‘in a state apparatus . . . or a museum/art-world superstructure’ upon which the revisionist historians’ accusations are based, and its participation in ‘that class’s whole construction of a “world”’ (1999a). Clark contends that, in terms of the latter, Abstract Expressionism, indeed, ‘grasps most fully the conditions of representation – the technical and social conditions – of its historical moment’ (1999a: 401). For Clark, the artworks reveal ‘a certain construction of the world we call “individuality” . . . in its true . . . vulgarity’, the artists making work ‘under the sign or spell of such a construction . . . believing utterly (innocently, idiotically) in its power’ (1999a: 376–7). To exemplify this, Clark, for instance, describes Mark Rothko’s paintings as maintaining ‘a hectoring absolute of self-presence’ (1999a: 387). He writes of Willem de Kooning as ‘sustaining the right pitch of tawdriness, idiot fallacy, overweening self-regard’ (1999a: 393). He asserts that Hans Hofmann’s work ‘is tasteless to the core . . . tasteless in its mock religiosity, tasteless in its Color-by-Technicolor . . . and the cloying demonstrativeness of its handling’ (1999a: 397).

On the whole, Clark’s argument is as oblique and contentious as these quotes indicate. As Jonathan Harris has noted, an ungenerous verdict of it would be ‘that Clark . . . is simply reading in his own meanings with a vengeance’ (2005: 112). Moreover, Clark’s lack of engagement with the specifics of the revisionist historians’ accounts means that his speculations as to whether the artworks ‘really belong, at the deepest level’ to the post-war US bourgeoisie who wanted ‘an avant-garde of their own’ and ‘took the art on their travels’ do not take account of the reasons why they did. Central to the latter, I will show, is something which is, in fact, indicated by Greenberg in the sentence directly proceeding from his dismissal of the revisionist historians’ thesis quoted in the first line of this introduction, when he claims that it ‘was only after American art had made it at home and abroad, principally in Paris, that the State Department said we can now export this stuff’, affirming that ‘[t]hey hadn’t dared to before that’ (Burstow 1994: 33).

While the direction of causality Greenberg posits here is questionable, we will see that it is certainly the case that Abstract Expressionism was disseminated by the US establishment in the post-war era because it was anticipated that the movement was likely to meet with critical acclaim in Western Europe, thus shoring up US hegemony by reassuring the people of Western Europe that US culture was of the same civilization. And I will show that Greenberg himself was instrumental to this assessment in his consistent championing of the Abstract Expressionist artists throughout the 1940s and 1950s, because he identified their work as the latest instantiation in the European modernist tradition. As we will see, critics arguing for Abstract Expressionism’s divergence from the ends to which it was deployed have thus contended that Greenberg’s account does not adequately represent the movement. However, I will not take such an approach. Instead, reading Greenberg through the aesthetic philosophies of Theodor W. Adorno and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, I want to argue that it is also via Greenberg’s account of Abstract Expressionism that we might best understand how the artworks are not aligned with these ends, and, in fact, (still) challenge them.

* * *

In Chapter 1, ‘Greenberg’s Trotskyism’, I will begin, as do many of the revisionist historians, by working from an aside made by Greenberg in an essay in the early 1960s, wherein he claims that in the New York art scene of the late 1930s, Trotskyism became art for art’s sake. For the revisionist historians, this claim is telling in terms of how Greenberg’s criticism helped effect an ideological shift which allowed for Abstract Expressionism’s co-optation. However, I want to trace the development of Greenberg’s theory of avant-garde art in terms of the influence of Trotsky because I will ultimately contend that the fundamental dynamics which Greenberg inherited from Trotsky’s art theory also indicate how Abstract Expressionism opposes the ends for which it was enlisted.

I will first delineate how, for Trotsky, the revolutionary content of art is not to be sought at the level of prescribed themes, but, rather, in the extent to which the art follows its ‘own laws’, by which Trotsky affirms that it constitutively bespeaks a protest against capitalism. I will then elaborate how for Trotsky this fulcrum of art’s ‘laws’, which propels revolutionary art, is the determinate negation of prior art’s conventions, which the artist accordingly must master. I will then elaborate how, in Greenberg’s early essays, ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch’ and ‘Towards a Newer Laocoon’, the same dynamic obtains, as Greenberg similarly contends, that art guided by its own laws is corrosive to a capitalism in decline. However, whereas Trotsky makes clear that he is not arguing for ‘pure’ art free of thematic content, even if the latter should not be prescribed, for Greenberg this determinate negation of prior art’s conventions entails the negation of thematic content, and affirmation of medium-specificity.

Greenberg does not dwell on how such art opposes capitalism. The only explicit connection that Greenberg allows between medium-specific avant-garde art and the opposition to capitalism is the notion that the former makes the exigency of revolution inescapable because it is only with the overthrow of capitalism that the masses would be afforded the time and leisure necessary for the education required to appreciate medium-specific avant-garde art. Yet, I will contend that this position is already belied in ‘Laocoon’, because in that essay Greenberg discusses the force of the reception of avant-garde art, and especially visual avant-garde art, not in terms of allusion to the lineage of art by which it can be aesthetically explained but in terms of the affective and yet determinate immediacy made possible by its conceptual unsaturation. While this conceptual unsaturation is a result of its lineage’s determinate negation of thematic content, it does not seem as if for Greenberg that its apprehension depends on knowledge of this lineage, and I will proceed to argue that this affective immediacy is central to how Abstract Expressionism is not reducible to the ends for which it was co-opted.

Chapter 2, ‘Figuring Negation’, will work from a distinction between two types of content in German which is crucial to Adorno’s criticism – Inhalt (paraphrasable content) and Gehalt (unparaphrasable import) – and interrogate three arguments about Abstract Expressionism’s eradication of the former. First, I will address the contention, held by the majority of the revisionist historians, that Abstract Expressionism lent itself to co-optation in efforts of US imperialism due to its negation of the programmatically 
critical content of the previously predominate Social Realism. I will argue that this apophatic reasoning for Abstract Expressionism’s assimilation is untenable. Drawing on research by Frances K. Pohl contemporaneous to the revisionist historians’ work, I will explore how, in fact, the pre-eminent Social Realist Ben Shahn was afforded a retrospective at the US Pavilion at the 1954 Venice Biennale, at which there was also a retrospective of de Kooning, and the manner in which Shahn’s work was presented did not obfuscate his work’s protest against the injustices of capitalism, but emphasized it. In this, I will show that it seems to confirm the way in which Adorno contends that such realist work’s critique of capitalist epiphenomena, even when politically radical, entails an accommodation to the reified world, constitutively failing to challenge it on a fundamental level. Indeed, I will show how for many of the Abstract Expressionists this was precisely why they rejected Social Realism, that is, not because it was too politically radical but because, in the face of modernity, it was not politically radical enough.

Nevertheless, I will then argue that it is certainly true that positive implications of Abstract Expressionism’s eschewal of Inhalt, as opposed to its negation of Social Realism’s thematic content, lent Abstract Expressionism to efforts of US imperialism. We will see that this is the case in terms of how Greenberg’s championing of Abstract Expressionism’s medium-specificity positioned the style in the forefront of the European modernist lineage. This was decisive in the State Department’s decision to deploy Abstract Expressionism in efforts to convince the suspicious populations of Western Europe that the capitalist United States had inherited European culture. I will show how, after the Second World War, the Marshall Plan’s aid to Europe was necessary both to create new markets so that wartime levels of production could be maintained and stagnation avoided, and to prevent economic collapse in those countries turning the populations towards the Eastern Bloc. However, this ostensible largesse was met with suspicion by these countries’ populations, especially France and Italy, who considered the United States to be culturally inferior, and whose coalition governments’ substantial left-wing representation did not decrease. Accordingly, the US establishment organized touring exhibitions of Abstract Expressionism in order to convince these populations otherwise. With recourse to both the revisionist historians’ research and primary documents, I will show that these efforts were certainly informed by the isomorphy of Greenberg’s critical framework with the progressivist history which undergirded US imperialism during the Cold War.

However, I will then proceed to explore another reading of Abstract Expressionism’s negation of Inhalt, which will orient the rest of the book. While Greenberg’s account of Abstract Expressionism chimed with the notion that US capitalism marked the culmination of the Enlightenment’s progressive maturation, Adorno argues that authentic art traces this history’s obfuscated underside. And in the final part of Chapter 2, I will take cues from the Adornian account of Abstract Expressionism forwarded by the philosopher J. M. Bernstein, to argue that the style lends voice precisely to this non-identity. Bernstein recasts the history of modernism at the pinnacle of which Greenberg placed Abstract Expressionism as the history of artworks determinately negating conventions in order to affirm their particularity in resistance to the very identity-thinking of the capitalist status quo in the service of which Abstract Expressionism was deployed in efforts of US imperialism. Whereas identity-thinking subsumes the particularity of objects with concepts, Abstract Expressionist canvases demand attention on the basis of their particularity alone. I will elaborate this in terms of two analogies drawn by Adorno to thus describe authentic art’s semblance of autonomy in a heteronomously defined world, by which Abstract Expressionist artworks have often been characterized – nature and language.

In Chapter 3, ‘Making Things of Which We Know Not What They Are’, I will begin by differentiating this defence of Abstract Expressionism from David Craven’s critique of the revisionist historians, which is the most substantial hitherto published. For Craven, to discern Abstract Expressionism’s asymmetry with dominant ideology, we should disentangle Abstract Expressionist praxis from Greenberg’s account, and return to the characterization of the movement as disalienated praxis in an otherwise alienated world by another of its contemporary critics, Meyer Schapiro. Craven contends that Greenberg’s so-called formalism, which he understands as prescriptive, contrasts with Schapiro’s account of Abstract Expressionism as Taylorist management contrasts with worker’s self-management. However, I will contend that Schapiro’s account of the movement as a bulwark against reification, in fact, facilitated its co-optation. For Schapiro, Abstract Expressionist artworks are essentially impressions of their artists’ unreduced subjectivities, otherwise stymied under capitalism. Thus, contrary to Adorno’s account of authentic art as akin to the being-in-itself of nature, Schapiro characterizes Abstract Expressionist artworks as stamped with the sovereignty of their artists’ minds. I will contend not only that this dynamic reproduces the indifference of identity-thinking towards its object, but also that such conceptual subsumption lent the artworks to US imperialism. I will argue that this is the case insofar as characterizing the artworks as manifestations of their artists’ subjective interiorities rendered them ideal for a US Department of State eager to convince Europe that freedom of expression flourished under corporate capitalism, a case which I will make with recourse to both research by the revisionist historians, particularly Nancy Jachec, and the work of the liberal intellectual Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., which is generally understood to typify the theoretical framework orienting US cultural imperialism during the Cold War.

On the other hand, I will posit that, far from imposing dictates for art production, Greenberg’s account of Abstract Expressionist praxis attests to the way in which it models reconciled labour receptive to its object. I will elaborate this in terms of Adorno’s description of authentic art production as a dialectic of spiritual construction and mimetic expression. For Adorno, the domination of art praxis corrects extra-aesthetic domination with paratactic synthesis. It is the organization of compositional elements which eschews hierarchical subordination, maintaining the integrity of these elements. Whereas capitalist ratiocination curtails the irreducible particularity of its object, for Adorno the paratactic synthesis of art praxis renders its object’s particularity bindingly eloquent by way of the kind of mimetic impulses which Adorno claims have been extinguished by reification. I will argue that Greenberg might be read as characterizing Abstract Expressionist praxis similarly, and insofar as this is the case, I will suggest that the determinate negation which he identifies as the fulcrum of the European modernist tradition is less the determinate negation of non-medium-specific properties which he often characterized it
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