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Arshile Gorky. The Artist and his Mother, 

1926-36  

 

Arshile Gorky (1904-1948) was born in 

Turkish Armenia, and his mother died of 

starvation during Turkey’s brutal 

repression and eviction of its Armenian 

population.  He emigrated in 1920 and 

moved to New York in 1925.  In the 1930s 

his work went through a succession of 

styles that followed the evolution of 

modernism from Cezanne to Picasso to 

Miró.   

 

Three factors converge in his mature 

work of the 1940s: his intense childhood 

memories of Armenia, which provided his 

primary subject matter; his growing 

interest in Surrealism, first sparked by a 

major exhibition, “Dada, Surrealism, 

Fantastic Art,” presented in 1936 at The 

Museum of Modern Art in New York; and 

the many discussions of Jungian ideas he 

had with colleagues. 



Arshile Gorky. The Liver is the Cock’s Comb, 1944 



Gorky conceived of his picture titles of 

the forties to link up closely with their 

subject, providing multiple meanings 

and references.  Many ancient and 

medieval texts refer to the liver (not the 

heart) as the center of passion.  The 

“cock’s comb,” at once the headdress and 

the elaborately feathered genitalia of 

the figure along the right side of the 

canvas, has to do with vanity and 

virility.   

 

On one level this invites the 

interpretation that the source of passion 

is physical lust, on another level that 

living itself is vanity. At this point there 

seems to be no doubt that Gorky had 

moved from Picasso to the early free 

abstractions of Kandinsky. The 

Surrealist sense of organic fantasy is, 

however, greater than in Kandinsky, 

which became particularly apparent in 

the drawings, where fantastic shapes 

are more explicit. 



The enigmatic title suggests Gorky’s close contact with the Surrealists during the war.  

Gorky developed a personal mythology that underlies his work; each form represents a 

private symbol within this hermetic realm.  Everything here is in the process of turning 

into something else.   



 

Arshile Gorky. Garden in Sochi, 1943, oil on canvas 

 

The treatment reflects his own experience in camouflage, gained from a class he 

conducted during the war.  The biomorphic shapes clearly owe much to Miró, while their 

spontaneous handling and the glowing color reflect Gorky’s enthusiasm for Kandinsky.  

Yet the dynamic interlocking of the forms, their aggressive power of attraction and 

repulsion are uniquely his own. 



 

A series of paintings in the early 1940s 

called Garden in Sochi transform 

Gorky’s memories of his father’s garden 

in Khorkom, Armenia, into a mythical 

dreamscape. According the artist, this 

garden was locally known as the Garden 

of Wish Fulfillment because it contained 

both a rock upon which village women, 

his mother included, rubbed their bare 

breasts when making a wish, as well as 

a “Holy Tree” to which people tied strips 

of clothing.  

 

In this painting, the mythical garden 

floats on a dense white ground. Forms, 

shapes, and colors coalesce into a bare-

breasted woman on the left, the Holy 

Tree to the center, strips of clothing, 

and “the beautiful Armenian slippers” 

that Gorky and his father wore in 

Khorkom. The painting suggests vital 

life forces, an ancient connection to the 

earth, and Gorky’s vision of a lost world 

that exists only in his memory.  



Carl Jung in 1910 

 

The artists who would become known as 

Abstract Expressionists found inspiration in 

Cubist formalism and Surrealist automatism, 

two very different strands of modernism.  From 

the Cubists they learned certain pictorial devices 

and a standard of aesthetic quality.  From the 

Surrealists they gained a commitment to 

examining the unconscious and the techniques 

for doing so.   

 

But whereas the European Surrealists had 

derived their notion of the unconscious from 

Sigmund Freud, many of the Americans 

subscribed to the thinking of Swiss 

psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875-1961). His theory 

of the “collective unconscious” holds that beneath 

one’s private memories is a storehouse of feelings 

and symbolic associations common to all 

humans.  Abstract Expressionists, dissatisfied 

with what they considered the provincialism of 

American art in the 1930s, sought the universal 

themes within themselves. 



Left: Photo of Lee Krasner and 

Jackson Pollock in 1950 

 

Below: Lee Krasner. Noon, 1947 



Jackson Pollock. Pasiphae, 1943, oil on canvas 



Jackson Pollock. The She-Wolf, 1943, oil on canvas 



Jackson Pollock (1912-1956), the most famous of the Jung-influenced Abstract 

Expressionists, rejected much of the European tradition of aesthetic refinement- what 

he referred to as “French cooking”- for cruder, rougher formal values identified with the 

Wyoming frontier country of his birth.  In the context of World War II Pollock’s rugged 

Americanism was much appreciated by New York critics.   

 

Pollock had come to New York in the early 1930s and studied with the Regionalist 

painter Thomas Hart Benton (1889-1975).  Self-destructive and alcoholic, Pollock was 

introduced to Jung’s ideas in 1939, when his family sent him to a Jungian therapist.  

Pollock was reluctant to talk about his problems, so the therapist tried to engage him 

through his art, analyzing in term of Jungian symbolism the drawings Pollock brought 

in each week. 



Jackson Pollock. Autumn Rhythm, 1950, oil on canvas 

 

In the second phase of Abstract Expressionism, which dates from the late 1940s, two 

different approaches to expression emerged- one based on fields of color and the other 

on active paint handling.  The second approach, known as action painting, or 

gesturalism, first inspired the label Abstract Expressionism.  The term action painting 

was coined by art critic Harold Rosenberg (1906-1978) in his 1952 essay “The American 

Action Painters.” 



The largest of these works were done on the floor of 

his upstairs studio because the room was too small 

to accommodate an easel.  Pollock found this 

working method congenial, and when he moved his 

studio into a renovated barn in the fall of 1946, he 

continued to place his canvases on the floor and to 

work on his knees over and around them.   

 

Sometime in the winter of 1946-1947, he also 

began to employ enamel house paints along with 

conventional oils, dripping them onto his canvases 

with sticks and brushes, using a variety of fluid 

arm and wrist movements.  

 

 As a student in 1936, he had experimented with 

this approach as well as with industrial paints in 

the studio of the visiting Mexican muralist David 

Siqueiros.  He had no doubt been reminded of those 

experiments by the 1946 exhibition of small drip 

paintings of a self-taught painter, Janet Sobel 

(1894-1968), which he had seen in the company of 

his chief artistic adviser, the critic Clement 

Greenberg (1909-1994). 



Pollock observed Native American sandpainting demonstrations in the 1940s. Other 

influences on his dripping technique include the Mexican muralists and Surrealist 

automatism. Pollock denied "the accident"; he usually had an idea of how he wanted a 

particular piece to appear. His technique combined the movement of his body, over 

which he had control, the viscous flow of paint, the force of gravity, and the absorption 

of paint into the canvas. It was a mixture of controllable and uncontrollable factors. 

Flinging, dripping, pouring, and spattering, he would move energetically around the 

canvas, almost as if in a dance, and would not stop until he saw what he wanted to see. 



Pollock said that he wanted to “be nature”, not just paint it, an aspiration similar to 

Kandinsky’s.  The mark of his greatest all-over canvases, like Lavender Mist or Autumn 

Rhythm, 1950, was their balance- between, on the one hand, the web of shallow space, 

so transparent to the eye and nuanced in its energy, and on the other the surface, with 

its puddles and blots and crusts of pigment.  There is more than a mere memory in 

them of the epic space which nineteenth-century artists had found in American 

landscape: they are expansive, full of wind and weather, shifts of light, and ceaseless 

mutation.  The life with which they are imbued is that of Nature, near and far. 



My painting does not come from the easel. I prefer to tack 

the unstretched canvas to the hard wall or the floor. I need 

the resistance of a hard surface. On the floor I am more at 

ease. I feel nearer, more part of the painting, since this 

way I can walk around it, work from the four sides and 

literally be in the painting. 

 

I continue to get further away from the usual painter's 

tools such as easel, palette, brushes, etc. I prefer sticks, 

trowels, knives and dripping fluid paint or a heavy 

impasto with sand, broken glass or other foreign matter 

added. 

 

When I am in my painting, I'm not aware of what I'm 

doing. It is only after a sort of 'get acquainted' period that 

I see what I have been about. I have no fear of making 

changes, destroying the image, etc., because the painting 

has a life of its own. I try to let it come through. It is only 

when I lose contact with the painting that the result is a 

mess. Otherwise there is pure harmony, an easy give and 

take, and the painting comes out well. 

 

—Jackson Pollock, 1956 



Modernism, so integral to art of the nineteenth 

century, shifted course in conjunction with the 

changing historical conditions and demands.  In the 

postwar years, modernism increasingly became 

identified with a strict formalism- an emphasis on 

an artwork’s visual elements rather than its subject- 

due largely to the prominence of the American 

Clement Greenberg (1909-1994).   

 

As an art critic who wielded considerable influence 

from the 1940s through the 1970s, Greenberg was 

instrumental in developing and articulating 

modernism’s redefined parameters.  For Greenberg, 

late-twentieth-century modernist artists were those 

who refined the critical stance of the late-

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century modernists.   

 

This critical stance involved rejecting illusionism 

and exploring each artist medium’s properties.  So 

dominant was Greenberg that scholars often refer to 

the general modernist tenets during this period as 

Greenbergian formalism.  

“Purity in art consists in the 

acceptance, willing 

acceptance, of the limitations 

of the medium of the specific 

art.” 

 

Clement Greenberg 



In his famous 1939 essay, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Greenberg wrote: 

 

Kitsch, using for raw material the debased and academicized simulacra of genuine 

culture, welcomes and cultivates this insensibility. It is the source of its profits. 

Kitsch is mechanical and operates by formulas. Kitsch is vicarious experience and 

faked sensations. Kitsch changes according to style, but remains always the same. 

Kitsch is the epitome of all that is spurious in the life of our times. Kitsch pretends 

to demand nothing of its customers except their money -- not even their time.  

 

For Greenberg, avant garde art was too "innocent" to be effectively used as 

propaganda or bent to a cause, while kitsch was ideal for stirring up false 

sentiment. 

 

Greenberg appropriated the German word “kitsch” to describe this low, concocted 

form of “culture”,  though its connotations have since been recast to a more 

affirmative acceptance of nostalgic materials of capitalist/communist culture. 

"Avant Garde and Kitsch" is clearly a politically motivated essay, in part a 

response to the destruction and repression of Modernist Art in Nazi Germany and 

the Soviet Union, and represents an early denouncement of the growing 

totalitarian threat in Europe and the "retrogression" of fascism. 



Willem De Kooning. Excavation. c. 1950, oil on canvas 



The work of Willem de Kooning (1904-1997), 

another prominent member of the group and a 

close friend of Gorky, always retains a link with 

the world of images, whether or not it has a 

recognizable subject. According to de Kooning, 

his point of departure was an image of women 

working in a rice field from Bitter Rice, a 1949 

Italian Neorealist film. The mobile structure of 

hooked, calligraphic lines defines anatomical 

parts—bird and fish shapes, human noses, eyes, 

teeth, necks, and jaws—revealing the particular 

tension between abstraction and figuration that 

is inherent in de Kooning’s work.  

 

Aptly titled, the composition reflects his 

technically masterful painting process: an 

intensive building up of the surface and scraping 

down of its paint layers, often for months, until 

the desired effect was achieved. Excavation, 

Willem de Kooning’s largest painting up to 1950, 

exemplifies the artist’s innovative style of 

expressive brushwork and distinctive 

organization of space into loose, sliding planes 

with open contours. 



Willem de Kooning. Woman and Bicycle, 

1952-3, oil on canvas 

 

De Kooning shocked the New York art 

world in the early 1950s by returning to a 

figurative focus with a series of paintings of 

women.  The paintings were also shocking 

because of the brutal way he depicted his 

subjects.  The images in the paintings in 

this series dramatically veered away from 

the conventionally pretty women common 

in American advertising.   

 

What emerged is not the elegant companion 

of Madison Avenue fantasy but a powerful 

adversary, more dangerous than alluring.  

The first of the series, Woman I, took him 

almost two years to paint.  His wife, the 

artist Elaine de Kooning (1918-1989), said 

that he painted it, scraped it, and repainted 

it at least several dozen times.  



Willem de Kooning’s Woman and Bicycle is a dozen 

different paintings superimposed on one another. 

Patches of raw canvas lie at the bottom edge of the 

composition adjacent to geometric forms in flat 

green, resembling the backgrounds to his seated 

women of the early forties. Here and there a sense 

of the figure comes into focus and quickly out again.  

 

“Content is a glimpse of something, an encounter 

like a flash,” the artist explained.  The enormous 

fleshy breasts bulge forward, then they are a flat 

cutout that clings to the surface of the picture 

plane.  A second grinning mouth hangs around the 

neck like a glittering necklace; it remains from a 

previous position of the head, an earlier 

composition, now largely crossed out.   

 

This is a painting in perpetual state of redefinition.  

No passage is more than a temporary point en route 

to a new approximation.  The inherently 

“unfinished”, always “in process” character of de 

Kooning’s work makes this canvas seem as freshly 

painted today as it did when the artist made it 

nearly half a century ago. 



Willem de Kooning. Woman V, 1952-3, oil 

and charcoal on canvas 

 

De Kooning read widely in philosophy 

and literature, and he particularly liked 

Kierkegarard’s idea that everything 

necessarily contains its opposite. What 

seemed, at the time, particularly 

disturbing about the Women was their 

balance between atavism and kitsch.   

 

On one hand, they invoked a long string 

of archaic goddesses, harpies, and 

dominatrixes, from the Venus of 

Willendorf to Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s 

Berlin streetwalkers. The style itself is 

an attack on closed systems, finality, and 

any fixed way of looking at things.  

“There is no plot in painting,” de Kooning 

told Harold Rosenberg.  “It’s an 

occurrence which I discover by, and it has 

no message.”   



Willem de Kooning. Woman I, 

1952-3, oil and charcoal on canvas 

 

Although his gestural strokes 

appear spontaneous, they are, in 

fact, the result of hours of 

experiment and failure. De 

Kooning painted strokes, scraped 

them off, and repeated this process 

until the exact effect he wanted 

emerged.  

 

Woman I took the artist two years 

to complete, and de Kooning’s wife 

Elaine estimated that he scraped 

and repainted it about 200 times.  

 

The portrayal of the woman seems 

at once grotesque and rapacious; 

the image is hostile, sexist and 

powerfully sexual, full of implied 

violence and intense passion. 



Mark Rothko. Baptismal Scene, 

1945, watercolor 

 

Mark Rothko, born Marcus 

Rothkowitz (1903 –1970), was a 

Russian-American painter. He is 

classified as an Abstract 

Expressionist, although he himself 

rejected this label, and even resisted 

classification as an "abstract 

painter”.  His early work was 

influenced by Surrealism. 



Mark Rothko and Barnett 

Newman (1905-1970)  had evolved 

by 1950 individual styles that 

relied on large rectangles of color 

to evoke transcendent emotional 

states. Because of the formal and 

emotional similarities of their 

work, they were soon referred to 

collectively as Color Field painters.   

 

The third painter usually included 

in this grouping is the San 

Francisco-based Clyfford Still 

(1904-1980), who developed his 

style outside of New York and 

earlier than his two colleagues and 

whose example of  greatly 

influenced Rothko’s turn to Color 

Field. 



Mark Rothko. Ochre and Red on Red, 1954, oil on canvas 

 

Rothko consciously sought a profound harmony between 

the two divergent human tendencies that German 

philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) called the 

Dionysian and the Apollonian.  The rich color represents 

the emotional, instinctual, or Dionysian (after the Greek 

god of wine, the harvest, and inspiration) element, 

whereas the simple compositional structure is its rational, 

disciplined, or Apollonian (after the Greek god of light, 

music, and truth) counterpart.   

 

In his paintings Rothko pursued transforming this 

fundamental human duality into a consonant and deeply 

satisfying unity. He was convinced of Nietzsche’s 

contention, which he reread many times, that the modern 

individual was “tragically divided”. Thus, the surfaces of 

Rothko’s paintings are never completely unified but 

remain a collection of separate and distinct parts.  What 

gives this fragmentation its particular force is that these 

elements offer an abstraction of the human form. The 

vertical paintings, usually somewhat larger than life, 

therefore present the viewer with a kind of mirror image 

of the divided self.   



Mark Rothko. White Band (No. 27), 

1954  

 

Thus the dark tonalities that Rothko 

increasingly featured in his work 

emphasize the tragic implications of 

this division.  The best of his mature 

paintings maintain a tension 

between the harmony they seem to 

seek and the fragmentation they 

regretfully acknowledge. 

 

In Rothko’s work form 1949 to 1970 

the very simplicity of the radically 

paired down structure provides an 

awe-inspiring material embodiment 

of a “single tragic idea”. A Rothko 

painting “is not a picture of an 

experience, it is an experience.”.  

Rothko’s compositional format 

maintains a tense equilibrium 

between the forces of disintegration 

and precise definition. 



With these paintings, he hoped to express the sense of awe and numinous presence 

which had once been associated with the depiction of gods in art- but do it without the 

human figure.  He was an esthete to the fingertips, and wanted to employ the 

vocabulary of Symbolism- the presence of Mallarmé’s “negated object”, the 

indeterminate space, the refined and sensuous color- to render the patriarchal despair 

and elevation of the Old Testament.  That Rothko had a religious vision of some kind is 

not in doubt.  There was a deeply rabbinical streak in his character.  But he was 

struggling, as a Jew, to do what only Christian iconography could achieve, and the vital 

relationships between myth, dogma, symbol, and personal inspiration that had carried 

religious art from Cimabue to William Blake were denied him by the reductive 

trajectory of modernism itself. 

Mark Rothko. Two of 

the Seagram murals at 

the Tate Modern, 

London 



Mark Rothko. No. 14, 1960, 

oil on canvas  

 

In works such as No. 14, 

Rothko created compelling 

visual experiences 

consisting of two or three 

large rectangles of pure 

color with hazy edges that 

seem to float on the canvas 

surface, hovering in front of 

a colored background. 

 

He saw color as a doorway 

to another reality, and 

insisted color could express 

“basic human emotions- 

tragedy, ecstasy, doom… 

The people who weep 

before my pictures are 

having the same religious 

experience I had when I 

painted them.” 



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM: 

(Gorky, Pollock, DeKooning, and Rothko) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these two works by Pollock and Rothko, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You can choose to address either 

work or both.  

 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Willem de Kooning, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You can choose to address either 

work or both.  



VIDEO: MOMA Curator Discusses the work of Jackson Pollock 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-1010/abstract-exp-nyschool/abstract-expressionism/v/moma-jackson-pollock

