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How Art Writing Earns Its Bad Name
By Clement Greenberg

T WENTY YEARS ago who expected that the
United States would shortly produce pain-

ters strong enough, and independent enough, to
challenge the leadership of Paris? The more
knowing you were about art the more surprised
you were when it happened. For a long while
after it had actually happened you refused to
believe it. You were convinced only when con-
firmation arrived from, of all places, Paris itself.

Jackson Pollock had a show there in I952,
and it made such an impression that, though
hardly a picture was sold, his art began to
taken more seriously in certain quarters of the
Paris art world than anywhere else, including
New York. And along with Pollock, the new
American abstract painting in general began to.
be taken more seriously in the same quarters.
As it then seemed to me, it was over a year
before news of this effectively reached New
York. From that time the success in America
itself of the new American painting dates, at
least as far as collectors and museums and art
journalism are concerned.

But it is as though a fatality dogged the suc-
cess: a fatality of misinterpretation that was also
a fatality of nonsense. I call it a fatality--though
it might be more proper to call it a comedy--
because the misinterpretation and the nonsense
have come not from those who professed to
reject the new American painting, but from
friends or supposed friends. It was as though
the critics of modern art set out to justify
everything that philistines have said about them.

LATE IN THE SAME YEAR as Pollock’s Paris show,
an article by Harold Rosenberg appeared in
Art News in New York under the title "Action
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Painting."* Though it named no names, it was
taken as a first attempt to throw real light,
friendly or hostile, on the intentions of the new
American painters. Transposing some notions
from Heidegger’s and Sartre’s Existentialism,
Mr. Rosenberg explained that these painters
were not really seeking to arrive at art, but
rather to discover their own identities through
the unpremeditated and more or less uncon-
trolled acts by which they put paint to canvas.
For them the picture surface was the "arena"
of a struggle waged outside the limits of art
in which "existence" strove as it were to be-
come "essence." "Essence," or the identity of
the painter, could be recognised by the painter
himself only in the very act of painting, not in
the result, it being presumed, apparendy, that
acts in themselves identified you as results or
consequences, could not. The painted. "picture,"
having been painted, became an indlfferent mat-
ter. Everything lay in the doing, nothing in the
making. The covered canvas was left over as
the unmeaning aftermath of an "event," the
solipsistic record of purely personal "gestures,"
and belonging therefore to the same reality that
breathing and thumbprints, love affairs andwars
belonged to, but not works of art.

Mr. Rosenberg did not explain why the
painted left-overs of "action," which were devoid
of anything but autobiographical meaning in
the eyes of their own makers, should be ex-
hibited by them and looked at and even
acquired by others. Or how the painted surface,
as the by-product of acts of sheer self-expression
ungoverned by the norms of any discipline,
could convey anything but clinical data, given
that such data is all that raw, unmediated per-
sonality has ever been able to convey in the
past. Nor did Mr. Rosenberg explain why any

* Now published in The Tradition o/ the New
(Thames & Hudson, x5s.). See also Harold Rosen-
berg, "Critic within the Act," Ercco~Js~R, June,
I96I and Donald Davie, "Immoderate Criticism,"
August, i959.
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one by-product of "action painting" should be
valued more than any other. Since these things,
and the action that "caused" them, belonged to
no discernible branch of social activity, how
could they be differentiated qualitatively? There
were still other things that Mr. Rosenberg’s
eloquence left unexplained, but they need not
detain us here.

r~ ~. r¢ rr I s ~ s s A y first appeared it was
W read by many people as an exposure of the
new abstract painting. To those who could not
make head or tail of Pollock’s middle-period
paintings, it offered a plausible explanation: if
these things were not really art you had every
right to be baffled by them. A corollary was that
those who claimed to be able to te~l the dif-
ference between good and bad "dripped"
Pollocks (and Mr. Rosenberg, patently, did not
so claim) were deluding themselves and others.
Abstract art was under renewed attack in the
early ~95os, and "Action Painting" was greeted
--or resented as a veiled blow at "extremist"
art. As that, it was soon on its way to being for-
gotten, as movingly written as it was.

That it finally did not get forgotten was
mainly the fault of a young English art critic
named Lawrence Alloway. Almost two years
after its original appearance it was Nh’. Alloway
who rescued Mr. Rosenberg’s article and set its
ideas and terms in effective circul, ation. Not
that Mr. Alloway was an opponent of "ex-
tremist" art. On the contrary, he was an ardent
champion of it, and especiaIly of the new
American kind--being, for that matter, an
equally ardent, practically a sectarian champion
of most things American. Mr. Rosenberg’s
notions seem to have struck him as offering
the right kind of subversive and futurist ex-
planation of the subversive and futurist and
very American species of art that Poltock seemed
to represent. The very flavour of the words,
"action painting,’" had something racy and
demotic about it--like the name of a new dance
step--that befitted an altogether ne~v and very
American way of making art--a way that was
all the newer, all the more avant-garde, and
all the more American because tee art itself
was not really art, or at least not art in the way
the stuffy past had known it. At the same time,
it all sounded, in Mr. Rosenberg’s rhetoric, so
dramatically modernistic and opaquely profound
--like Rimbaud and Sartre and Camus rolled
into one--and avant-garde art critics have a
special weakness for the opaquely profound.

Nor o~qLv DID Mr. Alloway take Mr. Rosen-
berg’s amphigoric piece of art interpretation as
a manifesto in favour of its subject (and he was
but the first among many to do so); he also took
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it (again, as but the first among many) as 
legitimate statement of the aims of "Pollock &
Co." as professed by Pollock himself. There
was just enough truth in this to make it ironic.
Two or three painters close to Pollock in the
early x95os, but who painted in a quite differ-
ent direction, did rant about "the act," and did
say that what mattered was not to have your
art appreciated and recognised, but simply to
perform the "act" of making good art; what
happened after that was of small consequence;
for all he cared, one of them is reported as
saying, his finished pictures could be burned.
The artists in question (every one of whom has
since become renowned, and rightly so) were
not making much headway in the world at that
time, and it would not be unjust to characterise
their talk in this vein as sour grapes. How much
of it Mr. Rosenberg heard, I cannot say. Pollock
told me, very sheepishly, that some of the main
ideas of the "Action Painting" article came from
a half-drunken conversation he had had with
Mr. Rosenberg on a trip between East Hampton
and New York (if so, Pollock had been parrot-
ing in that conversation things he heard from
his friends). Mr. Rosenberg has denied this in
print, asserting that his "literary discoveries
[were] outside his [Pollock’s] range" (Mr.
Rosenberg’s italics). Be all this as it may,
Pollock and his friends took Mr. Rosenberg’s
"literary discoveries," when they were made
public, for a malicious representation of both
their work and their ideas. After all, it Was
good art, and no other kind, that they were
interested in. (If Pollock was the one least upset,
though seeming the one most direcdy aimed at,
it was because he could not help feeling that
"Action Painting" was a big spoof; and he felt
that all the more because he thought he was
partly responsible for it.)

Mr. Alloway could not have been expected to
know all this seven or eight years ago in Lon-
don. But he still might have waited for some
corroboration before proceeding on the assump-
tion that "Action Painting" was a faithful state-
ment of the intentions of the new American
painters. As it was, he propagated Mr. Rosen-
berg’s notions with such conviction and verve,
and with such confidence, that "action paint-
ing" became current overnight in England as
the authorised brand name and certified label
of the new abstract painting from America. That
it connoted a freakish, new-fangled way of
applying paint to canvas made it seem all the
more appropriate to what struck most people
as being a freakish, new-fangled kited of art--
or non-art. And though English art-lovers
joined Mr. Alloway (or were led by him into
doing so) in reading Mr. Rosenberg’s piece as
sympathetic to its subject, they found a re-
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How Art Writing Earns Its Bad Name
assurance in it much like that which Americans
had found on its first appearance.

I X HAD urrN ONE of the certitudes of the

forward-looking English art person that how-
ever litde the English themselves might possess
the art of painting, the Americans possessed it
still less; and it was another certitude that the
French possessed that art supremely and abso-
lutely, after whom came the Latins in general.
and then the rest of the non-Protestant or non-
Anglo-Saxon world. Imagine the shock, then,
when it transpired that the wild new stuff from
the United States was being taken seriously in
Paris and even exerting an influence on the
newest art there. At this juncture the "action
painting" business came in opportunely to
restore morale, at least for the moment.

For if, as Mr. Rosenberg said, the new Ameri-
can painting was not actually art, then that
made it still right for the English to have ques-
tioned, and to continue to question, the Ameri-
can capacity for pictorial art, whatever else the
Americans were capable of. The way out for
most English art critics (Patrick Heron is the
only exception I know) became to react to Mr.
Rosenberg’s explanation of the new American
painting rather than to the painting itself. Basil
Taylor spoke of the "record of a gesture armed
with a paint brush." Sir Herbert Read (in
ENCOUNTER, July, 1955) called it "wildly arbi-
trary," a "reflex activity, completely devoid of
mental effort, of intellection," the product of a
"vacuous nihilism that renounces the visible
world and even the inner world of the imagina-
tion, and scribbles a graph of its uncertainty
on the surface of a blank consciousness." But
Sir Herbert mentioned no names and refrained,
with well-placed caution, from an outright con-
demnation.

It was from England and nowhere else that
Mr. Rosenberg’s notions, with the prestige con-
ferred upon them by Mr. Alloway, were ex-
ported to the Continent and back to the United
States. That prestige seemed to grow with the
prestige of the new American painting itself.
What made it wonderful was that nobody
stopped to ask what "action painting" could
possibly be if it was not supposed to be art.
Avant-garde art critics everywhere invoked and
quoted Mr. Rosenberg’s rhetoric--and not only
with regard to American painting--and then
went on to talk about art and artistic qualities
to show that they had not grasped a single im-
plication of his ideas. For Mr. Alloway as for
everybody else who "dug .... action painting,"
there were superior and inferior exponents of it,
superior and inferior examples of it. Just as if it
had not been Mr. Rosenberg’s point throughout
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his essay to exclude the possibility of such
discriminations.

Y~.T TIns MUDDLE attested precisely to the fact
that the new American painting was making
its way in the world on the basis of qualities
more substantial than those allowed it by
"Action Painting." It was making its way as
art, unmistakable art, not as a super-avant garde
stunt or as an interesting aberration. Its very
real success, worldly and other, no less than
the concurrent, if ironical, success of his article
--or rather the muddled reading of his article--
may be what now leads Mr. Rosenberg to talk
as if it had been meant from the first as a
wholly sympathetic treatment of the new Ameri-
can painting. He has also let it be known
recendy that it was mainly "de Kooning & Co."
he had in mind, not Pollock. This last will
confound, whether they admit it or not, all those
art writers who took it for granted all along
that Mr. Rosenberg had written about and for
Pollock, and for whom de Kooning was, or is,
too European (or "civilized") to qualify as 
"action painter." But these writers deserve to
be confounded for not having been confounded
by Mr. Rosenberg’s article in the first place.

SENSE, THE TORTOISE, usually overtakes
nonsense, the hare, even in this not quite

perfect world. It begins to dawn on art-lovers
here and there that they have not yet really seen
any kind of painting that conforms to Mr. Rosen-
berg’s description. Art turns out to be almost
inescapable by now for any one dealing with
a fiat surface, even if it is mostly bad art. The
works of the "gestural" painters, of the "action"
athletes, downtown in New York and elsewhere
(I’m not referring to the artists originally aimed
at by Mr. Rosenberg) reveal themselves as man-
nered with mannerisms borrowed from de
Kooning for the most part, but also from Kline,
Gorky, Pollock, and Still, and more lately from
Monet too, and maybe even from Magnasco;
and their main trouble is disclosed to be a want,
not an excess, of spontaneity. It is discovered
that flung paint can be as thoroughly con-
trolled and as carefully manipulated as patted
or stroked paint. And now that the accidental
has been completely assimilated to the tradition
of the painterly, even the donkey’s tails and
the painting chimpanzees and parrots expose
themselves as abjectly derivative--and we no
longer have to know what artists their owners
or keepers admire. Like the wildest painter on
Ioth Street or in the I4th arrondissement, they
can’t get out of their systems, moreover, the
habit of being guided by the shape of the
support.

Pollock’s art turns out at the same time to
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rely far less on the accidental than i.~ad been
thought. It turns out, in fact, to have an almost
completely Cubist basis, and to be the fruit of
much learning and much discipline. The same
is true, perhaps excessively true, of de Kooning’s
art. It was the first look of the new American
painting, and only the first look, that led Harold
Rosenberg to take it for a mystificaticn beyond
art on to which he could ,safely graft another,
mystification. (That his ’literary discoveries’
could seem to anyone to throw light on anything
is explained only by the supposition that the
blind actually prefer being led by the blind.
This would also help explain Sir Herbert Read’s
present status as an authority on art.)

But if it is left to Mr. Alloway, apparently,
the comedy will not end quite yet. Nor will it
if it is left to that estimable French art writer,
Michel Tapir,* with whom it embraces post-
war art in Europe as well as America. Both
Mr. Alloway and M. Tapi~ can see, and they
do not want for courage either. Mr. Alloway, in
particular, I always find refreshing to read. But
like M. Tapir, he seems to lack a sense of per-
spective, and it is this that makes ’:hem both
inveterate futurists, votaries of false dawns, suf-
ferers from the millennial complex--z.nd to that
extent comedians like Mr. Rosenberg, who back
in. r9.52 greeted the beginning of the end of
pamung as an art.

i. TAPII~ CONSIDERS post-war abstract painting
an almost completely revolutionary phen~omeno~
because, as he thinks, it incorporates new formal
structures analogous to the kinds of new struc-
ture being investigated by physics and mathe-
matics to-day. I am far from sure that I under-
stand him, but even so, I fail to discern any-
thing in the new abstract painting chat is that
new. I can see nothing essential in it that cannot
be shown to have evolved out of either Cubism
or Impressionism (if we include Fauvism in the
latter), just as I cannot see anything essential
in Cubism or Impressionism whose development
cannot be traced back to the Renaissance. In the
way of intellectual journalists nowadays (though
he is far more than that), M. Tap:~ has gone
in search of something newer than new in order

* Michel Tapi6 de CAl6yran (he is a cousin of
Toulouse-Lautrec) happens to have one of the
keenest eyes of our time for painting. He was
among the very first to recognise the merits of
Dubuffet, Mathieu, Pollock, and Morris Louis, and
it was under his auspices that Pollock had his first
show in Paris. His ideas, which are another thing,
are found in his catalogue notes for the exhibitions
of the artists he has sponsored over the last ten
years and more at various Paris galleries (mainly
the Galerie Stadler).
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to explain things whose newness is eventually~
and must be--self-explanatory.

Mr. Alloway succumbs to the same fallacy of
exaggerated newness when he writes, in Art
International, that the "existentialist description
of abstract art" is the "best one currently avail-
able." That description consists in the "idea of
art as perilous performance and the resultant
artefact as unique but [sic] absurd." Here the
cup of rhetorical novelty runs over. As if every
successful work of art since art began were not
unique and absurd in the sense that Sartre or
Merleau-Ponty gives these words. And as if
success in the creating of art, whether Fra
Angelico’s or Pollock’s, could possibly not in-
volve the peril of failure. And as if the peril
had not been as great for Rembrandt in his
"performance" as for Mondrian or Pollock or
Newman in theirs.

I T IS TYPICAL of the best, not worst, art

writing of our time that propositions applic-
able to all successful art are applied to contem-
porary art as though relevant to the latter alone
and expressing insights which the latter alone
has made possible. The strongest of avant-garde
critics--and Mr. Alloway is one of them--sin
out of ignorance, or for lack of an elementary
grounding in aesthetics. The same is true, more-
over, of an academic avant-garde critic like
Robert Goldwater (what with the speeding up
of history, camp-followers are no longer as
patient as they used to be), whose essa~ on
Mark Rothko, which is part of the catalogue
for the Rothko retrospective now touring
Europe, says hardly anything about its subject
which is not equally relevant to Vetasquez or
Takanobu. It is further typical of contemporary
art writing, as Dr. Goldwater’s essay again
shows, to imply, when praising a living artist,
that he has come out of nowhere and owes
practically nothing to anything before him. It’s
as though art began all over again every other
day.

All in all, the only place where the absurd
has made a new lodgement in the area of art
is its criticism. There it flourishes with greater
vigour perhaps than anywhere else in our culture
(which is, of course, saying a lot). Contemporary
art criticism is absurd not only because of i~s
rhetoric, its language, and its solecisms of logic.
It is also absurd because of its repetitiousness.
Since Manet every step in the evolution of
modernist art has been hailed, or condemned, as
a revolutionary break with the past, and in each
instance the passing of only a little time has
refuted this claim. Yet this deters hardly any-
body, and the epochs of art succeed one another
faster than ever. Repetition has a cumulative
effect, however, and the absurdity of art writing
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has become systematic where it used to be merely
whimsical. Vistas of inanity open up that would
have made Apollinaire or Elie Faure blanch.
Things that would get expelled from other
kinds of writing by laughter multiply and
flourish in art writing. In a recent book on
,P, ollock (by an Englishman) we read of his
attempt to disrupt the time flux and invoke

a new contingency"; in a recent book on de
Kooning (by an American) we read of colours
that "erupt through the ceiling, coherent in their
poetry of ambiguity"; in another book on Pol-
lock (by an American) we read that one 
Pollock’s paintings is a "scornful, technical
masterpiece, like the Olympia of Manet... one
of the most provocative images of our time, an
abyss of glamour encroached upon by a flood
of innocence." (This, about a picture that Pol-
lock himself considered a failure.)

What is there about art writing that encour-
ages this sort of thing? What is there in the
people who read art writing that makes them
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tolerate it? Why is art writing the only kind of
writing in English that has lent itself to
Existentialist and Phenomenological rhetoric?
What is there about modern art itself that leads
minds like Herbert Read’s and Harold Rosen-
berg’s astray? The answer is not one, I think,
that reflects on modern art. It has to do with
the speed with which modernist painting and
sculpture have outrun the common categories of
art criticism, invalidating them not only for the
present or future but also for the past. (This has
not been a revolution; it has been a clarification.)
The widening of the gap between art and dis-
course solicits, as such widenings will,
perversions and abortions of discourse: pseudo-
description, pseudo-narrative, pseudo-exposition,
pseudo-history, pseudo-philosophy, pseudo-psy-
chology, and--worst of all--pseudo-poetry
(which last represents the abortion, not of dis-
course, but of intuition and imagination). The
pity, however, is not in the words; it is in the
fact that art itself has been made to look silly.

Morning

Hollow-feellng, empty of sleep and as yet unbreakfasted,
From an already forgotten stranger’s bed
I stumble out into an unfamiliar part of the town.

So dazzlingly greeted! The sunlight’s sudden recognition breaking
Across a row of houses I have never seen ;
These shoppers remote as if some distant generation.

Let me ask of you nothing.
All now seems possible. 0 let me nothing ask.

Harry Fainlight
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