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Message

It is impossible to overlook the existence of abstract
expressionism, a movement that gained prominence in the 1950s,
and served to rejuvenate American contemporary art in the latter
half of this century.

Of the American artists active at that time, Robert Motherwell was
quick to familiarize himself with European literature and painting,
working in surrealistic painting styles such as automatism and
introducing the various theories to other American painters. As a
major theoretician of abstract expressionism, Motherwell is known as
the artist who laid the groundwork for the abstract expressionist
movement. But unlike the other abstract expressionists of his
generation, many of whom had passed away by the 1970s,
Motherwell survived and continued exploring the possibilities of
abstract expressionism into the '70s and '80s, a period which saw
the rise and fall of a variety of styles in the world of modem art.

Motherwell was also noted for his exceptionally serious interest in
printmaking, a media that generally received little attention from
abstract expressionists. Motherwell created some 450 prints in his
lifetime. Of these, those made in the last years of his life display a
high degree of perfection as compilations of the various avenues
which he explored. This exhibit displays prints that were made at
Tyler Graphics Ltd. during the last part of Motherwell’s life, from
1975 until his death in 1991.

Motherwell's work could also be described as abstract
visualizations of feelings; i.e., spontaneously evoked images
informed by surrealism and Zen thought. Those who look at his
work cannot help but be overwhelmed by the artist’'s advanced
level of spiritual attainment.

The exhibit contains a total of 45 prints, including £/ Negro
(1983), a collection of poems dedicated to Motherwell by the
Spanish poet Raphael Alberti, and illustrated by Motherwell himself,
and America-La France Variations (1984), a representative work that
Motherwell created as a major collagist of this century. These works
are a testament to the spiritual realm attained by Motherwell in the
last years of his life. 1t is the hope of the organizers that through this
exhibit, a great number of people will have the opportunity to
experience the attraction of Motherwell's art.

Lastly, the organizers would like to express their gratitude to the
Walker Art Center in Minneapolis and Tyler Graphics Ltd. for
providing resources and advice, and to all other persons whose
cooperation made this exhibit possible.

Center for Contemporary Graphic Art
and Tyler Graphics Archive Collection



Robert Motherwell’s Paintings

Shinichiro Osaki

Robert Motherwell has been regarded as a relatively
inconspicuous presence among the artists of Abstract
Expressionism, a post-World War Il art movement that
sprang up in New York City. Unlike the radical examples
of both Action and Color Field abstract art, his paintings
sometimes admit a similitude with windows and edifices;
in comparison with works by other artists of his generation
who continued to make radical experiments, his work is at
first sight low-key. He was moreover better known as a
historian or theorist of modern European art than as a
practicing artist. He contributed as a writer to many
avant-garde publications and helped to introduce avant-
garde European art in the United States as an editor to the
popularizing series Documents of Modern Art.

Yet it would be a mistake to relegate him to the rank of
peripheral figure in the New York School. Though
attempts to link American Abstract Expressionist painting
with modern European painting are usually criticized on
political grounds, it is fair, | think, to regard Motherwell's
works as important morphological evidence of such a
transitional process.

Robert Motherwell was born in Washington state in 1915.
After studying philosophy at Stanford University and at
Harvard University’s Graduate School, he began to visit
France, where he became increasingly well versed in
modern European art. This was during the Spanish Civil
War: the dark shadow it cast over Europe was playing an
ominous overture to World War II. Though he himself
never visited Spain, his sympathies with the Spanish
people are reflected in Elegy to the Spanish Republic, one
of the best works of his mature period. When he returned
to America in 1940, Motherwell devoted himself to the
study of art history under Meyer Schapiro at the Columbia
University while simultaneously trying his hand at making
art himself, gradually achieving renown as an artist.

For a young aspiring artist, New York at the time was
brimming with vitality, a place where avant-garde artists
who had fled war in Europe mingled quickly with the
young American artists known later as the New York
School. In 1943, Peggy Guggenheim opened the Art
of This Century Gallery, deservedly famous as the
crossroads of these mingled currents; in the same year,
Motherwell took part in a collage exhibit together with
such leading figures as Picasso, Ernst, and Pollock.

Participation in this exhibit apparently had a decisive

meaning for Motherwell, who was searching for ways to
link his own mode of expression with modern European
painting. Collage for him was no mere technique: he
perceived it from that time on as a principle deeply
involved in the very nature of his works of art. It
is noteworthy, of course, that two great Abstract
Expressionists, Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning,
were experimenting with collage at this time. But whereas
they were not so very attached to this technique,
Motherwell kept collage consistently at the core of his
subsequent work. To be sure, Motherwell produced many
abstract paintings, then and later, notably in his Elegy
series, in which he used no collage. Yet, in my opinion,
both stand in very close relation to each other and cannot
be discussed separately. Examination of the meaning of
collage in Motherwell’s work, including his Elegy and
similar non-collage works, brings into clear prominence
the distance, not immediately apparent, between the
essence of his work and what is known as Action painting.
Collage, a technique consisting of applying common
everyday objects to paintings, is widely known to have its
origins in Cubism’s papier collé and has exercised an
overwhelming influence on art in the century. It is easy to
understand that Clement Greenberg had this aspect in
mind when he wrote about the relationship between
Motherwell and the post-cubism.[1] Yet attentive, detailed
examination reveals a wide divergence between
Motherwell and the Cubists in their handling of coliage.
For Picasso and Braque, collage was the ideal solution to
the problem of creating spaces having a multiplicity of
meanings without resorting to illusionism yet avoiding the
tricky problems associated with local color, chiaroscuro,
and similar color techniques. Whereas they introduced
heterogeneous elements based on a formal conception
consisting of the activation of pictorial space, Motherwell
stressed the meaning of the objects he used. He writes
that the paper objects he uses in collage are things
familiar to him, parts of his life; collage for him is “a
contemporary substitute for still-life painting.”[2]
Motherwell’s attitude is close to that of the Dadaists, who
ensconced discarded objects in paintings on urban
themes to symbolize the modern city. The cigarette packs
and maps that Motherwell uses have the earnestness of
contemporary still-lifes. For him, in other words, collage
technique is backed by this kind of earnestness.



The concept of introducing real objects into art through
collage is shared with the Dadaists to a certain extent, but
for Motherwell, this is not its only advantage. Through
collage, he seems to have been testing an interaction
between the written word and the image. To begin with,
Motherwell had a deep knowledge of French poetry: his
fascination with the poets is evident from such titles of his
works as Mallarmé’s Swan. And although the attempt did
not reach fruition, in the planned second issue of the
magazine Possibilities, which he edited and published in
1948, he was planning to use some of his own drawings to
accompany poems by Harold Rosenberg. The concept of
a collection of poems and paintings was later realized in
the print collection A La Pintura (1972) that he jointly
produced with the Spanish poet Rafael Alberti and E/
Negro, one of the works in the present.

It is also noteworthy that Motherwell often made direct
written additions to his oil paintings. As early as 1946, he
introduced written elements into such works as Viva. In
the Je t'aime series begun in 1955, the phrase is scrawled
in violent strokes in every item of the series. These same
elements are present in latent form in the Elegy series as
well. A poem by Rosenberg is written in the upper part of
Elegy to the Spanish Republic #1 (1948), and a shape
resembling the numeral 4 is superimposed on the color
plane in The Figure 4 on an Elegy (1960). For Motherwell,
exploring the relationship between words, numerals, and
images across a variety of modes of expression-collage
painting, pure oil painting, printmaking-was the
consistent pursuit of solutions. Notwithstanding the
differences between print and handwriting, the point of
departure for these explorations of problems lies precisely
in his experiments with collage, which inevitably establish
a connection between what is written on cigarette packs,
wrapping paper, etc., and the images that environ this
writing.

When one surveys the whole of Abstract Expressionism,
one realizes that the inclusion of words in Motherwell’'s
works is a fact with tremendous implications. The letters
painted with violent strokes remind one of calligraphy;
works by certain members of the Action painting school-
for example, Franz Kline-have often been discussed in
connection with the avant-garde calligraphers of Japan.
Yet while calligraphic elements are stressed, Motherwell's
paintings could, on the contrary, be interpreted as

constituting a critique of calligraphy. To clarify this point,
it is necessary to turn our attention to the canvas’s spatial
composition. Violent Action paintings by Kline, Willem de
Kooning, and other Action painters had a sensational
impact, but the resulting picture space still contained
special tactile characteristics that made them comparable
to the space of Cubism. The lines etched into the canvas
namely gave birth to an equivocal depth very similar to
sculptural space in terms of tangible depth. Clement
Greenberg contrasts Kline’s paintings, which are unable
to break out of Cubistic space, with the abstract paintings
of Barnett Newman, Clyfford Still, and other Color Field
painters.[3] The visual and pictorial illusions produced by
Newman et al. were extolled as hallmarks of tomorrow’s
Abstract painting. The very fact that Jackson Pollock,
regarded as one of the most noted apostles of Action
painting, is classified among the latter due to the structure
of the picture plane in his paintings, is evidence that, even
if the differences cannot be reduced to the mere
framework of Action versus Color Field abstract art,
Motherwell's paintings’ unique position is immediately
evident of itself when judged on a scale where the tactile
space of Kline and the tactile space of Newman are
placed at opposite poles. Motherwell, who affected large,
rough brushstrokes, is often regarded as an Action
painter. Yet although brushstrokes are emphasized in
his paintings, they are always part of the surficial
composition. Take, for example, the series of works
painted in 1962 called Beside the Sea, whose brushstroke
dynamism is especially marked. These works, though
composed of broad horizontals and paint dripped
upward, create a very static impression. The surfaces,
which imitate the sea and splashing waves, as made clear
by the series title, are planar and create no illusion of
depth. By suppressing the dynamism of the colors and
brushstrokes, Motherwell has created characteristic
planar structural surfaces while leaving traces of the
artist’'s manual technique. Such a surface can be
interpreted as a critique of de Kooning and his school,
whose paintings were ultimately unable to free themselves
from the hold of Cubistic space.

The need for continuous time even to produce Action
painting, though it seeks to arrest momentary bursts of
inspiration in the work, has been noted by critics already.
Motherwell himself acknowledges the aptness of the
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