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In a radio interview, Jackson Pollock explained:  

JP: ―My opinion is that new needs need new techniques. And the modern artists have 

found new ways and new means of making their statements. It seems to me that 

the modern painter cannot express this age, the airplane, the atom bomb, the radio, 

in the old forms of the Renaissance or any other past culture. Each age finds it 

own technique.‖ 

 WW: ―Why doesn’t the modern artist represent objects in the world?‖ 

JP: ―H’m—the modern artist is living in a mechanical age and we have a mechanical 

means of representing objects in nature such as the camera and photograph. The 

modern artist, it seems to me, is working and expressing an inner world—in other 

words—expressing the energy, the motion, and other inner forces.‖ 

Jackson Pollock and William Wright, WERI radio, fall 1950, cited in  Such Desperate 

Joy: Imagining Jackson Pollock, edited by Helen A. Harrison (New York: Thunder’s 

Mouth Press, 2000), p. 24. 
 

 

Objective 
 

Modern art, defined for this in-service as the art from 1900 to date, raises challenges for 

artists and audience alike. Using the Memorial Art Gallery’s collection we will address 

the historical context for the development of abstraction, exploring a wide range of works 

of art in the context of hands-on activities and discussion. The object of the program is to 

increase awareness of the Gallery’s collection and to supply resources for future 

integration of MAG’s works of art into your classroom. 

 
 

Terminology 
 

Adapted from glossary in Henry M. Sayre, A World of Art, 4
th
 edition (Prentice Hall: Upper 

Saddle River, NJ, 2003). 
 

Abstract:  In art, rendering of images and objects in a stylized and simplified way to 

emphasizeformal or expressive elements. 

Abstract Expressionism:  A style developed in late 1940s and early 1950s, influenced by 

European artists, but developed primarily in America.  

Content: Meaning of a work of art, may be related to but may be distinguished from subject 

matter, especially in non-objective works of art. Emphasizes the connotative, symbolic, 

suggestive.  

Expressionism: Art that stresses the emotional, psychological content in the work. 

Formalism: A critical approach developing language that emphasizes visual elements of work. 

Non-objective: Art that makes no reference to the natural world and emphasizes elements of art 

and the qualities of the materials. 

Representational art: Art that seeks to resemble the natural world.  

Subject matter: The literal, visible image in a work of art. 



Agenda 
 

 
Abstraction: An Introduction 

 

East Parlor: A Historical Survey 

 
20

th
 century European gallery: 

 

Georges Braque, Still Life with Pipe (Nature morte à la Pipe), 1913, 54.12 

 

20
th

 century American gallery: 

 

Gaston Lachaise, The Mountain, after 1912, 97.11 

John B. Flannagan, Fawn, 1928, 74.2 

Georgia O’Keeffe, Jawbone and Fungus, 1931, 51.11a and .11b 

Stuart Davis, Landscape with Garage Lights, 1931-32, 51.3 

Irene Rice Pereria, The Pendulum, 1937, 2006.4 

Arthur Dove, Cars in a Sleet Storm, 1938, 51.4 

Ralston Crawford, Whitestone Bridge, 1939, 51.2 

Ilya Bolotowsky, Untitled (Relational Painting), 1950, 89.70 

 
Abstraction: An Introduction, 19

th
 century gallery: 

 
Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema, The Sculpture Gallery, 1875, 89.45 
Janet Root, Marbelous, 2007, on loan during MAGnificent Inspiration, an exhibition of 

quilts inspired by MAG collection. 

 

Color-aide paper exercise 

 

 

Art from 1950 to the Present:  Concourse Gallery 

 
I. ―Push-Pull‖ of Realism and Abstraction: Hofmann and Koch 

II. Defining Abstraction: Pollock, Vicente, Leslie, Smith  

III. Art About Art: Albers, Reinhardt, Murch, Guston 

IV. Material Concerns: Cornell, Nevelson, Noguchi, Frankenthaler 

V. Art and Social Conscience: Quick-to-See Smith, Binh Danh, Boltanski 

 

  

http://magart.rochester.edu/Art1733$14705


Works on View from 1950 to date: 

 
Joseph Albers, Homage to the Square: Soft Resonance, 1962; 67.2 

Christian Boltanski, Monument, 1986; 2004.13 

Wendell Castle, Dr. Caligari, 1984; 88.1; Last Judgment, 2003; 2005.263;  

Joseph Cornell, Admiral’s Game, ca. 1950; 98.77 

Dahn, Binh, Found Portraits Collection: from the Cambodian Killing Fields at  

Tuol Sleng, 2003; 2006.7 

Helen Frankenthaler, Seer, 1980; 81.13 

Jane Freilicher, View Over Mecox (Yellow Wall), 1991-1993;  99.1 

Philip Guston, Reverse, ca. 1978-79; loan 

Hans Hofmann, Ruby Gold, 1959; 60.37 

John Koch, Interlude, 1963; 65.12 

Alfred Leslie, Untitled, 1960-61; 1960-61; 67.9 

Walter Tandy Murch, Resting Rock, 1961; 98.78 

Louise Nevelson, Dawn’s Landscape XL, 1975; 2005.269 

Isamu Noguchi, Calligraphics, 1957; 60.2 

Jackson Pollock, Red, 1950; 59.11 

Fairfield Porter, The Beginning of the Fields, 1973; 86.132 

David Regan, V-8 Universe, 2003: 2004.11 a-c 

Ad Reinhardt, Abstract Painting: Red, 1952; 68.47 

Paul Resika, Boats, Blue Square, 1996-98; 99.4 

David Smith, Big Diamond, 1952; 75.300 

Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, Famous Names, 1998; 98.39 

Wayne Thiebaud, River Pond, 1967-1975; 75.421 

George Tooker, Supper, 1963 

Esteban Vicente, Batavia, 1963; 66.25 

 

 

Introduction: 
 

The art above is currently on exhibition at the Memorial Art Gallery. With very few exceptions, 

this work belongs in the Gallery’s permanent collection.  It dates from 1950 to the present, and in 

many instances was acquired by the museum within a few years of its creation. It represents  a 

significant commitment to collect contemporary art,  art that reflects the news, the pressures, and  

concerns that shape all our lives. Although some of these pieces are now almost 60 years old, 

they still communicate with remarkable freshness and urgency. This work mirrors the intensity 

and complexity of the period in which the United States emerged as a global power, and New 

York City became the center of the art world. These decades saw profound changes, among them 

the global threat of nuclear war, the Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam War, and the 

emergence of diverse communities each claiming its right to live the American dream. 
 
These artists grapple with familiar themes that are both artistic and social—forging an American 

identity, absorbing and rejecting influences from abroad, embracing innovation, protesting 

injustice—and they do so with a startling range of visual options. No single aesthetic dominates 

for long. That there is no right and no wrong opinion about contemporary art is both liberating 

and disorienting. What is essential, however, is engagement with the art of one’s own time. In 

1935 Pablo Picasso articulated this involvement as a ―life-giving‖ partnership between art and its 

audience: ―A picture is not thought out and settled beforehand. While it is being done it changes 

as one’s thought change. And when it is finished, it goes on changing, changing according to the 



state of mind of whoever is looking at it. A picture lives a life like a living creature, undergoing 

the changes imposed on us by our life from day to day. This is natural enough, as the picture lives 

only through the man who is looking at it.‖ 
 

 

I. ñPush-Pullò of Realism and Abstraction: Hofmann and Koch 
Hans Hofmann, Ruby Gold, 1959 
John Koch, Interlude, 1963 

 
Hans Hofmann’s Ruby Gold and John Koch’s Interlude are a startling comparison, not simply as 

opposites, but as a lesson in continuity. To begin, both are easel paintings—not an automatic 

decision in this period. Both artists work in the venerable tradition of oil painting and are well 

acquainted with the techniques of the Old Masters, a tradition Koch embraced but Hofmann 

rejected. Both paintings depend equally on their creators’ knowledge of the interaction of color to 

suggest the illusion of depth. There is more, however, than the ―push-pull‖ (Hofmann’s 

expression) of colors at work in these paintings. Embedded in this comparison is the critical 

tension between abstraction and realism, and the abiding question of the value of one approach 

over the other. In presenting Koch and Hofmann side by side, in encouraging awareness of the 

common ground they share, the ultimate invitation is to see them on their own terms. 
 

 

II. Defining Abstraction: Pollock, Vicente, Leslie, Smith  

 
The emergence of abstract painting and sculpture is perhaps the defining development of 20

th
-

century art.  Over the centuries artists had developed techniques to represent the observed world 

with such precision that illusionistic realism was believed the height of artistic achievement. By 

the late 19
th
-early 20

th
 centuries, however, the supremacy of realism was challenged. The 

pioneering modernists claimed photography had taken over art’s representational role, liberating 

them to shift their emphasis away from mimicking nature to celebrating the imagination. They 

explained the art of the past was too limited to suggest the inner landscape of the post-Freudian 

world, and unequal to express the trials of 20
th
-century history. Only the raw, evocative power of 

the elements of art alone – color, line, shape, texture, gesture, composition – had any hope of 

expressing the emotional realities of the era.  

  

By mid-century, American artists—influenced primarily by artists who had fled Europe during 

the 1930-1940s—had firmly established themselves as the leading force in abstract painting and 

sculpture. The Gallery, continuing its practice of acquiring contemporary art, grew significantly 

during this period to include the work of the first and second generation of Abstract 

Expressionists, former faculty members of the Bauhaus, as well as artists who absorbed and 

transformed the aesthetic lessons of abstraction and integrated them back into representational 

imagery.  

 

Hans Hofmann stands as one of the core members of the first generation of Abstract 

Expressionist painters. Among the next generation, several of whom were his students, are Alfred 

Leslie, Helen Frankenthaler, Paul Resika, Jane Freilicher, and Philip Guston. Josef Albers’ color 

explorations and focus on a single geometric shape are often cited as precursors of 1960s 

minimalism. Ad Reinhart’s late paintings—in which he limited himself to blue, red, and 

eventually black—were widely influential in the next generation. David Smith’s sculptural study 

of geometry and balance is a transitional piece that reveals the direction his work will next take: 

monumental geometric abstractions. 



 

III. Art About Art: Albers, Reinhardt, Murch, Guston, Freilicher 

 
Sometimes the subject of a work of art is art itself. Art about art has been explained as a by-

product of our intensely self-absorbed society. It is has been criticized as overly intellectual, as art 

for art-world insiders only. The intent, however, is not to keep the public at bay. When the subject 

of art is art, we are often privy to an artist problem solving, ―thinking out loud.‖ The audience for 

this work is an audience of one: the artist. Art about art may also be a visual equivalent of 

whistling in the dark, staking claim to a personal course in the midst of critical opposition. The 

audience for this work is an audience of the artist’s peers. 
 
Josef Albers’ Homage to the Square: Soft Resonance belongs to an extended series, a decades’ 

long exploration in which the artist explores the dynamics of the interaction of color. Ad Reinhart, 

who is among the many artists who reflects the influence of Albers’ work, compresses multiple 

reds side-by-side in Abstract Painting Red. To perceive the subtlety of these variations takes time. 

It’s almost as if Reinhardt integrated the medium of time into this and related work. John Koch’s 

Interlude is a contemporary spin on a traditional subject—a studio painting of a nude. What he 

gives us here is literally and figuratively ―the back-story‖—a behind-the-scenes glimpse of the 

moment when artist and model are taking a break. Philip Guston’s Reverse is a painting of the 

backside of a canvas, seen as if propped against a studio wall. The bare light bulb, a specific 

reference to the artist in his youth, might also be likened to a noose. In his later work, of which 

this is an example, Guston returns to representational imagery, abandoning a secure place in the 

critical pantheon of abstract painters. While Jane Freilicher’s View Over Mecox (Yellow Wall) 

fairly fits within the category of landscape painting—it does indeed capture the view from her 

Long Island home—extended observation reveals that we are actually looking at a painting of this 

landscape, which has been propped against her studio wall.  

 

 

IV. Material Concerns: Smith, Cornell, Nevelson, Noguchi, Frankenthaler 
 

What are the ―approved‖ materials for making art? Experimentation with new materials—welded 

steel, found-objects, and acrylic-based paints—link these artists with the booming post-war 

industrial society. Older materials, such as clay and glass, are freed from their traditional 

functional associations and explored for their unique aesthetic properties.  

 

 

V. Art and Social Conscience: Quick-to-See Smith, Binh Danh, Boltanski 
 

Consider how differently Jaune Quick-to-See Smith, Bihn Dahn, and Christian Boltanski—three 

artists from diverse cultures, in three distinct styles explore the same awful truth: man’s 

inhumanity to man. 

 

The humiliation and annihilation of Native Americans is poignantly suggested by the earth 

colored—or is it blood stained?—silhouette of a traditional woman’s dress in Jaune Quick-to-See 

Smith’s Famous Names. Photographic images, some of native peoples, others of Christian 

imagery, and European designs are combined on the canvas with English translations of Native 

American names. Although clearly alluding to the trials her community has endured, the artist is 

also insistent that they not be seen as a broken people. The larger-than-life garment of a ―cut-

wing‖—a traditional ceremonial outfit—is a commanding image, asserting the Native American’s 

enduring presence. 



 

The faces of prisoners who died in the Killing Fields of the Khmer Rouge are memorialized in 

Bin Dahn’s series of portraits printed on living leaves. Bin Dahn’s ―chlorophyll prints‖ are made 

by pressing a leaf and a photographic negative together and exposing them together to sunlight 

for several months. The printed leaves are then suspended in resin to preserve them—a fleeting 

photographic image that’s all that remains of these nameless dead. 

 

The faces of children in Christian Boltanski’s Monument are eerily familiar. While our first 

association may be with Holocaust memorials—which the artist certainly intends—he also hopes 

that we will consider that all faces that peer out from family photograph albums no longer exist. 

Not necessarily that they are no longer alive, but that the child in the photograph is no longer a 

child. Boltanski is fascinated with the suggestive power of imagery to evoke memory. 

 

Though these pieces recall horrific stories, their very creation also suggests the enduring presence 

of hope—that art may arise from tragedy, and by remembering the past we may be warned from 

repeating it.  
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the McPherson Director of Education. 



Questions to Guide Looking 
 

 
ñLooking is harder than it looks.ò Ad Reinhardt 
Many viewers agree with artist Ad Reinhardt that there’s more to contemporary art than first 

meets the eye. To focus your attention, the following guidelines might help. 
 
Look at the size of these works of art. Many are dramatically larger than earlier work, 

suggesting that museums were their imagined destinations—environments designed for the 

contemplation of the art for its own sake. Some of the objects are quite small, inviting close-up 

encounters. Others are so large that the artist has moved the canvas from the easel to the studio 

floor. You have to step back to take it all in.  
 
Look for the range of materials and techniques. Think about the extraordinary diversity of 

materials evident in this relatively small section of the collection. Are there any other parts of the 

collection that represent such a range of materials? Consider what influences an artist’s choice of 

materials. Are there geographical influences? Economic? Political? Other? 
 
Observe the blurring of boundaries between traditional categories. Our ability to describe 

and define this art—at least in comfortable, familiar terms—is constantly challenged by wall-

mounted installations that are neither painting nor sculpture, or objects that combine photographic 

and painted imagery.  
 
Look at the range of styles. The paintings cover the gamut from a consummately rendered 

interior to gestural abstractions, from finely tuned color studies to an Impressionist inspired 

landscape. How many styles are represented here? How does identification of different schools, 

movements, ―isms‖ expand and/ or limit your relationship with these works of art? 
 
Notice the evolution of a traditional category such as landscape. Where is the artist standing 

in relationship to each scene? What is the balance between capturing details and creating a mood? 

Are there any indications of the artist’s relationship with the place represented. What suggests 

this to you?  
 
Consider evidence of the impact of world history and immigration. All this work was made 

by American artists during the second half of the 20
th
 and the early 21

st
 centuries. To think about 

the changing face of America over these six decades, look at the artists’ life-dates and countries 

of origin.  
 
Compare the dates of creation and the Galleryôs acquisition for each artwork.  
You will discover how close these often are, indicating the Gallery’s commitment to acquiring 

contemporary art. The date of creation follows the title. The date of acquisition is embedded in 

the number at the end of the identifying label. For example, Hans Hofmann’s Ruby Gold was 

painted in 1959. Its acquisition number is 60.37, meaning it was the 37
th
 piece acquired in 1960. 
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