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MEDITATIONS ON THE FUTURE OF ART
by Anton Ehrenzweig.

Abstract art has become a greot commercial success, a situation that was guite unthinkable anly ten yeors ogo. It may
be equally unthinkable today that the very success of obstroct ort may have seoled its doom and that ten years hence the
circle of artistic fashion may turn once ogoin and oust obstract art by a new reference to nature whether you care to call
such reference realism, representationalism, noturalism and what else. To my mind the time cannot be far off thot abstrac-
tion exhousts its power os on exciting new art form, if it has not reached this point already now. It is hard to remember
that cbstraction when it first arrived come os a true |iberation of artistic sensibilities. Mo longer was it necessary for the
artist ta match form, tone and colour with objects in outer reality, he could freely indulge in the emctional interaction
between abstract values of colour, tone ond form. |nexploring this interaction the abstract artist felt that he waos obeyinga
formal discipline more profound ond stingent than the mere imitation of nature.

But perhops all too quickly the new emotional experience was stunted by familiority and hemmed in by superficial
conventions that restricted his newly won artistic freedom more severly than the realistic convevtions of old. For instance,
it has become bad taste to mix in the some picture extreme styles likes censtructivism and tachism; or once the painter has
chosen one kind of texture there remains crnf',r alimited range of other textures from which he can choose. 5till, the abstract
artist can throw such demands of good tasteto the winds though he may do soat his peril. There exists ancther more insiduous
restriction in obstract art which isfar more difficult to resist. |t wos found thot the obstract artist did not need the illusionist
tricks of the old realism to create the illusion of o three-dimensional space; the abstract values of form, tone and calour
could construct their own obstract space which was equally precise as the former realistic space illusion. A sure sign of
decadence, academic teaching particularly in theUnited States evolved a systematic methed for studying the space-moking
properties of obstraction, ond this course is often port of an academic syllobus. This devellopment undoes one of the great
achievements of modern art, the achievement to manipulate only the two-dimensional painted surface without bothering
about an illusionist three-dimensional space exponding beyond the canvas. The bottle of modern ort to regain the flat
pointed wrface hos been lost once before. The Impressionist revelution began os a liberation of the single brush mark that
borke up all coherent line and precise space illusion. But the enjoyment of the brush mark on the flat surface did not last
long. Scon the art critics discovered that by stepping back from the canvas the eye could fuse once again the single brush
strokes inte a coherent texture that gove a new illusion of space, this time the atmospheric spoce of the open-air, The
decadence of Impressionism set in when the painters themselves accepted as their prime task the creation of an atmesphefic
space. |t was left to the modern action painters and tachists to rediscover the quality of the single mark on the flat canvas.
The dissclution of precise space was not without pain, One remembers the displeasure which contempories of JacksenPollack
First Felt when they were faced with Pollock's transparent curtains of interlacing loops. Toeday we no longer bother to de-
tach these loops ond treat them as so much decorotive textures, but this was not so af the first impact of new American
painting. But the academic reaction which | have already described was not longin coming. When the critics discovered the
precise space-making properties of abstract art, the artists themselves soon accepted it as their duty to construct abstract
space.

To resist the demand for precise space is difficult. This is borne out by the very damaging influence which American
sainting had on British art. Its influence reached Britain rather late in the doy when the acodemic decodence had already
begun in America itself. 5o the Americon influence was overcome ond swomped by its own academic backwash. A serious
and honest British art eritic, L. Alloway{now curator ot the New York Guggenheim Museum) teck it upen itself ot the time
to interpret Americon painting to hisBritish followers and greatly recommended its space-moking achievements. As o result
the British painters largely absorbed American style influences in their already decandent academic form. At o meeting of
Alloway's followers ot the London Institute of Contemporary Arts | wos imprudent enough to try ond correct their lop-sided
perspective of Americon art. | told them of my visits to United States art schools and of their systematic teaching of spoce-
making. | told them how | had tried to trace this practice to its source and was repeatedly given the illustrious nome of
Hans Hofmann for its justificotion. It proved the profundity of the misunderstanding that Hofmann's own ideas are quite
different. He likes to spesk of the painter's first duty towards organizing the flat suface of his canves. If the surface was
well crganized it would - at @ much later stage of the work - automatically reverberate inte o resonating spoce. But this
space was o by-product, o reward for good work done on the flat surface. (There is o parallel totnis in musical composition
where a good plastic soundis o reward for good work done on the inner polyphonic structure; to use musical jargon: a good
vertical sound is a secondary phenomenon and o bypreduct of o good horizontal polyphenic structure. )

To aim outright ot o precise spatial illusion is to neglect the painter's primary duty towards the flot painted surface,
told the young British painters how the Americon painters themselve had risen in revolt against their own brand of ocadem-
icism. When the Californian pointer, Dibenkorn, turned away form pure obstraction, he used realistic allusions to break the
precise abstract space; he would plant amidst his abstract planes some female figure, like o spider in her web, who by her
rude all too concrete presence would throw the precise abstract space around her inte confusion. The ® Hard-edge" painters

made o tomer use of abstroct space conventions, They purposley constructed an ambiguous spece thot could be "read” in
different ways. In doing so they still paid homage to just these conventions.

The outcome of my intervention ot the artists' meeting was pathetic. | was immediately accused of advocating anarchy
and Alloway prencunced that without space construction abstract art would become o "mess",

But why not o "mess"? An artist has to risk choos as often as he ventures into new territory. Abstroct art has become 1o
tame precizely becouse it is so tidy, so precise, so well ordered by academic convention. IF there is any virtue in academic
eonvantiun 1t 's its obility to prevent moking a mess. Indeed what we may need, could be a new "mess" . Perhops it is Fear
af = masz rhar we are so ofroid of any reference to noture, Nature is indeed disorderly, it places next to each other forms,

sors nd textures against the canons of good abstract toste. When obstraction first orrived it certainiy brought o new

—=an orm g norrow realistic imitation. Cnn'u'ursulf could it not be that o renewed contact with nature way now hglp T
to emencipate ourselves from the niceties of ccademic obstraction? We often attack an old enemy for the wrong reason. The
old realism was felt as restrictive becouse it forced the artist to copy existing shopes and colours much in the way in which
o photogrophic comera registers the projections of real objects. In truth the artist in his relation te nature remains entirely
his ewn master. If he wishes to represent real objects he is free te invent entirely arbitrary " equival ences” ofthese objects
that have not relotion whatsoever with photographic precision. |t is the great achievement of Professor E. Gombrich's now
closslcal book Art and |llusion to have disposedonce and for all of the old bogey idea that the realistic artist of old meraly
copled his own perceptions of nature. Perception is such a complex process that almest any " equivalence” will do to represent
ree! oo acts on a flat piece of poper. The child does not cheat when he treats his first crude scrawls on poper as true

<uivalents of doddy, mummy, o horse or a house or indeed any object. He really "sees" them so. (zemorich came First
43 the incredible tlexibility of perception and the arbitrariness of the artistic equivalences of these preceptions in an
rller study of the caricature which he undertook with the psychoanalyst-art historian E. Kris. |t is extremely difficult, if
nof impossible, to understand how and why o good caricature succeeds, The coricaturist obeys no teachable discipline, he
aistorts the "correct” outlines of o face or body in o seemingly arbitrary way. W ot these distortions and malformations, partic=
srly If they are very extreme, will balonce each other and so produce a new equivalence of the portrayed thing that is
moie (ncisive than o conventional drowing. One wonders why the art of coricature has remained on isolated speciality

uneonsiected with the main streom fo art. The magic of transformation inherent in a good caricature should yleld o potent
weopon for more ambiticus ottempts ot representing nature,

sombrich applied the insights he won in his analysis of the caricature to a better understanding of Western realism in

general . Me rightly recognized that the magic by which a child transforms o scribble into o satisfying equivalence of his
porents was of the same kind that turned the molformations of a caricature into o cruelffkeness.| myself believe that the
=uivelences which the child, the caricoturist and the artist in general creates of real objects are Funde:-m-eni‘u“r arbitrary
| ooit of the mystery of human crativness, but Gombrich thinks that the act of creating a likeness or equivalemce must
ta b steges a phase of arbitrary "maoking” which is followed by a more precise "matching” of the product against
cotive noture, The child gradually refines his First crude "schema" of the humon face by adding to his scrawl further
.ctowls representing eras, hair and so on b that his work gradually opproaches a better matched likeness. This may well be
9, But the point remains that the first free invention succeeds according to its own mysterious laws the same freedom may
apply i loter refinements and modifications that can claimthe same spontaniety and originality. Gombrich himself discussed
the cove of Doumier who applied the freedom of the caricatureto his serious painting. As in the caricoture he blindly groped
for the incisive outline, superimposing line upon line until the miracle of a convincing equivalence was achieved, He made
iy attempt ot objective matching. It is this kind of free realism from which o future new realism may well grow.
ierlizh cheats us o little by choosing as hismaln example for successful innovetion in realismthe achievement of Constable
who broke a century-old schema of representing depth in o landscope. A tradition going bock to antiquity distinguished
the forground by a warm golden-brown colour. This schema wos o free equivalence because no ottempt at matching could
nave proved that colours in the forground were invariably o golden brown. Constable was able to destroy this arbritrary yet
petent convention by matching the fereground ogalnst its "true" colours, for instance by using a pure green instead of brown
io paint vegetation. But the real colour revolution come a little later with the Impressionists, there we meet with the true
artistic fraedom, without matching, that is to say, with a free arbitrary invention of a new colour scale that had nopossible
match in nature. The Impressicnists forced us to accept their distorted colours much in the way in which the caricaturist
mokes us occepts his molformations as o convincing likeness. The Impressionists revelled in an entirely free use of colour
patches os much as they indulged in their enjoyment of the single brush stroke that had herdly any mateh in onjective
shopes. Later the Impressionists in their acodemic decadense fell o victim to their own illusionist triumph and tried to
analyse their coloursaccording to the laws of optics, in analegy te the breaking up of day light in the spectrum. Fortunately
they were not consistent in their scientific pretensions. The Yorkshire painter, Horry Thubron, once pointedto the inconsistent
use of colour in some of Seurat's and Monet's less successful pictures. One corner of a paointing might be filled by an
imitation of pallid otmospheric blues and greens; but in another corner the artist would forget all matching in a free tumble
of unrealoble colour patches and, paradoxically, achieve there o truer image of reality.




















































































































































