












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OPEN-ENDED CONCLUSIONS ABOUT JACKSON POLLOCK

Ironically, it's those who try to explain the "fragmentation" and putatively dis

turbed turbulence of the paintings as one-to-one indices of the inner man who

ask us to accept a falsely neat ideal of integration, wholeness, and consistency,

between the different aspects of Pollock's psychic makeup and the variety of

expressions in his art. On the other hand, by disconnecting what we see in

Pollock's paintings from the schematic anecdotes we have about his life, we can

allow more of him, not less, into his art. We can begin to see how the person

who emerged on these canvases was in many ways antithetical to—and certainly

complex in other ways than —the person who comes down to us in family rem

iniscences, fragmentary and often borrowed quotes, and cliched sagas of binges

at the Cedar Bar.

The search for such finer-grained discrimination fueled the examination, in

the retrospective and its accompanying publication, of the way Pollock actually

made the poured or drip paintings. In insisting on the evidence of refined con

trol and complex patterns of intent in these paintings, the aim was not to make

a fetish of technique; as Pollock himself averred, the end is what counts, and

technique is only a means of getting there. But if we are to understand what

these pictures are—to say what they properly evidence, and can legitimately be

made to stand for—we need once and for all to scotch the false myths of wild

and heedless improvisation that cling to them. And what we propose to replace

those romances with is hardly the flat-footed conservatism of some traditionally

premeditated craft. Just as certainly as Pollock's work belies the simplistic unity

inherent in the expressionist idea of inner feeling poured into outer form, so too

it will not be accommodated within crude dichotomies between the planned

and the unplanned, the intended and the automatic, the knowing and the

unconscious, the controlled and the accidental. The constant interplay and feed

back among these aspects of his practice was too swift, too inseparably interwo

ven, to allow for neat antitheses or clear either/or choices. Pollock's improvisa-

tional spontaneity was, as Pepe Karmel has suggested, akin to that of the jazz

musician who stitches together, on the fly and in wholly unpredictable ways, a

repertoire of familiar riffs—or, as I have said elsewhere, to that of the great ath

lete or dancer who, operating beyond any programmed move or convention,

achieves a spectacular grace, its intense, of-the-moment presentness a seamless

blend of unthinking spasm and trained will.

Accident and fatality have been the twin plagues of our understanding of

Pollock. The two romances —the ideas, respectively, of abandonment to

untamed chaos and of entrapment by tragic destiny —have twinned with each

other to surround his work with the modern myth of an involuntary art, born

of some irresistible necessity or external impulsion, and hence projected beneath

or above the mundane thresholds of mere fumbling intent, or into zones of free

dom beyond the manacles of conventional cultural construction. We cannot any
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unhackneyed terms, the density and range of the greatest human expressions—

Shakespeare, Beethoven —we have inherited.

For a long time now, Pollock has been admired as a great eliminator and

destroyer, and trumpeted as a poster boy for the anticultural freedom and essen

tially anarchic, antihumanist force of modern art. This is at best only half the

story. Pollock's particular kind of modern innovation undeniably derives much

of its cultural power from the corrosive, liberating power of its negations. The

countless ways in which it rejects the traditions of painting have long been sear-

ingly apparent. But, like the best of modern art, it also has tremendous genera

tive, and regenerative, power. In return for all that it takes away from art's tradi

tions, it gives back something fertile, complex, and expandable —and this not

simply by clearing the decks, but by the range of expressive powers in the origi

nal language of form it deploys. When Pollock eliminates all that he eliminates

from painting, what is left is not chaos, or anarchy, or heedless spontaneity.

What is produced is a densely complex language of form, capable of an enor

mous range of expression, from the monumental to the intimate, from the lyri

cal to the apocalyptic, from the basely crude to the ethereally fine—and perhaps

most enthrallingly, capable of conjuring all these things near simultaneously, in

a special wedding of intransigent abstract materiality and rich metaphoric evo

cation that will not be prized apart. The dream of modern art may be an impos

sible one, and the wager unlikely—that individual freedoms can yield shared cul

tures, and that the apparent negation of tradition can rebuild something of

equal worth, binding us paradoxically both to our time and simultaneously to

the greatest achievements of the past—but in Pollock's best work, we feel, near

the end of modern art's first century, that the gamble was redeemed.

Notes  

1. Clement Greenberg,"Art," The Nation
160 no. 14 (April 7, 1945): 397.
2. Greenberg, "Art," The Nation 157
no. 22 (November 27, 1943): 621.
3. See Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, "Jackson
Pollock: Response as Dialogue," and
James Coddington, "No Chaos Damn
It," both in the present volume.
4. See William S. Rubin, "Jackson
Pollock and the Modern Tradition,"
parts I-IV, Artforum 5 nos. 6 (February
1967): 14-22, 7 (March 1967): 28-37,
8 (April 1967): 18-31, and 9 (May
1967): 28-33.
5. See Coddington, "No Chaos Damn
It," in the present volume.
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Jackson Pollock New Approaches

Jackson Pollock is widely considered the most challenging and influential American

artist of the twentieth century. In his revolutionary paintings of the late 1940s, he

poured paint into complex webs of interlacing lines, rhythmically punctuated by

pools of color. With their allover composition, apparent abstraction, and sponta

neous but controlled paint-handling, these powerful works announced the emer

gence of Abstract Expressionism.

In 1998-99, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, organized a landmark retro

spective of Pollock's work, making it possible for a new generation of artists and

viewers to experience his paintings firsthand. During the exhibition, nine leading

scholars gathered at the Museum to discuss Pollock's work and its meaning today.

Their essays, collected in this volume, demonstrate the continued relevance of Pollock's

work for contemporary art, and the vitality and diversity of contemporary criticism.

This book is accompanied by a companion volume, Jackson Pollock: Interviews,

Articles, and Reviews, collecting essential older texts by or about Pollock. Along with

Jackson Pollock, the sumptuously illustrated catalogue of the exhibition, these books

offer an indispensable overview of a painter who decisively changed the nature 

modern art.
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