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Robert Metherwell
& PERSONAL EXPRESSION

Mbﬁ!?(ggg_gollowing lecture, delivered under the suspices

of the Seventh Annusl “enference of the Committee on Art Educatien,
sEonaorod by the Musueg of Modern art, New York Gity, was delivered en

e afterneo [ _March 19, 1949, in thdauditorium ef the Cmmtral High
School of Needle Trades, New York C1 e

DO

A

First, I want to apolegize for speaking here teday, I =-
no more thansartist - believe§ in these forums, either that they are very
pleasureable to participate in or that they can accomplish very muche I
ought to be painting in my studio, where the dremes that interest me
take place,
I expect to leave here frustrated and tired, too excited to feel at peace.
I do not even know why I was chosen to speak; I knew no one concerned in
this effair and 1f, as I have heard, the theme of these conferences is
'Art and the Unity ef Mankind,' I have no ideas on the subject: it does
net move my imagination, DBesides, I believe that the srtist's problems
are the seme 2s every men's, Sometimes artists are more conscious ef
these problems - though certainly not everyone who calls himself ang#
artist is - and plainly from certain peints of view someone other than
the artist is more comp#etent to speakees I accepted the invitation teday
for tactical reasons, from a sense of intellectual respensibility. When
the artist refuses to speask at these forums en art, they are generally
taken over by prefessional #é###### 'horners in.' I hope, though I may -~7
net succeed, that I will mislead you less, Yet on the level that art of fuwlach
interests me, only the poet has an adequate rheteric,

t'kd*\

I suppose that I was ;!Eed to spesk to you here today be-
cause I am sometimes taken for sn 'intellectual'! among the artists, If
you do not mind, I will take this for my subject. I feel pretentious in
spesking of anything but my own experience,

I doubt 1f very meny people regard my painting as pre-
dominently inte@lectuale I should guess that when it moves anyoneyit
is beceruse of its morel struggle. For the rest, when I leek at my painting
as detachedly as I can, 1t appears to me &s warm, sensual, 'silent,! and
felt, all qualities relsted to its internal morality, 4aesthetic decisions
in the process of painting are not primarily aesthetic in origin but lnral,dhuL
newadays largely negative. OUne might say today that the morality eof a
plcture is unusually dependent on what the artist refuses to accept in it
as bearable, Modern pictures @ - 'abstrect' ones, that is = tend to be

the residues of a meral precess,

But smch pictures are alse assertions of pesitive values,
conscious or net - presentatienal structures (in the lsnguage of modern
logic) there pmfeie=pgl to be felt., In my oewn work, for instance, some-
times there is humer, & kind ef blague as & critic recently wrote, with
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wisbh different ranges of reference, technicsl, social &nd perhaps even mele
physical - I am nog sure, Sometimes my essential loneliness creep;tiggo
the work, or @y anguish, But I try to suppress these qualitie:. T
more seemly to keep one's suffering to oneself, I resent it w gn =
thet I was unsble, on $#$ occasioen, to muffle the shriek thatiéhe; 'elg
in nearly everyene. My main effert i1s to come into harmony W gatur;1
to paint as I breasthe or move er dream, to make works that are :s poag
in their execution, as inevitable in their ultimate form as & stoneé
wall. Te reslize such an ideal is a life-long taske

1 take neither my subjects nor the modes of paintigg §h°m
from the world of intellectusls, I have been mainly a lyricel art 36;
a 'poet,' if# you like, with eccasional draétic or aatiric:& :Ioi ones.
I loathe every form of idepology - politics; religion, gesthe : *
domestic felatiens. I am interested in persons who &re independen
al agents. Most 'intellectuals' I have seen were quite properly
‘farbe]lléfnly a friend of mind, Harold Resenberg, the poet, as 'a herad
of independent minds.! But 1 also dislike painters who talk as though
they were carpenters or some other kind of craftsmign, who speak as though
art is not a question of inspiration - eof something in you that rises
ax simply, beautifuvlly and unpredictably as the flight of a bird,
S &ﬁnp
I think I have been accused of being an 'inteklectusl' on
other grounds than my painting. I have been extremely active, but per-
haps psychologicslly it is incidentsl that the actions have been in re-
lation to art, My father was an active man, a banker, who wanted me to
enter a profession, medicine or law., I resisted, though I knew he was
concerned witn my welfare, becsuse 1 wanted to be a painter. At the same
time, L had no mesns to resist, because 1L wanted only to be a 'modern'
painter - in those days, fifteen years ago, I was greatly taken,as I still
~ em,by the work of Henri-Matisse - and I knew no 'modern' painters nor how
to begin, L1t was only eight yesrs ago, when I was twenty-six, that Professer
Meyer Schapire kindly introduced me to the Parisisan surrealists, who were
beginning their exodus to New York; they treated me tolerantly and I was
able to begin to paint,

fn the years between the ages of seventéen and Twenty-six,
under an unspoken agreement with my father, I studied philosophy## in
various universities and trsvelled, here and abroad, I had begun my studies
with literature and art, but even in those days I quickly understoed that
they cennot be taught academically. 1 chose philosophy instead, W%
The Greeks and the early Chrisilans, the.continental Renaissance philoso-
phers and the British empiricists, and mbderns such as Charles Sanders
Pierce and Alfred North Whitehead, who was still living in Cambridge when
1 was at Harvard, became my constant companions and ingrained in me &
humenism that remains a basic element in my feelings, @therwise I think
these studies had 1little effect on my attifiudes toward painting - modern
French poetry was more decisive - except in incidental p#oints:
for instsnce, the possibility that if you understand modern relationsal
legic, the structural basis of #ondrian's paintin mgifbe more easily
described, Still, the thing to do with s Mondrlag!ls eel 1t, as we all
know. Flainly philesophy itself is not a proper s bj%ct for painting -
not even Raphael could manage ite

Perhaps the chi#ef advantage of a liberal arts university
education 1s learning to express oneself readily in language. From the
outside world I learned the import@nce of this as a weapony &nd I would
be untruthful if I say that I regret, on the whole, having been armed.

NA T, 2
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The struggle of each new [generation of 'modern' painters 1s to make
the 'modern' world feltjto capture the youngeet generation, who &are
always humanity's hope, This struggle takes pldakce, especlally whereft
English 1s GmeckaEelge spoken, in & culture dominated by wordse. Bverytalng
is dene through the word: the man who writes about the srtist gains
position and livelihood; the artist himself is treated,as the case may be,
as gentle or ummanagaeble, but in any case a&s not knowing what he is doing,
as lnarticulate in words, issetwsSSammys -s 1f they were the same thingl
1 cannet help belleving jmmismememns—tiao—roeronmmnmpu-senlilh; thet whot the
WOLQ in Americs needs most is to get art eway from the universities
m

g¥ useums back into the hands of painters and poets, as has been the
s stion for the past century in France.
=55
e K

In the past four years I have been able, thanks to the good
falth and courage of my publishers, NESSHEuIrttenborm-end=Schubbs., to
edit for younger people books by artists or their intimate friends -~ by
Guillaume apollinaire, Piet Mondrian, Lazlo Monoly-Nagy, Louis H, Sullivan,
Wassily Kandinsky, Max Ernst, Hans Arp, and Daniel-Henry Kehnweller. We
now have in prgss a large dada anthology, with contributions by Marcel
Duchamp, &ndré Breton, Tristan Tzara, Francis Picabia, Kurt Schwitters,
Paul Bluard, Max Ernst, Hugo Ball and mz other dada poets and painters,
as well as & survey of modern French poétry, Marcel Raymond's 'From
Baudelaire to Surrealism)' jsseieseewshmssmec 1 believe the role of
poets in %;,the atmosphere of ideas in which the ecole de Paris
worked 1s Testimeted here. Ultimately I should 1Tke to see 1n print
in good “nglish translationf every major document in relstion to modern
art - faubism, cubism, de St expressionism, futurism, dada, sur-
reslism, construct#ivism and the other movements and principed individ-
uals, here and sbrosd, in 20th century art. If I may exaggerate for em-
phasis, the purpose of this publishing activity 1s obvious, to
render unnecessary the reading of secondaryAwritings about contemporary

-~

arte M R M
j&‘"k"‘ /&rtists have their fsults in writing of (i art., They

are often ignorant of, or indifferent to other contemporary expressions.
They stack history as much as they can, often in a shocking manner. There
are several scholasrs here in New York, such as Mr Berr or Professor Scha-
pire, whose knowledge of the history of 20th century art# beggars thet
of any artist# in its objectivity and detallmsdmess, and in its scholarly
responsibility. St heReowonsniabsdppumiutiipeds Yot thete is some
sense $8$ - one that I cannot adequately formulate = in which the
statements of #4# artists themselves constitute the literature that is
most inspiring to other, and especlally younger artists, as though dreams
related were a more direct route to anotner's mind than an analysis of
### venavior; and it 1s #4## young artists and poets, not scholars or
historians, whose wants I have nad in mind in editing the fDocuments of
Modern Arti series. Di######w#### One never knows for certain what
snthner's needs are, but I cannot believe it has helped americen artists
to have been in general so provincial, Certainly

own ignorance hinder me.
i il (o Iakd
If I may mové on to another contreversial point, which
also ought to be more adequately supported, bu hich at least I can
of fer My an opinion, it seems to me that there ?s no important museum
collection or large annual exhibition of contemporsry art in smerica -
i1t is here that one sees the influenceLof the official and scholar -

- Liban
MA 1143

e e S




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

Collection: ies.Folder:
The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY Wi b Series.Folder
l{'luA o

o B, - B

motherwell 4

that is enything but a deformed exhibition, in its omissions and emphases,
of whet is living in our art - if I may distinguish between art and
whet passes for art, Some day, when we are all dead, the truth will be
known; as Apollinaire sddd, 'do not tell me there are today various other
3yﬂn001s of painting in whose images humanity will be able to recognize 1t~
self, 411 the art works of an epéch end by messembling the most energetic,
the most expressive, s=nd the most typical works of & period... who would
dare to say that the dolls that were sold at bargain counters, sround
1880, were shaped by a sentiment akin to what Renoir felt when he painted
his portraits? No one perceived the relationship then, But this only
means that Renoir's art was sufficiently eﬁfgetic to take hold of our
senses, even though ... his coé?ptions seenfbd sbsurd and foolish,!

ese In #merica the chief sources of obselete standards

in relstion to living art have been the university and museum; this would
not be important if their influence were inconsequentiéipal, but it is
important and constantly spreading in a country in which everything be-
comes subject to 'education.,' Yet precisely what is 'medern' in art
is its assault on what 1s dead in immediate experience,gimy and an affirm-
ation of what is alive. Perhaps the university and museum sught to be
taken over by artists)l Or at least restricted to situations in art at
least thirty years olde Per s then we aptists could breathe., We are
fed up on being bullied in terms that belong other times and places.
One might say as a jJoke that it is the artist, not the historian, who
takes time seriouslye. Just as one might say that is the 'abstract' artist
fuprses-monmgt who is making the #### effort to recover concretoﬂ.

experience, Sewmmeniso-teemgsEiEl8 The work of nearly every
painter 'picturing'(in the old-fashioned sense)is filled with despair
and a sense of decay, with death. %‘he art that interests me asserts
man's !!“i!ﬁ##ﬁ##ﬂ;if# moral courage, intellectual daring, radiant
sensualitye$perhaps this 'abstract'! art understsnds death better...

b It is not often that one finds in the academic world
a scholsr with the imagination to penetrate a world of absolutes
beyond the struggle to survive materially, no matter how socislly medi-
fied at base - Plainly‘'abstract’ art is concomitant with a certain
condition of socilety - & world in which there are few usable precedents
or props, which is its own invention, and not without desperation. Art
is a form of action, a drama, a process, It 1s the atic gesture it-
self, not, in modern times, & religlous consent, that "accounts for art's
hold on the minds of men., OUne enters the studio as one would an arensa,
One's entire charscter 1s revesled in the action, one's style, as we
say, which differd from individ#ual to individual, and from tradition te
traditiong Sl otinritnilsmnatreseateie—ms, 0 course
everyone undergoes risks just by living. From one point of view,
the srtist's function 1s to give each risk its proper style. In this
sense everyone should be:artistno

Discussions of the artist's soclal responsibility are
ﬁno metter how 'abstract' his work. He lives in the same social
relations as cver¥one else, and responds according to his charsacter,
Fhe 'ebstrsctness' of modern art has to do with how much an enlight-
ened mind rejects of the contemporary social order. It also has te
do with an effort to find aff more adequste expression of subjective
experience than what one sees in the street, or pgma on the tsble,

——— S S .";
Ut
N (TIMM With four other 'abstract' artists, Williem Baziotes,
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Devid Hare, Barney Newman, and Mark Rothke, I have formed a little
schoel of art at 35 BEast 8th Street. Clyfford 8till, who wanted to
join ua, wes unablqryq find a means of living in New York City. W

R 5 2oe bl

T : The way to lesrn to paint - to begin one'serientation, I
mesn - is to hang around artists. We have made a place where young
people ¢en do se. We regsrd 'courses' in art as they are generally
taught as devices for concealing oneself from oneself. We tslk to
the students as we do to one another, trying to break down ignorance
and clicth, encouraging each individual td find his own expression
of his inner life., This kind of tesching must be done by artists.
No one else'reads! plastic expressions quickly er suhtl‘ly enough.

Still, in a basic sense art cennet be taught and we de
not try te. ##& Paradoxically it can be learned, in the beginning from
other artists, and then from oneself. We have tried to provide a
congenial atmosphere MW for novices before they enter the arena. They
are mostly on their own, but on eccasion we are able to give them
courage, pumiMadabsvanditWs 1 believe that shey enjoy being around us.
They know that we love them because they love art, that we sympathize
with tnelr struggle, which is identical with our own. There is little
more one csn do for MMOVRSIHOMMMNE YA~y sl .

On Friday evenings we invite other artists to talk about
whatever they like - smong them have been Adolph Gottlieb, Willem de
Kooning, Hans Arp, Ad Reinhart, Fritz Glarner, John Cage, the composer,
and Richard Hulsenbeck, one of the founders of dada, There is 1
a general discussion afterward, These meetings are open to the publice

i He

I suppose it 1s these various sctivities that have glven
me the nsme of being an 'intellectual.' Per s they make me so indeed.
But I resent the invidious implicetions of the word iIn American society,
the belief that an artist must be"feeling imbecile or $#§$$$ probably
4 not an srtist. I have no desiﬁe to act as, and particularly to be
known a&s an editor or teacherg :

L am also sware of my inadequacies in relstion to these
activities., L resent the external disciplines that they involve, and above
all the loss of time from my own painting process. I:Ehxious to return
to it, perhsps altogether. Yet I do not regret my innocence in supposing
that an artist might be something of & scholsr and a gemtlemsn. The
@hinese have thought 1t necessary.

Now I must beg your pardon for how elementary and simple
my discourse has been. It is because I heve been spesking of my relstions
to the externel world. My inner world is more complicated, and conseyu=-
ently difficult to express. That 1s why I invented my art. In this
sense art 1s a necessity, a natural outgrowth of f§ man's life,

N 114§




