Searching for a Materialist Aesthetic in Postwar American Art: From the Artists Union to the ArtWORKERS COALITION

Art History 560 — spring 2005

University of Illinois, Chicago

Weds, 6-9 PM; Henry Hall 303

Instructor: Annika Marie

email: am322@columbia.edu

Course Description:

In the 1930s — the reddest decade in US history — artists were radicalized: they looked for ways of aligning the image of the creative artist with the disenfranchised worker-hero of the international socialist movement; they thought about the implications of a marxist-inspired aesthetic. This moment will serve as the preface to this seminar. This graduate-level course will approach the art of the American postwar period through the concerns articulated by the problematic of a materialist aesthetic and artistic labor. Although the politically radical investments of this period were subsequently anguished as economic, social and political conditions changed in the US in the immediate postwar period, we will examine the continued attempts to address art as a critical-creative, politically-motivated practice even in the far from revolutionary context of McCarthyist witch-hunts for subversives and the blossoming of late capitalist consumerist culture. In brief, part of the struggle encountered will be that of artists and art writers facing the contradiction of art activity taken as the free realm of creative self-realization and as the necessary labors of making a living. We will conclude by examining the increasing difficulty of assigning radical content to the artist’s activity as the artist as a social type is re-figured along the lines of the modern professional. 

Requirements & Evaluation:

1. Short (1-page) research paper proposal plus preliminary bibliography. (15%)
2. Research paper (approx. 15-20 pages) plus formal in-class paper presentation. (55%)

3. Regular and considered participation in class discussion demonstrating a command of the texts and an engagement with the topics. To further facilitate discussion, each week a few students will be assigned as discussion leaders whose job it will be to have studied the texts in depth, developed pertinent questions of the material, and considered possible art/artist examples appropriate to the topic. (30%)

Texts:
Xeroxed Course Reader

Schedule of Meeting Topics & Weekly Assigned Readings:

[subject to change]

WEEK 1. (Jan 12) Introduction: the Artist-Worker of the 1930s & the Artists Union

WEEK 2. (Jan 19) Some Cultural Turns: Debates on Abstract Expressionism & the Cold War

( Max Kozloff, “American Painting During the Cold War” (1973)

( Serge Guilbaut, selections from How New York  Stole the Idea of Modern Art (1983)

( Peter Fuller, “American Painting Since the Last War” (1979)
( Robert Motherwell, “The Modern Painter’s World” (1944)

( Meyer Schapiro, “The Social Bases of Art” (1936)
WEEK 3. (Jan 26) Marx’s Lost Labor: Dialectic as Aesthetic
( Karl Marx, selections from “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” (1851-52)

( Karl Marx, selections from “The Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844”

( Terry Eagleton, selections from “The Marxist Sublime” (1990)
WEEK 4. (Feb 2) On the Possibility of a Materialist Aesthetic

( Robert Motherwell, “Reflections on Painting Now” (1949)


( C. Wright Mills, “Man in the Middle: The Designer” (1958)
( O. K.  Werkmeister, “Marx on Ideology and Art” (1973)

( Theodor Adorno, “On Commitment” (1962)

( Herbert Marcuse, selections from The Aesthetic Dimension (1977)

WEEK 5. (Feb 9) “Pollock’s” Materialism
( Daniel Belgrad, selections from The Culture of Spontaneity (1998)
( Meyer Schapiro, “Recent Abstract Painting” (1957)

(  T. J. Clark, “Jackson Pollock’s Abstraction” (1986)
( Allan Kaprow, “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock” (1958)
( Robert Morris, “Anti-Form” (1968)

( Rosalind Krauss, selections from The Optical Unconscious (1993)

WEEK 6. (Feb 16) Harold Rosenberg’s Concept of Action Painting

( Harold Rosenberg, “Character Change and the Drama”  (1932)
( Harold Rosenberg, “Men at Work: A Preface” (1941)
( Harold Rosenberg, “The American Action Painters” (1952)

( Harold Rosenberg, “Marxism: Criticism and/or Action” (1956) 


( Amy Goldin, “Harold Rosenberg’s Magic Circle” (1965)

( Fred Orton, “Action, Revolution, Painting” (1990)
WEEK 7. (Feb 23) A Study in Contrasts: Barnett Newman and Ad Reinhardt
( Barnett Newman & Alexander Borodulin, “On the Need for Political Action by Men of Culture” (1933)

( Barnett Newman, “The First Man Was an Artist” (1947)

( Ad Reinhardt, “[Abstraction vs. Illustration]” (1943)

( Ad Reinhardt, “Paintings and Pictures” (1943)

( Yve-Alain Bois, “Perceiving Newman” (1990)

( Yve-Alain Bois, “The Limit of Almost” (1991)

WEEK 8. (Mar 2) Film Viewing: Emile de Antonio, Painters Painting (1970)

* PAPER PROPOSALS AND PRELIMINARY BIBLIOGRAPHIES DUE AT 6 PM.

( Caroline Jones, “ Filming the Artist/Suturing the Spectator” (1996)
WEEK 9. (Mar 9) Production Runs: The Monochrome as a Unit of Abstract Labor, Series & Pop Art


( Michael Fried, selections from “Three American Painters: Noland, Olitski, Stella” (1965)

( Rosalind Krauss, “Pictorial Space and the Question of Documentary” (1971)


( Rosalind Krauss, “Stella’s New Work and the Problem of Series” (1971)
( Caroline Jones, “Frank Stella, Executive Artist” (1996)
( Jeff Wall, “Monochrome and Photojournalism in On Kawara’s Today Paintings” (1996)
WEEK 10. (Mar 16) Death of Dialectic: Clement Greenberg & New Liberalism


( Nancy Jachec, “Epilogue: The USIA-Sponsored Exhibitions” (2000)

( Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting” (1960)

( Alain Robbe-Grillet, “Commitment” (1957)


( Bernard Bergonzi, “Thoughts on the Personality Explosion” (1968)

( Harold Rosenberg, “Action Painting: Crisis & Distortion” (1962)
( Max Horkheimer & Theodor Adorno, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” (1947)
Mar 23 — NO CLASS, SPRING BREAK


WEEK 11. (Mar 30) Allover and At Once, Lane Relyea guest lecture


( Lane Relyea, “Allover and At Once” (2003)

WEEK 12. (Ap 6) Conclusion: The Artist as Professional & the Artworkers Coalition

( Harold Rosenberg, “Everyman a Professional” (1956)

( Helen Molesworth, “Work Ethic” (2003)

( Carl Andre, letter to the editor of Artforum (1973)

( Art Worker’s Coalition, “Demands” (1969-70)

( “The Artist and Politics: A Symposium,” Artforum (1970)

WEEK 13. (Ap 13) Final Paper Presentations

WEEK 14. (Ap 20) Final Paper Presentations

WEEK 15. (Ap 27) Final Paper Presentations ( FINAL DRAFTS OF RESEARCH PAPERS DUE AT 6 PM.
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