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ABSTRACT 

International Neo-Expressionism has been regarded as one of the significant 

achievements of postmodern art. This study examines the critical foundation of 

American Neo-Expressionism from 1980 to 1984. It focuses on critical reception rather 

than on analysis of works. Three questions are raised in this study: What are the 

elements that constitute American Neo-Expressionist discourse? Does American Neo-

Expressionism differ from European Neo-Expressionism? In the early 1980s, what types 

of art were perceived as American Neo-Expressionism? My thesis is that style is not 

useful in investigating Neo-Expressionism; Neo-Expressionism is identified by critical 

discourse. 

In many ways American Neo-Expressionism can be viewed as a calculated 

American response to the resurfacing of nationalism in European countries, such as 

Germany and Italy, particularly in terms of economics. During the confrontation that 

followed, American critics differentiated between American and European Neo-

Expressionism. Within this discourse, art critics identified several themes which would 

contribute to the conceptual estabhshment of Neo-Expressionist art. 

The legitimizing of Neo-Expressionist art not only created new possibilities and 

concepts for what that art could be, but its critical discourses have functioned as the 

theoretical valorization of contemporary art ever since. 

It is less commonly known that in the early 1980s, most artists of so-called 

American Neo-Expressionism were essentially New Image painters or Punk artists. Neo-

Expressionism, New Image, and Art Punk displayed a subtly differentiated attitude 

toward the ideal of art, yet they had this in common: their art deconstructed the 

modernist status of representation. These three types of art were parceled out as a 

commercial movement in the East Village art of the early 1980s in New York City. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This study explores the critical foundation of American Neo-Expressionism from 

approximately 1980 to 1984. It focuses on critical reception rather than on analysis of 

works, and, as a consequence, Neo-Expressionism is treated as a critical rather than a 

material category, a product of critical discourse rather than something immanent to art. 

In many ways, it can be viewed as a calculated American response to the resurfacing of 

nationalism in European countries, such as Germany and Italy, particularly in terms of 

economics. 

Three questions are raised in this study. First, what are the specific elements that 

constitute American Neo-Expressionist discourse? Second, does critical discussion of 

American Neo-Expressionism differ from that of European Neo-Expressionism? Third, 

in the early 1980s, what types of art were categorized as American Neo-Expressionism? 

A large part of this study will be devoted to answering these three questions. My thesis is 

that style is not useful in investigating Neo-Expressionism; Neo-Expressionism is 

identified by critical discourse. 

From a historical perspective, the movement of American Neo-Expressionism 

began as a political response to post-World-War-II European nationalism. In the early 

1980s, the American art world was in crisis; it faced losing its international leadership. 

Since the end of World War II, New York had been the capital of the art world, a status it 

had enjoyed for more than four decades. When the new German painting first arrived at 

the end of 1981, its forceful, figurative aspects almost defeated the American art world. 

Its powerful application of paint and use of the figure were "like red flags to the bull of 



[American] Abstraction. "̂  The defenders of American abstraction, both conceptual and 

perceptual, were immediately challenged. In successive years, the European challenges 

came not only from Germany but also from Italy and France with the arrival of Chia, 

Clemente, and the group show of French avant-gardists in New York in 1982. Although, 

from the start, most American critics attempted to dismiss the importance of these new 

European painters, ̂  some critics, artists, and gallery owners did try to confront the 

challenges of their European rivals. 

In addition to the nationalist confrontation, beginning in 1981, the booming art 

market also contributed to the emergence of Neo-Expressionism. In the mid-1980s, 

unprecedented numbers of newly rich Reaganite collectors were entering the art world. 

Art was becoming one of the best investments of the time.^ It was a period when "new 

movements were being discovered every week,'"^ and a great number of new artists were 

involved in the growing art market. Among these artists, Julian Schnabel was one of the 

superstars of the marketplace. The rapidly increasing value of Neo-Expressionist art 

entered a dynamic dialogue with the critical interpretation of works of art. 

Critics identified the major American Neo-Expressionists in the early 1980s as: 

Richard Bosman, Charles Clough, Rafael Ferrer, Eric Fischl, Jedd Garet, Mike Glier, 

Leon Golub, Bill Jensen, Malcolm Morley, Judith Pfaff, Susan Rothenberg, David Salle, 

Julian Schnabel, Joan Snyder, Pat Steir, and Frank Young. ̂  These artists were felt to 

^Donald Kuspit, "Flak from the 'Radicals': The American Case against Current German Painting," 
Art after Modernism: Rethinking Representation, ed. Brian Wallis (New York: The New Museum of 
Contemporary Art, 1984), 137. 

2 Ibid., 138. 

^Donald Kuspit, contribution to "Critics and the Marketplace," Art in America 76 (July 1988): 109. 

"̂ Gary Indiana, contribution to "Critics and the Marketplace," Art in America 76 (July 1988): 105. 

^Carter Ratcliff, Hayden Herrera, Sarah McFadden, and Joan Simon, "Expressionism Today: An 
Artists' Symposium," Art in America 70 (December 1982): 58-75; 139; 141. 



share stylistic appearances—gesture and expression—despite discrepancies that may have 

developed between their intentions. Now, with the benefit of historical distance, the 

category "American Neo-Expressionism" appears rather clearly to have been a construct 

produced by the American art market and its contemporary criticism. 

In successive years, critics' interpretations of American Neo-Expressionist art 

legifimized the status of Neo-Expressionism. At the advent of the Neo-Expressionist 

movement, critic Craig Owens was working as one of the editors for Art in America.^ 

Along with Donald Kuspit, Carter Ratcliff, and Hal Foster (all editors of Art in America 

during the early 1980s), Owens defined the nature of American Neo-Expressionist art. 

Directly and indirectly, these critics' writings not only served as the theoretical foundation 

for Neo-Expressionism but also promoted the growth and conmiercial value of the new 

art. In addition to these major figures, the executive editor of Art in America , Elizabeth 

Baker, enthusiastically promoted Neo-Expressionism through numerous published 

articles on expressionism in general and on Neo-Expressionism in particular. From 1981 

through 1984, the majority of scholarly criticisms of Neo-Expressionism were published 

in Art in America. Compared with three other major journals {Artnews, Artforum, and 

Arts magazine). Art in America provided the broadest forum for the debate on Neo-

Expressionism. ̂  

The legitimizing of Neo-Expressionist art not only created new possibilities and 

concepts for what that art could be, but its critical discourses have functioned as the 

theoretical valorization of contemporary art ever since. No single publication has ever 

^See Nancy Marnier, "Craig Owens, 1950-1990," Ari in America 78 (September 1990): 185. 

'Although popular criticism in newspapers undoubtedly reached a wider audience, it simply 
confirmed ideas that emerged in the major art journals rather than introducing any important new dialogue. 
See Sandy Naime, State of the Art: Ideas and Images in the 1980s (London: Chatto and Windus, 1987), 77. 



been devoted to the critical discourse of Neo-Expressionism; therefore, this study is 

designed to help fill that void. The hope is that it will lead to a new understanding of 

transformations in the American concept of the avant-garde since the 1940s. 

Chapter II examines the transformation in artistic discourses in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. It describes the rupture between the art of language (characterized in 

Minimalism and Conceptualism) and the return of painting (represented by New Image, 

Neo-Expressionism, New Realism, and many other figurations). This chapter analyzes 

the specific critical ideas that shaped American Neo-Expressionism from the late 1970s to 

the early 1980s. 

Between the late 1970s and the early 1980s, there were numerous exhibitions of 

new painting that appeared in Europe and America. These were later characterized as 

Neo-Expressionist. Each critic seemed to have a different viewpoint on these shows. For 

Wolfgang Max Faust, the "return of painting" in German Neo-Expressionism referred not 

to a return to Americanism, but to a European tradition. (The Neo-Expressionist art was 

seen as a rupture from art's Americanization.) New European painting was seen as a 

reaction to American cultural hegemony. Critics, such as Christos Joachimides, saw "A 

New Spirit in Painting" as seeking to renew the avant-garde. For Benjamin H. D. 

Buchloh, European Neo-Expressionists used national identity to enter the international 

distribution system of culture. In the United States, several exhibitions helped create an 

American Neo-Expressionist discourse. "Pictures," one among these exhibitions, was 

said to involve the concepts of "representation of representations," the "meaning of the 

meaningless," and the "absence of the origin." The exhibitions "New Image Painting" 

and "Primary Imagery" were said to reveal an aesthetic tradition rooted in the American 

past, in particular the Minimalist concept of art. On the contrary, Robert Godfrey 

characterized the work of the "Younger Artists: Figurative/Representational Art" as 



Pluralist. The "Times Square Show" was characterized as the return of painting and a 

reaction to the post-Minimalist academy. 

Chapter III seeks to define the territory of Neo-Expressionism within 

contemporary art. It traces the emergence of the American Neo-Expressionist movement 

during the period 1977 to 1984. At its beginning, American Neo-Expressionism did not 

have its own space, any kind of territory that could be mapped out. Before 1982, Neo-

Expressionism was still an unnamed movement. By the mid 1980s, the discourse of 

Neo-Expressionism constituted a new system of artistic conception that could be 

described as a "new image complex." Prior to 1984, three types of new American 

painting—Neo-Expressionism, New Image, and New Wave art, or. Art Punk—formed an 

undifferentiated unity, the "new image complex." 

Neo-Expressionist art did not disclose a mechanism, but revealed a liberty which 

released the history of art from the chain of avant-garde progression. American Neo-

Expressionist discourse, in particular, did not deal with the form or the structure of art, 

but rather was concerned with the problems of signification, metaphorical meaning, 

cultural consciousness, social value of art, and the status of representations. 

Chapter III will examine the following dominant themes which emerged in Neo-

Expressionist discourse: 

(1) Neo-Expressionism was not a stylistic innovation, but rather a stylistic 

appropriation or adoption. The Neo-Expressionists' use of art-historical modes of 

production reduced the importance of pictorial appearances in the original work and 

substituted that form for a form with new meaning. In Neo-Expressionist art, a new 

reversal of the relations between signifier and signified was developed. The signifier of 

an appropriated image no longer spoke the natural language of art; it assumed shape and 

value only within the discourse posed by artistic perception. 



(2) Neo-Expressionist art was not a return to tradition, but the realization of the 

loss of tradition. Through quotation, Neo-Expressionist artists were said to modernize 

tradition and thus to give history a re-presentation. 

(3) Neo-Expressionist art appropriated other images as images of nature. It was 

believed that in an industrial or post-industrial society, nature was approachable only 

through its cultural representation. 

(4) Through appropriation, manipulation and parody, the art of Neo-

Expressionism critiqued the idea of originality and authenticity. 

(5) Neo-Expressionists were regarded as allegorists. By manipulating 

recognizable imagery to elicit available meaning, the tradition of organized meaning was 

lost in Neo-Expressionist art. Yet, in the absence of authority Neo-Expressionism gained 

more than one level of meaning. 

(6) Neo-Expressionism was regarded as an extremely personalized and visionary 

art. 

(7) American Neo-Expressionism was regarded as a form of nationalism, a 

nationalism created in order to challenge European rivals. 

(8) In modernism, representation was understood to mean an actualization of the 

artist's mind and spirituality. As postmodernist art, Neo-Expressionism denied the notion 

of self-reflection. Neo-Expressionism deconstructed the status of representation. 

Chapter IV seeks to deconstruct the boom of "American Neo-Expressionism." It 

describes the nationalistic fervor of the new American figuration of the time. It also 

points to the dissociation of American Neo-Expressionism from international Neo-

Expressionism. In confronting their European rivals, American critics began to create 

the nofion of differentiation between American and European Neo-Expressionism. This 

chapter addresses the critical creation of the varied Neo-Expressionisms between nations 



and the variation within Neo-Expressionism of the American art world. 

After the creation of new divisions of Neo-Expressionism, stylistic comparisons 

between Neo-Expressionists of other nations and those of the United States, a unique 

American Neo-Expressionism began to emerge. After the creation of these conceptual 

divisions, the totality of Neo-Expressionism, New Image painting, and Visual Punk was 

parceled out and became a commercial movement.^ American Neo-Expressionism thus 

appeared in three stylistic appearances: European Neo-Expressionism, conceptual Neo-

Expressionism or New Image, and Art Punk or graffiti art. 

The birth of East Village art was motivated by the sudden revival of art market 

prosperity. The East Village artists made their art under the inspiration of European Neo-

Expressionism. In East Village art, originality was no longer a measure of authority, 

and style had become a mannerism. The boom of East Village art was first highlighted in 

a museum exhibition, "The East Village Scene." 

Although this study does not employ the method in any systematic manner, it is in 

part inspired by Foucauldian discourse analysis.^ In his books. The Order of Things 

(1966) and The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), Michel Foucault introduced the 

concept of historical study as an archaeological investigation of human discourse. The 

object of archaeological analysis was to investigate the knowledge and ideas of a given 

period by examining their documents. 

Human practices are bound by thought, which in turn is regulated by and 

manifested in language. A culture is constituted and controlled by the use of 

^The relation of Neo-Expressionism to New Image was parasitic. Beginning in 1982, American 
New Image, Neo-Expressionism, and Art Punk stood together, in an undifferentiated unity as American 
Neo-Expressionism, against the international Neo-Expressionist art. 

"por the major differences that distinguish Foucault from the traditional concept of history, see Alan 
Sheridan, Michel Foucault: The will to Truth (New York: Tavistock Publications, 1980), 89-110. 



representafions, by the language it speaks and the text it writes. Language and text are 

indispensable to human beings when they think about themselves, perceive their world, 

communicate with each other, control society. ^̂  

History is produced through a system of discourse. Discourse is formed by a 

group or sequence of statements belonging "to a single system of formation."^ ^ The ways 

that people perceive and represent the things before them constitute general knowledge. 

This general knowledge in turn functions as the guideline for people's activities. History 

is not formed by a single individual, but by a group of people who speak of the same 

thing in a similar manner against a common epistemological structure. ^̂  

In analyzing the discourse of Neo-Expressionism we are not trying to identify 

what Neo-Expressionist art was, the form in which it was first presented by a particular 

artist, or the form into which it was later organized by Neo-Expressionist discourse. On 

the contrary, the purpose in analyzing the discourse of Neo-Expressionism is to establish 

what types of concepts, objects, modes of statement, and thematic choices were employed 

in producing the discourse itself. The hope is that from such an analysis a broader picture 

of thought in the early 1980s will emerge. The purpose of this study is largely to re

present the discursive history of the American Neo-Expressionist Movement. I do not 

intend to critique those criticisms made by the writers who participated in the discourse 

^"Since the individual cannot live and act independently outside his society, as long as he wishes to 
live and act with others, his communications, behaviors, and activity must conform with the rules set by 
that society. 

^ ^Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, trans. A.M. 
Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 107. 

l^ibid., 56-57. According to Foucault, it is not individuals who create history, but systems of 
discourse which give life to general knowledge within a given period. For example, the Classical age was 
not created by individuals, but by the group of writers who contributed to the production of a series of 
discourses at the time. During the seventeenth century, a group of scholars such as, but not limited to, 
Newton, Locke, Pascal, and Descartes questioned the accepted beliefs and criticized established society. It 
was this criticism that formed the discourse of general knowledge that later imprinted itself on the 
epistemological structure of the Classical age. 
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of American Neo-Expressionism, but rather to recreate the discursive history of the 

movement. 



CHAPTER n 

FROM THE ENDLESS DIAGNOSES OF DEATH TO THE 

RETURN OF PAINTING: THE INTERNATIONAL 

NEO-EXPRESSIONIST MOVEMENT 

This chapter will partly entail a history of Neo-Expressionism, but will be 

primarily concerned with describing the specific critical ideas by which American Neo-

Expressionism was recognized in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In spite of being 

haunted by formalist art theory, these new ideas have been essential to contemporary 

artists' perceptions of their unique historical position and their development of practices 

that seem to set them definitively apart from their modernist predecessors. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, a variety of ideas emerged to form a conceptual 

category described as Neo-Expressionism. Some of these ideas conflict with one other, 

while others are easier to reconcile; some voices predominate, and others appear more 

peripheral. Before examining in detail those points of conflict, I will attempt a synthesis 

of those statements that do seem to agree, in order to form a general picture of the manner 

in which the critics of the time defined Neo-Expressionist art. In addition to providing a 

general definition of the movement, this chapter will attempt to describe American Neo-

Expressionism in terms of a rather significant transformation in thought about art that 

could be described as the shift from modem to postmodern theory. 

In the early 1980s, American Neo-Expressionism was described as part of an 

international movement attempting to revive the tradition of painting and sculpture after 

the reign of Minimalism, Conceptual Art and Performance. The "return of painting" was 

an artistic tendency observed simultaneously in Europe and North America. The first 

attempt at a revival of traditional forms occurred among a group of Italian artists who 

10 



became known as the Transavanguardia. The ideas of the Transavanguardia quickly 

spread to other parts of Europe, chief among them Germany, a country that, like Italy, 

had experienced the extremes of nationalism in the early twentieth century. American 

Neo-Expressionism, according to some critics, was also partially motivated by 

nafionalistic concerns—in this case largely economic—for maintaining the status of New 

York as leader of the art world. In a sense, in the early 1980s Neo-Expressionism was 

less a category of style than it was a way of marking national schools. 

In the early 1980s, critics and art historians described Neo-Expressionism through 

different concepts and varied strategic choices. Nevertheless, there was a sense that all 

were in some way describing a single object. Most considered Neo-Expressionism to be 

a return to traditional art. The early 1980s was a moment when artists were "painting 

again." ̂  The common perception seems to be that this was a moment when painting, 

which had long been the traditional art medium, was returning to sovereignty. ̂  In the 

article "Fresh Paint?" Roberta Smith also noted that the new figurative painting seemed to 

be once again searching for human experiences. She claimed that the "central 

proposition" of the exhibition "A New Spirit in Painting" was the representation of these 

human experiences and emotions through landscapes and still-lives. ̂  

In Neo-Expressionist discourse, "tradition" normally means the modem tradition, 

especially the expressionist tradition. In Joan Simon's observation, painting of the early 

1980s focused on something described as the "look." It was a reaction against the 

^Wolfgang Max Faust, '"Du hast keine Chance. Nutze sie!' With and Against It: Tendencies in 
Recent German Art," Artforum 20 (September 1981): 33. 

20n the other hand, the young artists of the 1980s tended to see their tradition as their stylistic roots 
and creative resources. For most of the younger generation "tradition is no longer a burden, but a newly 
discovered recourse of inspiration." See Elizabeth Baker, "Editorial: How Expressionist Is It?" Art in 
America 70 (December 1982): 5. 

^Roberta Smith, "Fresh Paint?" An in America 69 (Summer 1981): 73. 

11 



contemporary Conceptualism which emphasized artistic ideas rather than the pictorial 

qualities. The emphasis on the "look" or pictorial qualities did not imply the revival of 

realism, but rather of an expressionist "look."^ In the early 1980s, Neo-Expressionism 

was regarded as an "expressionist revival" and characterized as "violent painting." The 

artists' intention was likened to a "return of the Fauves," or a regression "back to the 

esthetic of shock. "^ 

Although most critics and art historians tended to believe that an important 

transformation was taking place, some suggested that painting was not returning but 

rather had never really disappeared. ̂  Elizabeth Baker was one of those who argued that 

there was nothing new in European art, especially contemporary German art. As she 

pointed out, major figures of the so-called "new painting" generation in Germany, most 

notably Sigmar Polke and Gerhard Richter, had already established their careers by the 

early 1970s. ̂  Because Americans had not kept themselves better informed, she 

suggested, European art had in a sense become invisible to them. In critiquing the 

exhibition "A New Spirit in Painting," ̂  Stuart Morgan expressed the similar opinion that 

the work in the show was nothing new but rather constituted a "synthetic," 

"symptomatic," and even "representative" art.^ It was argued that Neo-Expressionism as 

a whole was not a new art movement but only a chance to "call to bom-again painters," 

4joan Simon, "Double Takes," Art in America 68 (October 1980): 113. 

5lbid. 

^Elizabeth Baker, "Editorial: The Return of European Art," Art in America 70 (September 1982): 5. 

^Ibid. 

^Organized in the Royal Academy, London, by Norman Rosenthal, Nicholas Serota and Christo 
Joachimides. 

^Stuart Morgan, "Cold Turkey: 'A New Spirit in Painting' at the Royal Academy of Art, London," 
Art/brwrn 19 (April 1981): 46. 
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an attempt "to consolidate some current critical stance and a ratification or revision of an 

existing tradition." 10 

The description of Neo-Expressionism as revival can be contrasted to a 

fashionable discourse on death in the 1960s and 1970s. During the course of Minimalism 

and Conceptual art endless series of deaths were diagnosed. The "corpses" ranged from 

art theory to the human sciences. The eschatological bent in theory appeared everywhere 

from Lyotard's death of ideologies; Bell's death of industrial society; Baudrillard's death 

of the real; Barthes's death of authorship; Foucault's death of man; Kojeve's death of 

history; to the death of modernism implied by use of the word postmodern, ̂ i The idea 

that painting had somehow expired emerged amidst these apocalyptic discourses. 

In the late 1960s, the question of whether painting had lapsed into a terminal state 

was raised seriously. The question "Is painting dead?" seemed increasingly pertinent as 

artists began giving up the illusory world of the canvas and shifting their interests to 

three-dimensional objects, performances, or the mechanically reproduced images of 

video, film and photography. It was a moment when the traditional activity of painting 

seemed "to offer no possibility for innovation, no potential for novelty." In the 

"psychedelic sixties" and the "post-Viet Nam seventies," as Barbara Rose characterized 

them, painting no longer seemed a potential form of expression. '^ 

In Douglas Crimp's observation, there were at least two factors that led to this 

state of demise, namely minimalist art and the photographic image. 

During the 1960s, painting's terminal condition finally seemed impossible 
to ignore. The symptoms were everywhere; in the work of the painters 

lOibid. 

1 Wve-Alain Bois, "Painting: The Task of Mourning," Endgame: Reference and Simulation in 
Recent Painting and Sculpture, ed. David Joselit (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1986), 29. 

^^Barbara Rose. American Painting: The Eighties (Buffalo: Thomey-Sidney Press, 1979), 7. 
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themselves, each of whom seemed to be reiterating Reinhardt's claim that 
he was 'just making the last painfings which anyone can make,' or to allow 
their paintings to be contaminated with such alien forces as photographic 
images; in minimal sculpture, which provided a definitive rupture with 
painting's unavoidable fies to a centuries-old idealism; in all those other 
mediums to which artists turned as they, one after the other, abandoned 
painting. 13 

Some art historians, such as Yve-Alain Bois, argued that the death of modernist 

painting started with the development of a high degree of abstracfion. The language of 

abstracfion inevitably pushed modernist painting to its expiration. Mondrian, for 

example, saw his work as "preparing for the end of painting."^^^ As Bois noted, the whole 

history of abstract painfing "can be read as a longing for its death." ̂ ^ In this, Barbara 

Rose concurred. Artists, she argued, who had attempted to purge their images of 

associations with recognizable objects in order to pursue a high degree of abstraction 

ultimately ended up producing "imageless sludge, lacking scale, structure, or content." ^̂  

Specific examples of this degeneration, she suggested, could be found in the work of 

artists such as Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, and Larry Poons. 

Rose maintained that it was the reductivism of the New York School of the 1960s 

that had divorced painting from its image-creating function and eventually brought about 

its end. 

. . .once these automatic processes [of the New York School] were 
divorced from their image-creating function, in styles that disavowed 
drawing as a remnant of the dead European past to be purged, the absence 
of imagery threw the entire burden of pictorial expression on the intrinsic 
properties of materials. ^̂  

l^Douglas Crimp, "The End of Painting," October 16 (Spring 1981): 75. 

l^Bois, 30. 

l^lbid. 

l^Barbara Rose, "The Politics of Art, Part IV," Arts Magazine 54 (December 1979): 134. 

^7Rose, American Painting: The Eighties, 9. 

14 



The result of the absence of recognizable subject was an imageless, abstract painting that 

in the late 1960s became materially oriented "object art." 

The crific Carter Ratcliff agreed with this point of view. He maintained that 

formalism rendered art meaningless to life and that when Formalism attempted to 

establish certainties about quality and meaning in art, it superseded the illusions of 

certainty. Its favoring of "an unexamined faith in make-believe essences and 

absolutes," ̂ ^ however, rendered the art of abstraction meaningless to modern hfe. 

The reductive, materially oriented tendency which Bois, Rose and Ratcliff were 

describing was in large part the result of the tremendous influence of the writings of the 

New York critic Clement Greenberg. In "Towards a Newer Laocoon," (1940) Greenberg 

introduced themes that would occupy the history of American art for decades: the 

progressive history of art, the authority of the picture plane, and revulsion. Through these 

themes Greenberg addressed three concepts: (1) the history of avant-garde painting as a 

history of a progressive resistance of its own medium, ̂ ^ (2) the idea that "the picture 

plane itself grows shallower and shallower, flattening out and pressing together the fictive 

planes of depth until they meet as one upon the real and material plane which is the actual 

surface of the canvas," ̂ ^ (3) and the contention that it was realistic illusion "in the 

service of sentimental and declamatory literature"2i that had damaged art itself. 

In Greenberg's notion the history of art had a unique ontology. Art, as one of the 

human sciences, occupied an autonomous realm. Following the conception of art as 

l^Carter Ratcliff, "Modem Life" Artforum 23 (Summer 1986): 16. 

Inclement Greenberg, "Towards a Newer Laocoon," The Collected Essays and Criticism, ed. John 
O'Brian. vol.1 (University of Chicago, cl986), 34. 

20ibid., 35. 

21lbid., 27. 
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autonomous, one could understand painting ontologically: painting could be seen to have 

an essence and an origin. The history of art was one long, uninterrupted line from 

Altamira to Pollock and beyond into the eighties. Throughout this great development, 

painting's essence was unchanging; only its outward manifestation—known to art 

historians as style—was subject to transformation. The discourse of art history ultimately 

reduced painting to a succession of styles—period styles, national styles, personal styles. 

Greenberg's concept of art history was based in part on the Hegelian notion of 

historical dialectic and the traditional concept of art that regards history as a progression 

toward a telos. In his article, "Modernist Painting," Greenberg maintained, in Hegelian 

terms, the idea that history was constituted by a dialectic progress of human practices; 

negation was an action moving history onto a new stage. ̂ ^ Greenberg wrote: "Each time, 

a kind of art is expected that will be . . . unlike previous kinds of art and . . . 'liberated' 

from norms of practice or taste"^^ of the past. But this expectation is sooner or later 

disappointed, "as the phase of Modernism in question takes place. "̂ ^ This concept of 

dialectic progression does not imply a discontinuity, however, but, on the contrary, that 

art history is always in a state of continuity. ̂ 5 Greenberg beheved that mastery was the 

"standard of excellence," a standard created by the great masters of the past.26 He argued 

^^Clement Greenberg, "Modernist Painting," Postmodern Perspectives: Issues in Contemporary Art 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1990), 18. 

23lbid. 

24ibid. 

25ibid. "Modernism has never meant anything like a break with the past. It may mean a devolution, 
an unraveling of anterior tradition, but it also means its continuation. Modernist art develops out of the past 
without gap or break, and wherever it ends up it will never stop being intelligible in terms of the continuity 
of art." 

26ibid., 19 "Without the past of art, and without the need and compulsion to maintain past standards 
of excellence, such a thing as Modernist art would not be impossible." 
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that in the modernist period, painting should reject its older role of illusion. Instead of 

dissembling the medium as Old Master art did, the modernist painter should retain the 

medium as the medium itself.27 As a consequence, artists in the 1960s developed 

modernist painting into a total experience of formalism; they emphasized medium and 

forms to the point where they became the two major elements constituting a painting. 

Paradoxically, however, by following Greenbergian formalism, minimalist artists 

ended up not expanding modernist theory but ending it. For the minimalist, Greenberg's 

theory of modernist painting became the point of departure for negation. 28 Minimalism 

was regarded as radical art in the 1960s, since it reduced painting to nothing but its 

material components by rejecting all forms of illusionism. ̂ 9 

In the 1960s the driving force behind art was not aesthetic quality but novelty. 

The drive toward novelty was backed by two dominant critical concepts: (1) the notion 

that quality was in some way inextricably linked to innovation; and (2) the assertion that, 

since quality was not definable, instead of appealing to good taste art only needed to be 

interesting. 30 As a result of these two concepts, judgments of quality were based on the 

imperative that "an artist did something/zr^f ."̂ ^ 

27ibid., 13. 

^^Thomas Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting," Ari After Modernism: Rethinking Representation, ed. 
Brian Wallis (New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984), 155. "The minimalist artists 
subverted modernist theory, at that time most ably articulated by the followers of Clement Greenberg, 
simply by taking it literally. If modernist art sought to concern itself with its own structures, then the 
minimalists would have objects made that could refer to nothing but their own making.' Further, "This 
absurdist extremism worked by dramatizing the situation, which in turn reinjected a sense of distance, and a 
critical discourse was once again possible." 

2^Rose, American Painting: The Eighties, 10. 

30lbid., 7. 

31 Ibid. 
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A considerable number of exhibitions of new painting that appeared both in 

Europe and this country in the late 1970s and the early 1980s would later be characterized 

as Neo-Expressionist. The most important exhibitions that shaped intemational Neo-

Expressionism were "The Italian Trans-Avant-Garde" (Italy, 1979), the German 

"Documenta 7" (Germany, 1982), the British "A New Spirit in Painting" (Royal 

Academy, London, 1981) and the American "Illustration and Allegory" (New York, 

1980). Although each of these exhibitions had its own intention, the common theme was 

the revival of the traditional arts, especially arts with national and cultural identities. 

Between 1977 and 1982 there were a great many figurative exhibitions organized both in 

Europe and the United States. Some of these exhibitions, too, would later be 

characterized as Neo-Expressionist. ̂ 2 

In the early years of the so-called Neo-Expressionist movement, titles of 

exhibitions did not include the term Neo-Expressionism or the like.^^ xhe various terms 

used to designate the type of painting which is known to us today as Neo-Expressionist 

are: neo-Fauvism,^^ bad painting, stupid painting, new figuration, wild painting,^^ and 

32since 1977, in the United States the major exhibitions devoted to expressionist art were "Pictures 
(Fall 1977), " "From Primary Structures to Primary Imagery (Fall, 1978)," 'New Image Painting (Whitney 
Museum, 1978)," "Visionary Image: Emblematic Figuration (University of Chicago, May 6-June 16, 
1979)," and "Illustration and Allegory (New York, 1980)." In Italy, the major contribution to Neo-
Expressionism was "The Italian Trans-avant-garde (Italy, 1979)." In England, "A new Spirit in Painting 
(Royal Academy, London, 1981)" was an international exhibition. In Germany, besides the above 
mentioned "Documenta 7," "Westkunst (Cologne, Summer 1981) was another major international 
exhibition devoted to Neo-Expressionist art. 

^^The term Neo-Expressionist appeared for the first time in critic Franz Schulze's article 
"'Extravagant Multiplicity' at Documentary 7" in the September issue, 1982 of Artnews. Schulze states, 
"Nineteen-eighty-two, we were told, was going to be Europe's year, what with the pluralist traffic of the 
1970s having blunted and scattered the thrust of the 1960s American avant-garde, while the emergence and 
gradually commanding position of neo-expressionist idioms seemed associated especially with 
developments in Italy and Germany." See Franz Schulze, '"Extravagant Multiplicity' at Documentary 7," 
Arinews 81 (September 1982): 88. 

34see Bazon Brock, "The End of the Avant-Garde? And So the End of Tradition: Notes on the 
Present 'Kulturkampf in West German," Artforum 19 (June 1981): 65. 

35see Anthony Haden-Guest, "The New Queen of the Art Scene," New York (April 1982): 27. 
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new image art. It has been through hindsight that historians organized these major 

figurative exhibitions under the label Neo-Expressionism. 

The Italian painters who would eventually be described as Neo-Expressionists, 

the Transavanguardia, started their project in 1979 in Sicily, Italy. 36 The major figures of 

the Transavanguardia were Sandro Chia, Enzo Cucchi, Francesco Clemente, Nicola De 

Maria, and Mimmo Paladino. In 1980, the Transavanguardia was assured an 

intemational audience when it was made public at the Biennale in Venice. Its importance 

in intemational terms was immediately recognized. To Jean-Louis Ferrier, the movement 

involved not only Italian art but art of the rest of the Western world. 37 At the time, the 

Transavanguardia was considered the only European movement since the years 

immediately after the Second World War with potential to conquer the New York market. 

The Transavanguardia was destined to replace the conceptual art of the 1970s and 

all other aspects of the American avant-garde which related to political ideology. Instead 

of pursuing political objectivity, artists of the Transavanguardia sought to reaffirm 

creative subjectivity and natural origins on the one hand, and craftsmanship and 

traditional techniques on the other. 

The Transavanguardia rapidly extended its influence beyond Italy. In Germany, 

artists such as Georg Baselitz and Anselm Kiefer were considered representatives of this 

intemational movement; in France, Gerard Garouste and the artists of Free Figuration 

were included; in the United States, Julian Schnabel's painting was likened to works of 

the Transavanguardia. 

36see Marcia Vetrocq, "Utopias, Nomads, Critics," Ari in America 11 (April 1989): 52. "In 1979, in 
a summer show in the Sicilian seaside city of Acireale, Bonito Oliva presented Mimmo Paladino, Nicola 
De Maria, Francesco Clemente, Enzo Cucchi, and Sandro Chia." 

37jean-Louis Ferrier, Art of Our Century: The Chronicle of Western Ari, 1900 to the Present (New 
York: Prentice-Hall Press, 1988), 847. 
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In Italy, the critic Achille Bonito Oliva characterized the Transavanguardia 

project as the rediscovery of the possibility of making art pleasurable to artists and 

audience. Terming the new painting a "nomad creativity," Bonito OUva claimed that 

painting in the 1970s had brought art back to "a place of satisfying contemplation" in 

which "mythic distance, the far-away contemplation, [was] brimming over with eroticism 

and energy." In Transavanguardia nomad creativity, artists of the 1970s found "the 

possibility of unlimited free transit inside all territories with open references in all 

directions." The artist was now picking up his bmsh again, constructing his work with an 

imagination under the impulse of his hand. The artist no longer needed to work 

according to projected ideas in the manner of the Minimalist or Conceptualist of the 

previous period. ̂ ^ 

Because of the disillusionment of the avant-garde, Italian artists sought to return 

to traditional qualities in the work of art: "universality, necessity, and authenticity." 

According to Bonito Oliva, in the late 1970s, the role that the avant-garde used to play in 

cultural promotion and social identification had become an illusion and a deception. In 

order to return to tradition, artists of the Italian Transavanguardia tied their creativity to 

turn-of-the-century Expressionism and the works of Chagall, Malevich's figurative work, 

the paintings of Masson, Picabia, de Chirico, and the Fauves. ̂ 9 

^^Achille Bonito Oliva, "The Italian Trans-Avantgarde," Flash Ari (October/November 1979): 19. 
"Art rediscovers the surprise of an activity infinitely creative, open even to the pleasure of its own pulses, 
and an existence characterized by thousands of possibilities, from the figure to the abstract image, from a 
flash of genius to the delicate texture of the medium, which all simultaneously cross each other and drop in 
the instantaneity of the work, assorted and suspended in its generously offering itself as a vision.' Also 
(Ibid.), "The artist's surprise at a work no longer constructed according to the certainty expected of a 
project and of an idea, but which forms itself before his eyes under the pulsion of a hand which dips inside 
the substance of art in an 'immaginorio' embodied somewhere between idea and sensitivity." 

39ibid. 
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In Oliva's observation, painting's return to tradition occurred in the late 1970s. 

The creative impulses of the period favored "the practice of opulence as amends for an 

initial loss." This practice intended neither asceticism nor renunciation, but growth and 

development of the artist's capacity to retum to the tradition of artistic production and to 

follow his or her own imagination. ̂ ^ 

Oliva argued that imagination derived not from language, but rather from "a 

catastrophe, a discontinuity that destroys the tectonic balance of language to favor a 

precipitation into the substance of the 'immaginario.""^i For Bonito Oliva, art had 

returned to the control of the artist's subjectivity. The functioning of the imagination 

allowed an artist to experience subjectivity in his or her own art. The artist had moved 

back to "a state of renewal of a sentiment towards himself.'"^^ 

In Germany, the implications of the retum to tradition were in some ways less 

focused on individual subjectivity than on cultural liberation. In Donald Kuspit's 

observation, for example, the 1982 "Documenta 7" was a symbolic triumph of German 

culture; an achievement of German nationalism.'̂ ^ For Wolfgang Max Faust, the art 

world in 1982 was waiting for the appearance of the new German painting.^ The new 

painting was, once again, seen as a reaction to Conceptual art, Minimal art, body art. 

"•OBonito Oliva, 17. 

41lbid. 

'^^Ibid., 18. "Now instead art tries to repossess the artist's subjectivity to express itself through the 
internal form of language. The personal acquires an anthropological valence because it participates in 
bringing the individual, in this case the artist, back to a state of renewal of a sentiment towards himself." 

43Donald Kuspit, "Acts of Aggression: German Art Today," Ari in America 70 (September 1982): 
142. 

44ibid., 141. "A whole issue of Kunstforum (Dec. '81/Jan. '82) is devoted to "Deutsche Kunst, hier, 
heute" (German art, here, today), and begins with a documentation by Wolfgang Max Faust, the major 
historian-publicist of recent German art, of the international excitement at its appearance. The art world is 
portrayed breathlessly waiting for the new German painting. 
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performance art, etc. In Faust's observation, Neo-Expressionist art was "a rediscovery of 

simple, spontaneous drawing and painting."^5 J\^Q "return of painting" meant a return not 

to an American, but rather to a European art tradition; Neo-Expressionist art could be 

seen as a rupture from art's Americanization.46 Before the emergence of the new 

painting, the economic predominance of the United States had controlled the worid art 

market. Faust, for example, characterized the 1960s as "the decade of the wide-open 

American image." By the late 1960s, however, America showed itself to be becoming 

less stable in its political and moral tenets, and "European artists drew away from . . . 

[American] authority" ̂ 7 and returned to their own avant-garde tradition. 

In London, Christos Joachimides introduced the concept of the new avant-garde. 

He said that by retuming art to its tradition, "A New Spirit in Painting" (at London's 

Royal Academy, 1981) was seeking to renew the avant-garde. To Joachimides, this 

exhibition asserted traditional values such as individual creativity, accountability, and 

quality.^8 In "A New Spirit in Painting," the works of Chia and Paladino in particular 

were seen as signs of the artist's retum to the easel.^^ 

^^For details of his definition of Neo-Expressionist art, see Faust, 33-39. 

'^^See Rose, American Painting: The Eighties, 9. In the United States, some critics and historians 
believe that since the '60s American art has dominated world culture. In Rose's analysis. Abstract 
Expressionism was an international movement. Beginning around 1960, however, the pursuit of a 
distinctively American art by native-bom artists established theoretical bases for the variety of 
intemational styles that have dominated American art since Abstract Expressionism. The American avant-
garde enjoyed its intemational leadership ever since. 

47ibid. 

^^Christos Joachimides, cited in Stuart Morgan, 46. 

49vetrocq, 53. 
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In the United States, there were neither Transavanguardia nor Neo-Expressionist 

shows before 1982.^0 As an onlooker, the American art world tended to see Neo-

Expressionist work as nationally symbolic. In appearance, Neo-Expressionist work had 

the characteristics of cliche: repeated gestures, emptied of meaning, and congealed into 

grotesques.51 Those cliches were perceived as artists' calling for "a retum to national 

culture with its 'roots and laws.'"^^ 

The Neo-Expressionists were said to use national identity in order to enter an 

intemational system of exchange. "When art emphasizing national identity attempts to 

enter the intemational distribution system," Benjamin Buchloh argued, "the most wom-

out historical and geopolitical cliches have to be employed. "̂ ^ xhis is evident in the 

German resurrection of such notions as the Nordic versus the Mediterranean, the 

Teutonic versus the Latin.^^ According to Siegfried Gohr, in Germany there was said to 

be a tendency to revive the profound Germanic allegories, ideological symbolism, 

mysticism and ecstasy of a profuse imagination. ̂ ^ A good deal of painting in the late 

1970s, in particular that perceived as most significant, was thus defined by nationality 

and regarded as the European reaction to American cultural hegemony. Beginning in the 

^^Edit de Ak. "Baby Talk," Flash Ari (May 1982): 35: "Let's look at the museums in this city. 
There hasn't been a trans-avantgarde show in any of them as yet." 

^^Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return of 
Representation in European Painting," Ari after Modernism (New York: The New Museum of 
Contemporary, 1984), 124. 

52ibid. 

53ibid., 128. 

54ibid. 

55see Siegfried Gohr, "Remarks on the Painting of Markus Lupertz," Markus Luperiz-Stil Painting 
(London: Whitechapel Gallery, 1979), n.p. "The tendency of German art to literature, to profound 
allegories, and ideological symbolism, but also to the mysticism and ecstasy of an exuberant imagination 
has found expression here." 
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mid-1970s, the question of nationalism became an important subject in discourse on 

painting.56 

The 1960s artists had buried painting as a medium for innovative formal activity. 

Jane Bell argued that painters seemed unable to achieve new perceptions or perspectives 

and that there were "no new discoveries to make, no new formal problems to solve." In 

contrast to the 1960s and 1970s which had been dominated by Pop, Minimalism, 

Conceptualism and so on, the 1980s presented an art which was entirely defined by 

nationality rather than by individual form or style. ̂ 7 

Meanwhile, in the United States there was a trend in the late 1970s described as 

"the retum of painting." In this country the phrase "retum of painting" was used to 

designate various ideas. These ranged from the retum of illusory art to the revival of 

historicist art. In Rose's observation the characteristics of late-1970s painting were 

illusion and other pictorial properties. In the new painting an artist was "free to 

manipulate and transform imagery into all manners of illusion," a trait which belonged 

exclusively to "the realm of the pictorial, i.e., the realm of the imagination."^^ 

In "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Retum of 

Representation in European Painting," Buchloh characterized Neo-Expressionism as a 

practice of collage and argued that Neo-Expressionist art was not a modemist but a 

historicist collage: 

56jane Bell, "What Is German about the New German Art?" Arinews 83 (March 1984): 96. 

57lbid. 

58Rose, American Painting: The Eighties, 15. "The contiguity of image with ground is established 
often as the Impressionists did, by an allover rhythmic stroking. All that in Cubism remained as vestigial 
references to the representational past of painting ~ value contrast, modeling, perspective, overlapping, 
receding planes, etc. ~ is eliminated so that the space of painting cannot be confused with real space. Once 
the truth of the illusion of painting. .. the artist is free to manipulate and transform imagery into all manner 
of illusions belonging exclusively to the realm of the pictorial, i.e., the realm of the imagination." 
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It is essential to the functioning of historicism and its static view of history 
that it assembles the various fragments of historical recollection and 
incantation according to the degree of projection and identification that 
these images of the past will provide for the needs of the present. ̂ ^ 

Unlike modemist collage, in which images or materials are used to reveal "fissures, 

voids, unresolvable contradiction, irreconcilable particularization, pure heterogeneity," 

the historicist image aims in the opposite direction: synthesis, the illusory construction of 

a unity and totality of a work. Pictorial representation in historicist art (Neo-

Expressionist art) is homogeneous in mode. The difference between modem collage and 

Neo-Expressionist collage lies in their approaches to creativity: the modernist work gives 

the viewer "perceptual clues to all its material, procedural, formal, and ideological 

qualities" while the historicist work "pretends to be a successful resolution to the 

modemist dilemma of aesthetic self-negation, particularization, and restriction to 

detail. "60 

Buchloh also argued that Neo-Expressionism was a reaffirmation of the modemist 

bourgeois tradition of sublimation. ̂ ^ The Neo-Expressionist's "repeated revitalization of 

obsolete representational and expressive pictorial practices" was experienced as sensuous, 

expressive, and energetic. As a bourgeois mode of experience it commemorated "the 

ritual of instant excitation and perpetually postponed gratification. "̂ 2 

But this reaffirmation was a sign of compromise. For the Neo-Expressionists' 

return to the traditional craft of painting revealed their acceptance of their historical 

hmitation. 

59Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression", 119. 

60ibid. 

61lbid., 120. 

62ibid. 
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Modemist high culture canonized aesthetic constmcts with the appellation 
"sublime" when the artists in question had proven their capacity to 
maintain Utopian thought in spite of the conditions of reification, and 
when, instead of actively attempting to change those conditions, they 
simply shifted subversive intentions into the aesthetic domain. The 
attitude of individual powerlessness and despair is already reaffirmed in 
the resignation implicit in a return to the traditional tools of the craft of 
painting and in the cynical acceptance of its historical limitations and its 
materially, perceptually, and cognitively primitivist forms of 
signification. 63 

Perceiving the return of traditional art, some critics even suggested that American 

Neo-Expressionists followed traditional methods of art making and devote special 

attention to quality of craftsmanship. The artist and critic Peter Halley argued, for 

example, that New-Expressionism "must limit its contents to unique, crafted art objects 

in the traditional categories of painting and sculpture."^^ In addition, it was 

recommended that painting and sculpture be limited to certifiably expressive media such 

as oil paint, clay, and bronze. 

Once some sense had begun to form that there was in fact a new kind of painting 

emerging in the United States as well as in Europe, a variety of themes began to shape an 

American discourse on Neo-Expressionism. Some of these themes were borrowed from 

European Neo-Expressionist discourse while a few originated with American critics. 

In the exhibition "Pictures," organized for the Artists Space in New York City in 

the fall of 1977,65 artists made use of varied imagery that was taken from recognizable 

images. They did not, however, limit themselves to the essential properties of any 

63ibid., 121. 

'̂̂ Peter Halley, "A Note on the 'New Expressionism' Phenomenon,' Ari in America 71 (March 
1983): 88. 

65see Douglas Crimp, "Pictures," October 8 (Spring 1979): 75. The exhibition was curated by 
Laurie Anderson and Douglas Crimp. Artists in this show were Troy Brauntuch, Jack Goldstein, Sherrie 
Levine, Robert Longo, Philip Smith. Subjects included in this show were photography, film, performance, 
painting, drawing, and sculpture. 
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particular medium. Works in the show included photographs, film, video, performance in 

addition to traditional modes of painting, drawing, and sculpture.66 The emergence of 

appropriation, a method that modemism had made an effort to avoid, was really the only 

unifying factor that could be used to indicate a new mode of artistic production. 

From the very start, one thing was clear: "Pictures" was not an exhibition 

designed to display Neo-Expressionist work, but rather a new type of painting that was 

neither realist nor Minimalist. Some ideas presented in the context of the show later 

functioned as principal concepts in American Neo-Expressionist discourse. The most 

significant of these were appropriation, subjectivity, allegorical meaning, authenticity and 

originality. In contrast to modemist discourse in which content was restricted to the 

language of form and the materiality of the medium, the objects of the new discourse 

(which was later to be characterized as postmodem) were the concepts of the 

"representation of representations," the "meaning of the meaningless," and the "absence 

of origin." 

In "Pictures," Sherrie Levine carried out a project that resulted in an entirely 

different sense of the traditional picture. In Levine's appropriation, the distinction 

between the original and the appropriated became obscure to the viewer. The pictures 

Levine appropriated were those that seemed to enjoy the status of cultural myth. By a 

very simple strategy,6^ these pictures became signs without the power of signification: 

the pictures no longer signified what they pictured; they were only pictures "provided 

66Douglas Crimp, "About Pictures," Flash Ari (March 1979): 34. 

67crimp, "Pictures," 185. "In one tripartite series, for example, Levine cropped three photographs of 
a mother and child according to the emblematic silhouettes of President Washington, Lincoln, and 
Kennedy. The currency of the myths with which Levine deals is exemplified by those profiles, taken as 
they are from the faces of coins; the photographs are cut out of a fashion magazine. The confrontation of 
the two images is stmctured in such a way that they must be read through each other: the profile of 
Kennedy delineates the picture of mother and child, which in turn filled in the Kennedy emblem" 
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with signification by the manner in which they are presented."68 In other words, in the 

exhibition "Pictures," a representation was related to other representations; a picture 

referred to other pictures. Representation was understood as only a relationship to other 

representations. 69 Visual representation was therefore not an act of picture-making but an 

act of picture-using, and the artists in "Pictures" were not picture-makers but picture-

users. "70 

Another American manifestation, "New Image Painting,"^i was related to an 

aesthetic tradition rooted in the American past: the 1960s' reductivist tradition. 

According to Richard Marshall, American art since the mid-1940s had "been 

distinguished by a striving toward the reduction and clarification of all but the most 

essential qualities of art." The Abstract Expressionists' calling for paint and canvas in 

connection with emotional and self-reflective characteristics and the Minimalists' demand 

for a sensibility of perceptual phenomena and physicality share certain basic intentions. 

Similarly, the artists of "New Image Painting" intended to reduce the image to the most 

essential qualities of art. As a result, anything that was not indispensable to constmcting 

a picture was dismissed. ̂ ^ 

68ibid. 

^^Crimp, "About Pictures," 34. "Representation has returned in this art not in the familiar guise of 
realism . . . but as an autonomous function that might be described as 'representation as such.'" 

^^Ibid. "That these artists are, for the most part, picture-users rather than picture-makers. Their 
activity involves the selection and presentation of images from the culture at large." 

71 See David Salle, "New Image Painting," Flash Ari (March-April 1979): 40. Organized by 
Whitney Museum, its goal was said to be to preserve the integrity of painting. Artists who were selected 
for this show were Nicolas Africano, Jennifer Bartlett, Denise Green, Michael Hurson, Neil Jenney, Lois 
Lane, Robert Moskowitz, Susan Rothenberg, David True, and Joe Zucker. 

^^Richard Marshall, New Image Painting (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1978), 
8-9. 
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Meaning was one of the major aspects to be eliminated in "New Image Painting," 

since a viewer attempting to find meaning in an image always faces the insurmountable 

difficulty of identifying the author's intention.'73 The works of "New Image Painting," as 

a consequence, exhibit "a closer affinity to Abstract Expressionism, Pop, Minimal, and 

Conceptual concerns than to traditional figurative and realist work." Their principal 

characteristic, however, became a simple focus on pictorial illusion. In "New Image 

Painting" this pictorial illusion, which previously had been considered a foe of 

contemporary sensibility, again emerged from the reductivist concept of art.'̂ ^ 

Some critics saw the new painting of the late 1970s as a transformation of already 

existing movements. For Mark Rosenthal, the works of the exhibition "Primary Imagery" 

were the result of a practice derived from the Minimalist concept of art. They described 

only elemental, figurative situations. The pictures in this exhibition were created with "a 

wealth of content by the very simplicity and evocativeness of the scenes depicted." The 

"Primary Imagery" work of Jonathan Borofsky, Neil Jenney, and Susan Rothenberg 

represented the transformation from Minimalism to the new figurative art. These artists 

were regarded as investigators engaged in a search for new imagery that was "at once 

surprising, evocative, and powerful, and . . . [had] the potential for archetypal or universal 

status. "75 

^^Ibid., 8. "The viewer attempts to find meaning in an image by correlating previously classified 
associations, and the lack of obvious meaning will consequently elicit the application of potential and 
possible meanings." Additional clues and props "for the development of a linear and sequential narrative 
are eliminated so that flexibility in interpretation is simultaneously restricted and yet activated." 

74ibid. 

^Ssee Mark Rosenthal, "From Primary Structure to Primary Imagery," Aris Magazine 53 (October 
1978): 106-107. Among others who have done similar work in this show are Nicolas Africano, Pinchas 
Cohen-Gan, and Michael Hurson, and more mature artists such as Philip Guston and Fritz Scholder. 
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In commenting on the work of the exhibition "American Painting: The Eighties," 

Barbara Rose's strategic choice was to focus on the concept of craftsmanship, that is, 

craftsmanship as a grand tradition of painting in which painting was superior to 

mechanically reproducible images. Painting was for Rose the "visible record of the 

activity of the human hand."'76 Jt was the artist's personal emotion that differentiated 

painting from mechanically reproduced imagery. Rose claimed that American art of the 

late 1970s did not intend to lose itself in a sea of reproduced images; on the contrary, it 

sought the quahty of aura. The figurative arts of the late 1970s as a whole were said to 

preserve painting as a "transcendental high art, a major art, and an art of universal as 

opposed to local topical significance. "̂ ^ The artist's aesthetic attitudes were in opposition 

to photography and all forms of reproducible imagery which sought "to deprive the art 

work of its unique 'aura.'"^^ Once again, since the decline of Abstract Expressionism, the 

concept of aura was drawn into aesthetic consideration. In the late 1970s, one of the 

strategic choices frequently made in coming to the defense of the new painting was the 

debating of painting's primacy over photography. Richard Hennessy, for example, 

argued that in "weight of sensorial information," photography could not replace painting 

or drawing.^^ In the late 1970s, the idea of a personal identity and the aura in a work of 

art had again became a desirable subject.^^ 

^^ose, American Painting: The Eighties, 11. 

'77lbid. 

78ibid. "It is, in fact, the enhancement of this aura, through a variety of means, that painting now 
self-consciously intends ~ either by emphasizing the involvement of the artist's hand, or by creating highly 
individual visionary images that cannot be confused either with reality itself or with one another." 

79Richard Hennessy, "What's All This about Photography?" Artforum 17 (May 1979): 22. 
"Anyone who has ever examined a photograph knows how quickly one is faced with loss of focus and the 
merely nasty residue of photochemical processes. In painting or drawing the detail never breaks down.. . 
In painting we progress from the depicted form, to the actual material in which it is rendered, and then . . . 
to the strokes with which it is built up. At no point are we looking at something remote from human 
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In a formalist analysis. Rose characterized the new painters of the late 1970s as 

"post-Cubists." 81 Post-Cubist representation, she argued, was different from that of 

abstract art. It was based on self-generated images.82 Yet the language used in new 

painting was not far from the modernist conception. For example, in "American Painting: 

The Eighties," Susan Rothenberg's white-on-white horse, Lois Lane's black-on-black 

tulips, Robert Moskowitz' red-on-red windmill, or Gary Stephan's brown-on-brown torso 

were seen to "have more in common with Malevich's White-on-White or Reinhardt's 

black crosses in black fields than with any realist painting."83 These images were 

produced through a modernist approach to figure and ground. The new painting was 

attempting to retum to the grand Western tradition. Rose argued that the retum of 

painting had been an attempt to preserve "not only the Western tradition of painting, but 

also the entire Greco-Roman system of moral and cultural values. "84 She regarded 

Cubism and Abstract Expressionism as part of the Westem tradition and believed that the 

new painting was a sign of the reassertion of tradition. 

"Pluralism" was the term with which Robert Godfrey characterized the work of 

the exhibition "Younger Artists: Figurative/ Representational Art."85 in this, the second 

endeavor. Everything is choice, delectation, effort and construction. The hand, eye and mind make 
themselves felt everywhere. The surface of a photograph cannot provide gratifications of this range or 
depth." 

^^homas Lawson, "The Uses of Representation: Taking Some Distinctions,' Flash Art (March-
April 1979): 37. 'The idea of a 'personal' art has become intellectually respectable, a new subjectivity 
desirable." 

°lRose, American Painting: The Eighties, 15. 

^^ibid. It is "a mental construct as conceptual in origin as the loftiest non-objective painting." 

83ibid. 

84ibid., 9. 

85see Robert Godfrey & Donald Perils, Young Ariists: Figurative /Representational Ari, ed. Tomar 
Levine (Artists' Choice Museum, New York, 1980), 2. "Young Artists: Figurative/Representational Art" 
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of the Artists' Choice Benefit Exhibitions, there was a vast amount of representational 

work and a variety of styles and motifs. It was a typically pluralistic show. Along with 

Donald Perils, Godfrey argued that—as in other pluralistic eras such as the 16th century, 

the Baroque period, and the late 19th century—the work in the exhibition was a 

phenomenon of artistic representation in a new era. 86 

In a new era such as the early 1980s, pluralism gave painters and sculptors an 

opportunity to discover an altemative creativity. It gave artists the chance to practice all 

of their art. 87 For Gene Thomton, pluralism created the possibihty for the emergence of 

figurative art. He wrote, "We are now living, we are told, in an age of pluralism, which 

means . . . that painting and sculpture no longer have to be abstract, and that other kinds 

of art, even realistic art, are now acceptable." Because the new painting would be "more 

modest, less pretentious, and more respectful of the past,"88 Thorton maintained that 

pluralism would be more acceptable to contemporary audiences. 

In 1980, the "Times Square Show" was an another event characterized as part of 

the retum of painting. Works in the "Times Square Show" were overwhelmingly 

figurative in the media of painting, drawing, posters, and sculpture. 89 Yet the aesthetic of 

the "Times Square Show" emphasized communication over perception, subject over 

was an exhibition organized by the Artists' Choice Museum, New York, September 6-18, 1980. Sixty-one 
artists were selected for this show. The exhibition was sponsored and shown in the following galleries: 
Tibor de Nagy (29 W. 57th St., for still life and sculpture), Terry Dintenfass (50 W. 57th St., for figure), 
Fischbach (29 W. 57th St., for landscape), Allan Frumkin (50 W, 57th St., for figure), A.M. Sachs (29W. 
57th St., for still life and sculpture). 

86ibid. 

S^Gene Thomton, "The New Consensus," Young Ariists: Figurative /Representational Art, Tomar 
Levine (Artists' Choice Museum, New York, 1980), 3. 

88ibid. 

89see Jeffrey Dietch, "Report from Times Square," Ari in America 68 (September 1980): 60. "It 
was as if a class at the Art Student League got gang drunk and decided to have a painting. Colors were 
garish, and paint was delicately and hastily applied. The style was sharp and angular." 
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form. It was also said to be a reaction to post-Minimalism, since the works did not 

emphasize the qualities of space, light, materials and reduced forms—the hallmarks of 

Post-Minimalism.^o The "Times Square Show" was characterized as a post-SoHo 

phenomenon, "a reaction to the clogged channels and art-for-art's sake orientation of the 

post-Minimalist academy."^^ 

According to Carter Ratcliff, the eight artists of the exhibition "Illustration and 

Allegory" created their art by imagination. "Broadly characterized, it is figurative work 

with a built-in memory made by younger artists during the '70s." The new painting of the 

late 1970s used imagination and placed emphasis on its appearance. Unlike traditional 

realism which is based on direct observation, the art of "Illustration and Allegory" was 

created with images "dredged up and recreated from a personal past," or from public 

sources. ̂ 2 

One final observation should be made in terms of general concepts regarding the 

emergence of Neo-Expressionism, and that is that the movement was often described as 

motivated by contemporary economics. In D. A. Robins' observation, there arose a kind 

of "fetishism" in the art market of the early 1980s which motivated the production of 

traditional art. In his analysis, the late 1970s had witnessed a rising art market, and in 

1980 the Joseph Beuys exhibition at the Guggenheim was one of the critical factors in 

arousing American investors' interest in collecting art. The art market of the early 1980s 

became more focused on figurative art than on other types,^^ and the "retum of painting" 

90ibid. "The show was more about communication than perception, more concerned with social 
than personal issues, and more interested in subject than form." 

91lbid. 

92simon, 113. 

93corinne Robins, "Late Decorative: Art, Artifact, and the Ersatz," Ari Magazine 55 (September 
1980): 151. 
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excited the American public in general. '̂̂  By the early 1980s, Neo-Expressionists were 

being promoted everywhere, and in New York they were described as chewing up SoHo 

like a locust plague. 

94in 1981, American Airiines even announced America's triumphant retum to figurative painting. 
The American Airlines slogan read "THE NEW REALISM: a traveling exhibition marks America's 
triumphant return from the ariistic exile of the abstract revolution." American Airiine Review, 1981, cited 
in Davis, "Issues & Commentary: The Avant Garde Is Dead! Long Live the Avant Garde!" Ari in America 
70 (April 1982): 15. 
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CHAPTER m 

THE CRITICAL DISCOURSE OF AMERICAN 

NEO-EXPRESSIONISM 

Chronologically, the American Neo-Expressionist movement parallels critical 

discussion of the "retum of painting" from the time of the exhibition "Pictures" (1977) to 

the establishment of an "East Village Scene" (1984). The critical discourse that became 

central to the establishment of the movement created, refined or redefined the ideas of 

appropriation, allegory, the self, the neo-avant-garde, national identity, aura, authenticity, 

origin, and postmodemism. Through a kind of network, a strange complicity between 

these developing concepts, the period sketched a profile of its own experience in the 

category of Neo-Expressionism. 

Across the nation in the period 1977 to 1984, an entire population of self-styled 

Neo-Expressionists arose. In New York, in particular, graffiti, conceptual expressionist, 

and even realist art was categorized as Neo-Expressionist. There was no sign of 

differentiation between what now appear to us to have been separate movements. At the 

same time, it must not be forgotten that "Neo-Expressionism" had a particular place in the 

intemational revival of painting. The sensibility of the intemational revival of traditional art 

developed the features proper to Neo-Expressionism in the world of the avant-garde. This 

sensibihty was primarily concemed with the loss of leadership. In its general form, 

intemational competition could be explained by the desire to maintain hegemony. It could 

even be seen as signifying an important change in the consciousness of art. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, art incorporating language could be freely viewed in 

museums. The particular forms represented by Minimal art and Conceptual art spread 

across the entire nation and abroad. The arts produced in this period were characterized as 

35 



arts for ideas and were regarded as avant-gardist. Until the late 1970s, the art of language 

in its most systemic and most inhuman form could not be dealt with and appreciated unless 

it was decoded into perception. 

The revival of painting, on the contrary, betrays a form of linguistic play in which a 

retum to tradition can only suggest regression. There are aspects of the traditional arts that 

have such a power of inspiration that publicity only multiplies them infinitely; only oblivion 

can suppress them. In the early 1980s, some American critics tried elaborately to thmst the 

intemational trend of the retum of traditional art into obhvion. It was as though the honor 

of a nation demanded a stop to the regression of the avant-garde. American critics 

experienced anxiety over the retum to a tradition of European art that had never been a part 

of the American avant-garde. 

From the modem traditional point of view, Neo-Expressionism was not the natural 

development of modemist art; it was only historical regression in an empirical form. But 

the revival of painting explicitiy drew attention to Neo-Expressionism. If in the case of the 

retum of painting the main concem was to avoid regression, in the case of the American 

Neo-Expressionist movement the intention was to organize it. In contrast to the 1960s, 

when tradition had been clearly defined as a thing of the past, the period of the early 1980s 

enveloped American Neo-Expressionism in a total experience of "avant-gardist regression"; 

it reabsorbed particular forms for which Minimalists had issued a death certificate. At the 

same time it assigned to traditional art a special sign: not that of regression, but that of 

glorified revival. Yet there is nothing in common between this organized idea of tradition in 

American Neo-Expressionism in the 1980s and the scandal in which it came to Ught during 

the course of Minimalism. In Minimalist discourse, tradition was uniformly cursed and 

associated with every danger of decay. During the course of American Neo-

Expressionism, however, "tradition" became not a regretted past, but a promised land. 
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In the early 1980s, Neo-Expressionist art reduced "tradition" to a single discourse 

while teaching the lesson of the salvation of art history. It honored "tradition," thereby 

putting itself in a strange position. Neo-Expressionists bmshed with all forms of 

traditional art, yet Neo-Expressionism itself was isolated, treated in a special manner as if 

belonging to a historical region. 

Neo-Expressionism shocked its contemporary audience with its retum to the old 

world of imagination and memory. Neo-Expressionist art did not disclose a mechanism, 

but revealed a liberty releasing the history of art from the chain of avant-garde progression. 

For Neo-Expressionists, regression in itself had a nominal value, but it constituted a 

substantial function. It was in relation to the regression of art history alone that Neo-

Expressionism could be understood. From a historical perspective, Neo-Expressionism 

traced the course of the modemist history of art and disclosed that the underlying realm of 

tradition (which was once regarded as an obstacle to avant-gardists) presented infinite 

modes of creativity. In the late 1970s, the rediscovery of tradition was consequently seen 

as a new possibility for breaking the ice of MinimaUst language. 

The language which isolated Neo-Expressionist discourse from that of Minimalism 

and Conceptual art was entirely postmodem. It was a discourse created against the 

background of modemism; form and color were no longer the elements with which artists 

were concemed. Neo-Expressionist discourse was no longer concemed with either the 

purging of "all metaphor and meaning, equality of parts, repetition and neutral surfaces," ̂  

or the reduction to "irreducible essence"^ which the minimalist beheved to be the only tme 

art. 

ISuzi Gablik, "Minimalism," Concepts of Modern Ari, ed. Nikos Stangos (Thames and Hudson, 
1980,246. 

2lbid. 
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On the contrary, Neo-Expressionist discourse dealt not with the form or structure of 

an art, but rather with the problems of signification, metaphorical meaning, cultural 

consciousness, the social value of art, and the status of signs. It was from this mpture that 

the entire Neo-Expressionist discourse was estabhshed. Neo-Expressionist discourse 

challenged the bases of modemist dogma: the universahty of form, the avant-garde 

tradition, stylistic innovation, and above of all, the rationalism which had been one of the 

modemists' commitments since the Enlightenment. Themes through which critics of the 

early 1980s created the discourse of Neo-Expressionism include not form and color, 

objective perception, ready-made/found objects, or the goal of the avant-garde. Rather, 

they consist primarily of style (or mode of production), appropriation, tradition, nature, 

originality and authenticity, allegory, intention, ideology, and representation. 

Neo-Expressionism was not a stylistic innovation, but rather a stylistic 

appropriation or adoption. The styles which Neo-Expressionism adopted vary from those 

of early modem movements such as Impressionism to late modem developments such as 

Abstract Expressionism; their styles can consist of an expressionist heavy impasto or a 

hard-edge abstraction. In American Neo-Expressionism, styles were seen as devices for 

expression that could be used in combination, whereas Minimalism used form for content, 

American Neo-Expressionism used style for the same purpose. All the institutionalized 

styles of Westem art history—including medieval. Renaissance, baroque, rococo, neo

classical, romantic, realist, and those established since Impressionism—^became the formal 

conventions of Neo-Expressionism. In other words, Neo-Expressionism had no original 

style, but rather only borrowed various existing historical styles and images and then re

created them. This practice created an art that was seen as radical and new, despite the fact 
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that, stylistically speaking, it contained nothing novel at all. In this sense it can be 

described as a mannerism.^ 

At a very early stage, critics who linked the new pictorial thinking to the discovery 

of art-historical modes of production seemed to define Neo-Expressionism in terms of 

essentials. To them, the most vitally new expressionism would be the kind of art that 

explored the broadest possibiUties of representation. To Neo-Expressionist critics, what 

would make Neo-Expressionism significant in the history of art were the artists' methods 

of appropriation, the reorganization of modem styles and motifs. 

Before the rise of Neo-Expressionism, style had a different meaning for artists, 

historians and critics. Faust, for example, characterized the traditional notion of style as: 

(1) a manifestation of a regional or an epochal art; (2) an artist's identity in his work; and 

(3) a mark of historical progression in art history.^ In Neo-Expressionist art, Faust pointed 

out, style meant adaptation: "a conforming drive that superficially mirrors the forces at 

work in . . . society."^ If society changes, he continued, "you have no use for a static 

point of view. You have to change continually: to keep moving you have to be 'here' and 

yet keep your lines of escape open." This subversive view of style constantly affects the 

way artists experience and define themselves. For Faust, artists were "no longer striving 

for individuated identity, the subjects experience[d] themselves as multiphcities." Artists 

themselves were confronting discontinuity and contradiction and were continually stepping 

3joan Simon, "Double Takes," Ari in America 68 (October 1980): 114. 

" '̂'When discussing questions of style, we have accustomed ourselves to thinking in terms of regions 
and epochs. We consider style to be a general esthetic category that includes a characteristic relation of 
author to work. The artist finds self when he or she finds style: through style, the identity of a subject 
manifests itself and is the rendered visible. And stylistic change is the ostensible embodiment of artistic 
development, negating what is and establishing what is to be." See Wolfgang Max Faust, "Du hast keine 
Chance. Nutze sie! With and Against It: Tendencies in Recent German Art," Artforum 20 (September 
1981): 35; 33-39. 

5lbid., 36. 
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across the line. This was evidenced "in the refusal to formulate intentions," and the tuming 

instead "to spontaneity and improvisation as effective vehicles for the articulation of ideas." 

Once style was no longer seen as an artist's identity, Faust argued, "for the sake of 

expressive intensity, every program, every preconceived notion [had tol be avoided." In 

practice, an artist now might quote any art-historical style as a personal identity. He or she 

might come up with "an unheard-of-image" or "dig into the grab bag of art history," 

creating an art in which "the highly personal [was] on the same footing with the stylistic 

quote. "6 

Style as a quotation or a mask was an idea that radically distinguished Neo-

Expressionism from Modemism. Beginning in the early 1980s, styles of modemist art 

were already becoming historical. The early 1980s was a time when historians and critics 

no longer treated art as an autonomous production, a thing that could be separated from 

everything else as destined "to take its place in art history, [as] a development of 

modernism. "7 

Liberation from the modemist notion of style enabled artists to quote art-historical 

styles. For example, the American Neo-Expressionist Philip Smith appropriated a style of 

illustration, "chic awhile back, and transport[ed] it to high art." The style which Smith 

appropriated came from high-art. "Its lively, wiry line owed a lot, in the 40s and 50s, to 

Matisse. Its flatness was borrowed from modemist painting in general."^ Now, artists no 

longer needed to create new styles. Instead, they were encouraged to use existing styles. 

In the United States, Neo-Expressionists discovered styles as devices. Michael 

Zwack, for example, was seen to have stylistic affinities "with Odilon Redon, Eugene 

6ibid. 

^Douglas Crimp, "The End of Painting," October 16 (Spring 1981): 81. 

^Carter Ratcliff, Illustration and Allegory (New York: Brooke Alexander, Inc., 1980), 4. 
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Carriere and other fin-de-siecle Symbolists whose deepest faith was the absolute tmth of 

their own revelations. "̂  But in Zwack's art this only served "to throw the matter of 

stylistic affinity into doubt," since his thin auras are filled with artifice, the meanings of his 

works are conditional, not absolute, ̂ o For Zwack, styles were pictorial devices. If any 

style was useful to him, it was simply because it possessed the quality that fit Zwack's 

artistic intention. Even the old Expressionism, a style often invoked to characterize the 

whole practice of so-called Neo-Expressionist art, was only one of the varied modemist 

styles used by Neo-Expressionists. Expressionism as a particular style was no longer at 

the service of the personahty. In many cases, a Neo-Expressionist was described as 

"someone who [took] styles out of the closet according to the needs of the season's 

spectacle." 11 An artist no longer had "to be a crazed, deranged mess of a person in order to 

be an Expressionist."^^ 

In Neo-Expressionism any synthesized style could function as a new style. Artists 

such as Clemente and Schnabel used various stylistic fusions in order to create their own 

art. They picked up on "the neoromantic, pseudosurreal aspects of fashionable French and 

Italian art of the thirties and forties, and [made] a great fuss about their wickedly 

outrageous taste in so doing."^^ Motifs, images, methods of the past, too, served as part 

of the Neo-Expressionists' merged style. When "Renaissance and Baroque painting. 

9ibid., 5. 

lOlbid. 

1 ^Rafael Ferrer, cited in Carter Ratcliff, Hayden Herrera, Sarah McFadden, and Joan Simon, 
"Expressionism Today: an Artists' Symposium," Ari in America 70 (December 1982): 141. 

12ibid. 

13Thomas Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting," Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation, ed. 
Brian Wallis (New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984,1984): 157. 
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Indian miniatures, cheap religious artifacts"^^ could be equivalent to everything else, 

together they defined a new style. Thus stylistic judgment became functionless in Neo-

Expressionist art. ̂ 5 

As "an art-with-no-idea," it was tempting to say that Neo-Expressionist art was 

nothing but stylistic appropriations. In Judy Pfaff s observation, American Neo-

Expressionism used styles for content. "I don't know of another generation," she said, 

"that has opted for style above the other things that can be valued . . . There's really very 

little looking to see whether the new work is what it claims to be, or whether it is only the 

stylistic reflection of that thing. "̂ ^ In other words, beyond expressive appearances there 

were few things left in American Neo-Expressionist works. 

When criticizing the movement as simply another sign of the death of painting, 

Joseph Kosuth introduced the notion of expressionism as an institutionalized style. He 

observed that Neo-Expressionism reinforced the idea of the death of painting "through its 

uncritical extolling of painting's past virtues while it simultaneously [devalued] those same 

traditional qualities" or through "bad craft and an intentional undermining of an earlier era's 

concept of 'quality' through the conftised identification of formal invention with the use of 

what [became] too simply 'what those other guys left behind.'" '̂̂  Yet in the same article, 

Kosuth pointed out that the best of Neo-Expressionism was "not simply painting but a 

reference to painting, a kind of visual quotation, as if the artists [were] using the found 

I4ibid. 

15ibid. 

16judy Pfaff, contribution to Carter Ratcliff and others, "Expressionism Today: an Artists' 
Symposium," 60. 

17joseph Kosuth, "Necrophilia, Mon Amour," Artforum 70 (May 1982): 62. 
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fragments of a broken discourse."^^ Like many other customs that can survive as "formal 

conventions long after they've lost their meaning," painting was now treated as "a kind of 

'device' within a larger, less institutionalized, not yet fully acculturated, enterprise."^^ 

Neo-Expressionists generally denied the notion of originality in style. Yet by 

exploring a great variety of standard images and styles Neo-Expressionism became "a way 

of chewing such images and styles to death and then vicariously re-creating them" in a new 

style.20 

In Benjamin H. D. Buchloh's analysis, in order to invest obsolete modes with 

meaning and historical impact it was necessary that "they be presented as radical and new." 

In Germany, regressive phenomena had been described as innovative since the 1960s. 

Their 'newness' consisted "precisely in their current artistic practice." The 'newness' was 

nothing more than the reinvestment in obsolete modes of production dressed in new 

costumes. This was evident in "A New Spirit in Painting," "The New Fauves," "Naive 

Nouveau," "II Nuove Nuove," and "The Italian New Wave." All these exhibitions were 

once labeled as retrograde contemporary art.^i 

In the new German painting, "'stupid' painting and 'stupid' spirit" were united to 

"produce a new 'realism,' about art as well as the world."^^ Abstraction no longer meant 

^ ̂ Joseph Kosuth, cited in Donald Kuspit, "Flak from the 'Radicals': The American Case against 
Current German Painting," Art After Modemism: Rethinking Representation, ed. Brian Wallis (New York: 
The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984), 150. 

19lbid. 

20Donald Kuspit, "Report from Beriin, 'Bildwechsel': Talking Liberties," Art in America 70 
(February 1982): 47. 

2lBenjamin H. D. Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Retum of 
Representation in European Painting," Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation, ed. Brian Wallis 
(New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984), 120. 

22Donald Kuspit, "Acts of Aggression: German Art Today," Ari in America 70 (September 1982): 
144. 
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non-representational work but rather "a new concrete imagery, a conceptual dream imagery 

with so strong a hold on us [as to be] experienced as freshly real."23 In other words, Neo-

Expressionist discourse rendered abstract painting not as content, but merely as stylistic 

mechanism: the repetition of painteriy gesture could be seen as leading Neo-Expressionism 

to become an empty art of mechanics. It was the pluralism of the 1970s that created the 

possibility of this styhstic option. In an article entitled "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of 

Regression," Buchloh noted: "Excited bmshwork and heavy impasto paint application, 

high contrast color and dark contours are still perceived as 'painterly' and 'expressive' 

twenty years after Stella's, Ryman's, and Richter's works demonstrated that the painted 

sign is not transparent, but is a coded stmcture which cannot be an unmediated 

'expression.'"24 Now, through its repetition, the physiognomy of the Neo-Expressionist 

painterly gesture 'full of spontaneity' became "an empty mechanics."25 

This "realism" is not novel but rather is a mannerism. For example, in his 

Prehistory: Glory, Honor, Privilege, Poverty, 1981, Schnabel's composition is a pictorial 

unity which is mannerist in import. In this work various archaicized sources are jammed 

together, existing "side by side, [like] so many juxtaposed and jumbled fragments. "26 

Together, they create a sense of historical nostalgia. 

In some ways Neo-Expressionism derived its articulation from conceptual and 

performance art. The central characteristic of Neo-Expressionist painting was "its desire to 

23ibid. 

^^Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return of Representation in 
European Painting," 120. 

25ibid. 

26Donald Kuspit, "Julian Schnabel: Mannerist Impressario of the Apocalypse," Art and Design 
(July-August 1989): 68. 
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collapse history into a shallow field of references."27 in Thomas Lawson's observation, 

Neo-Expressionists, Germans in particular, had tried to make all things equivalent. In their 

work, styles, images, or sources were processed as though through the art machine.28 

To many Neo-Expressionists, expressionism was a stylistic appropriation. 

Although appropriation sabotaged the old system of artistic production, at the same time it 

revealed a desire to establish continuity and tradition. By appropriating images and styles 

from other already-known art works, the appropriated work gained over the original. In 

the process of appropriation the original ideological discourse was fragmented, and the 

original object of representation was devalued. Appropriation depoliticized the economic 

and social meaning of the original work. An appropriated style could create a space that 

was different from its historical context. It also created a seductive space for the viewer. 

In Neo-Expressionist art, the purloined image came to have private meanings. 

Neo-Expressionism followed the obscure, but necessary, ways of stylistic 

pluralism. But what now became of its visible trace, that set of phenomena without secrets 

that made it entirely visible to the viewers' gaze? Did not the whole of this visual language 

incur the risk of being relieved of its specific weight and reduced to a series of surface 

events, lacking in both grammatical structure and semantic necessity? In assigning 

appropriated imagery to the enclosed worid of the modem tradition, the Neo-

Expressionist's use of art-historical modes of production reduced the importance of the 

pictorial appearances of the original work and substituted it for a mythology of the visible. 

In appropriation, a more complex experience emerged from inaccessible tradition to the 

violence of dissected institutionalized styles, and hence the imagery took a different form 

from its original signification in favor of a massive signification. 

27Thomas Lawson, '"New Expressions'; Kiely Jenkins," Artforum 22 (January 1984): 76. 

28ibid. 
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In Neo-Expressionist art a new reversal of the relations between signifier and 

signified occurred. In modem art the signifier was felt to represent, transparently, the 

signified. Now, in art-historical appropriation, the signified could quite easily remain 

silent, and the meaning with which the signifier was believed to be armed could prove to be 

non-existent. To what signified does Schnabel's Exile refer with certainty? The silence of 

the signified can be identified, but it cannot be deciphered. The signifier plays precisely the 

role of a detour: it is not an expressive signifier, but one which is substituted for the 

fundamental absence of expression of the signified. 

The difference between the concept of an original work and an appropriated work is 

apparent when comparing a photograph by Walker Evans and Sherrie Levine's re-

photographing of the Evans photograph. For Evans, the photograph was a signifier linked 

to a signified, that is, it was a manifestation of nature, and fully communicated with its 

essence. In distinguishing between the original and the appropriated, Levine did not 

modify the form of perception of the photographs. Yet her photographs no longer possess 

expressive value through the qualities of aesthetic decision or pictorial organization. 

The appropriated image as signifier no longer speaks the traditional language of art; 

it assumes shape and value only within the discourses posed by artistic perception. There 

is nothing, therefore, to prevent it from being associated with the viewer's reading. It is no 

longer that which is spontaneously stated by the picture itself; it is the meeting point of the 

gaze of perception and the alienated imagery. This explains why Neo-Expressionist critics 

were able, without any major theoretical problem, to reactivate Vasari's relatively old and 

seemingly forgotten discovery: the discovery, based on well-founded artistic knowledge, 

that forms and styles contained pictorial secrets.29 It was also explained by the data of 

29in the 1568 edition of the Lives, Vasari added some standards for critique of the works of art. 
These include rule, order, proportion, draftsmanship, and manner. "Manner then attained to the greatest 
beauty from the practice which arose of constantly copying the most beautiful objects and joining together 
these most beautiful things, hands, heads, bodies, and legs, so as to make a figure of the greatest possibile 
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simple experience: the degree of elaboration of the appropriation determined the degree of 

qualitative gain. It was after all a mannerist approach to creation. 

Appropriation as a means of artistic creation had been legitimized in the early 1960s 

with the emergence of Pop art, which used second-hand imagery without producing a 

style.30 Neo-Expressionism went beyond the limits of Pop, however, in terms of its use 

of second-hand imagery: it pastiched ready-made imagery and made a style out of the 

stylistic storehouse of art history. Fredric Jameson described pastiche as a neutral practice 

of mimicry without any of parody's satirical impulse, laughter, and humor.^i The 

disappearance of the individual subject and the increasing unavailabihty of personal style, 

engendered the practice of pastiche.32 Pastiche came to occupy a place in the artistic 

production of Neo-Expressionism as "the imitation of a pecuhar or unique, idiosyncratic 

style, the wearing of a stylistic mask and form in a dead style."33 

In the course of Neo-Expressionism, pastiche became a unique artistic mode of 

production. To Schnabel, expressionism meant stylistic appropriation, as though it were 

possible to appropriate the style of expressionism as his own identity. By operating 

beauty." Giorgio Vasari, "Lives of the Most Eminent Painterings, Sculptors, and Architects," Elizabeth 
Gilmore Holt, ed. A Documentary History of Ari II: Michelangelo and Mannerists (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1981), 26. According to John Shearman's interpretation, manner (maniera) 
means stylish or styliness in modern English expression. See John Shearman, Mannerism (Baltimore, 
Maryland: Penguin Books Inc., 1967), 17. Shearman also pointed out that "it was common for Mannerist 
artists to adopt artistic forms or compositional devices, originally invented with expressive functions, and 
to use them in a non-functional way, capriciously," ibid., 22. 

30See Barbara Rose, "The Politics of Art, VI," Aris Magazine 54 (December 1979): 133. "The only 
thing Pop artists have in common is that their imagery is second-hand, drawn from reproductions rather 
from nature or the imagination, which defines it as a Mannerist style." 

^Ipredric Jameson, "Postmodemism and Consumer Society," The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on 
Postmodem Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Seattle, Washington: Bay Press, 1983), 114. 

32predric Jameson, Postmodernism, Or, the Logic of Late Capitalism (Duke University Press, 
1991), 16. 

33ibid. 
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between the intertextuaUty of the deliberate, built-in feature of the expressionist aesthetic 

effect, Schnabel transferred the past into a pseudo historical depth in which the history of 

aesthetic styles displaced real history. The recomposition of his Neo-Expressionist 

painting thus retained an artificial character, as opposed to the natural organic unity peculiar 

to German Expressionist art. Like Sherrie Levine's, Schnabel's appropriation sabotaged 

the previous idea of creativity; the old system that "placed value on the privileged 

production of individual talent" was destroyed.3^ 

Nonetheless, Neo-Expressionist appropriation betrayed a desire to establish 

continuity and tradition. In Schnabel's practice, appropriation was a desire "to question the 

historical validity of a local, contemporary code by referencing it to a different set of codes 

such as previous styles, heterogeneous iconic sources, or to different modes of production 

and reception."35 Appropriation of historical models was motivated by a desire "to 

establish continuity and tradition and a fiction of identity, as much as it can originate from a 

wish to attain universal mastery of all codification systems. "36 

The result of appropriation can be characterized as follows: 

1. The appropriated image gained more meaning than the original work created. 

The use of already known images was not an invention of Neo-Expressionism; it had been 

applied long before.3'7 in the early 1970s, artists like Hank Herron reproduced the exact 

appearances of Frank Stella's entire oeuvre. The result of this reproduction nevertheless 

was said to introduce a "new content and a new concept, in the total phenomenological 

34Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting," 161. 

35Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, "Parody and Appropriation in Francis Picabia, Pop, and Sigmar Polke," 
Artforum 20 (March 1982): 28. 

36ibid. 

37Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, "Allegorical Procedures: Appropriations and Montage in Contemporary 
Art," Artforum 21 (September 1982): 47. 

48 



sense, by actually representing the actions of someone other than Frank Stella. That is, in 

their real meaning, these objects are Stella's plus, Stella's and more ."38 

In Neo-Expressionist art, the idea of supplemental meaning from appropriation was 

first applied in Carrie Rickey's criticism of the art of Robert Longo. Longo took 

appropriation as a way of making art with more meaning intended. Like Sherrie Levine 

and Troy Brauntuch, Longo appropriated other people's images. Many of his works took 

images from Rohmer's Perceval, Fassbinder's An American Soldier, and Arthur Penn's 

The Missouri Breaks.^^ "By making these images sculptural (casting them in aluminum), 

or making them mammoth-scale, movie-screen-size themselves,'"^ Longo remade them in 

a way in which they had not been seen before. 

2. Appropriation/ra^m^«f5 and devalues the ideological discourse of the original 

work. In Levine's selection of imagery from the history of modemism, "representations 

are literally fragmented, tom from the hermetic totality of the ideological discourse within 

which they currently exist." Through an allegorical procedure, Levine devalued "the object 

of representation for the second time." By rephotographing photographs, "by restating 

their essential status as multiplied, technically reproduced imagery," Levine drained the 

commodity status of photographs by Walker Evans, Edward Weston, Eliot Porter, and 

Andreas Feininger for the second time."̂ ^ 

3. Appropriation depoliticizes the meaning of the original work and creates a space 

that is different from its historical context. By using the earlier work as 'nature', the 

38cheryl Bernstein, "The Fake as More," Idea Art, ed. Gregory Battcock, (New York: E.P. Dotton 
Co., 1973), 42. 

39carrie Rickey, "Naive Nouveau and Its Malcontents," Artforum 20 (Summer 1980): 39. 

40ibid. 

"̂ 1 Buchloh, "Allegorical Procedures: Appropriations and Montage in Contemporary Art," 52. 
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original work is depoliticized "as an institution with economic and social meaning."^^ 

Whereas, in the original work, meaning is historically located and the artist takes 

responsibility for the meaning he makes, in the appropriated work the historically instituted 

meaning is lost. The appropriated work produces a meaning that is beyond the structure of 

the original's economic and social circumstance. When a style or a motif is taken into a 

new context, however, it produces a new meaning for itself For example, Judy Pfaff used 

divergent stylistic vocabularies from modemism as metaphors for various sensations she 

intended to present. These vocabularies were so completely subordinate to her 

Neo-Expressionism and complicated views of space that they not only could be appreciated 

outside their historical context'̂ 3 \)^i created a certain space for the viewer as well. The 

historical spaces the work established between the original and the reproduction seduced 

"the viewer into fatalistic acceptance, since these spaces do not open up a dimension of 

critical negativity that would imply practice and encounter rather than contemplation.'"*^ 

4. Appropriation creates a private meaning. The purloined image acquires private 

meaning in Neo-Expressionist art. Some have argued, for example, that Salle used the 

appropriated image as "the site of a potential subjective reinscription.'"*^ He worked to 

drain the image of "every residue of its shared public significance'"^^ i^ hopes of replacing 

it with a meaning that was entirely his own. 

42joseph Kosuth, "Necrophilia, Mon Amour." Artforum 20 (May 1982): 62. 

'*3Michael Auping, "Judy Pfaff Tuming Landscape Inside Out," Aris Magazine 57 (September 
1982): 76. 

44Buchloh, "Allegorical Procedures: Appropriations and Montage in Contemporary Art," 52. 

45craig Owens, "Back to the Studio," Ari in America 70 (January 1982): 103. 

46ibid. 
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5. Appropriation reveals the inauthentic experience of our time. Comparing the 

works of Stella and Herron, Cheryl Bemstein argued that Stella's art was experienced "as 

our art, the art of our time,"47 while Herron's art was superficial and fake. However, 

Herron's art reminded us that it represented "the ontological predicament of our time, 

indeed of every living being: inauthentic experience. "̂ 8 Speaking of the work of 

"Pictures," Douglas Crimp distinguished the original from the appropriated image and 

pointed out the loss of authenticity in the latter. "What these pictures show, present, depict, 

picture" argued Crimp, "is only what is always already another picture.'"^^ i^ an 

appropriated work, we are "twice removed from 'reahty,' from the source or origin." It 

becomes merely a representation of an original representation.^^ In the process of 

appropriation, images lose their authenticity and works begin to be experienced as unreal. 

An original work gained its authenticity as cultural production; it was connected to the 

author's historical moment "so concretely that the work [was] experienced as real.''̂ ^ In 

the postmodem era, however, an appropriated work ceased to represent anything but 

another representation. 

Appropriation as a practice is clearly bound to new perspectives on history. Most 

critics argued that American Neo-Expressionism involved not the retum of history but the 

loss of history, but others introduced the notion that Neo-Expressionism gave history a 

new power of self-presentation. Either way, it seems doubtless that American Neo-

Expressionism was motivated by the rediscovery of or regression to the past. 

47Bernstein, "The Fake as More," 45. 

48ibid. 

49Douglas Crimp, "About Pictures," Fto/i Arr (March-April 1979): 34. 

50ibid. 

51 Kosuth, 62. 
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Bazon Brock argued for the importance of tradition, since tradition was the source 

for creating the new.52 One way of using tradition was to use historical modes of artistic 

production. In the "Times Square Show," for example, artists mixed art-historical styles 

with images of popular culture. In addition to art-historical styles, Neo-Expressionists 

revived many themes from traditional art: iconographic references, techniques, and 

aesthetic categories. In this "trans-avant-garde" direction, art crossed multiple fields of 

reference.53 Schnabel's imagery and figures, for example, are related to the past through 

varied sources. 

The rediscovery of the past in American Neo-Expressionism was "a major 

motivating force in '80s art not simply in acknowledgment of the past's richness, but 

because the capital of the future [seemed] exhausted, uncertain and humanly bleak. "̂ ^ 

Confronted with this picture, artists began seeking the various most cherished forms which 

had been instituted in the past. The question immediately raised by critics, of course, was 

why contemporary artists needed to pick up antiquated forms. Since the very beginning of 

Neo-Expressionism, tradition had been regarded as the source of artistic creation. In this 

sense, the movement could be viewed as a new way of continuing tradition. Bazon Brock 

argued that artists "cannot break with traditions unless they have a knowledge of 

unambiguous, constant and secure traditions."^5 Noted art historians from Panofsky to 

Kubler have shown why this is so: "form and content can barely be communicated from 

one individual to another, let alone from one generation to another. The same form 

52Bazon Brock, "The End of the Avant-Garde? And So the End of Tradition," Artforum 19 (June 
1981): 64-65. 

53Achille Bonito Oliva, "The Italian Trans-avantgarde," Flash Ari (October-November 1979): 20. 

54Kuspit, "Julian Schnabel: Mannerist Impressario of the Apocalypse," 70. 

55Brock, 64. 
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changes its content, the same content appears in a different form. "56 All renaissances can 

make sense only in so far as we realize that they were attempts "to create new traditions out 

of historical inventory. "57 Tradition was the inexhaustible source from which the new 

was created. 

In the late 1970s, "one notion about the function of painting was exhausted, and 

painters were looking for a possible way of continuing to paint." When artists of the 

Greenbergian school were purging their work of meaning, they were "messing around with 

color and paint in a very monastic way. "58 Looking back to the early modem tradition was 

the only altemative for contemporary artists. This explains why artists picked up their 

brushes again and why tradition was once again considered the source of inspiration. 

In the early 1980s, critics spoke of a tradition about which the American avant-

gardists had long forgotten, but whose shadow had never completely vanished from the 

background of American avant-garde art. For more than four decades, since the beginning 

of the Abstract-Expressionist movement, reference to tradition was subjected to the 

confinement of regression. It would, however, be rediscovered in the discourse of the 

Itahan Transavanguardia and German new painting where it would be mingled with the 

notions of mystery, allegory, enigma, and the neo-avant-garde. It has, however, rarely 

been made clear what its status was in contemporary society. What was the meaning of 

this "tradition" which seemed to assign the same meaning to resurrection, to 

postmodemism, to the avant-garde, and to nationalism? It was within the discourse of the 

56ibid. 

57ibid. 

58julian Schnabel, contribution to Carter Ratcliff and others, "Expressionism Today: an Artists' 
Symposium," 66-67. 
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"revival of tradition" that the early-1980s critics would confront the "neo"-isms, chief 

among them Neo-Expressionism. 

From the early 1980s, Neo-Expressionism was hnked with the notion of reviving 

tradition, and with the themes that designated Neo-Expressionism as its natural 

consequence. In Neo-Expressionist discourse several questions were raised: Why was 

tradition important to the artists? What kinds of themes could represent traditional art? 

How did artists use tradition as a new way of artistic production? And, finally, was the act 

of retuming to tradition a regression or a progression? 

From a very early stage, the argument was made that Neo-Expressionist art was 

not a retum to tradition but the realization of the loss of tradition. Hal Foster's 

pronouncement on the subject is typical: "Far from a retum to history... recent culture 

attests to an extraordinary loss of history—or rather a displacement of it by the pseudo-

historical." Artists seemed to devour history in order to redeem specific moments of the 

historical past. In fact, what they presented to the viewer was the loss of the historical 

past. Foster argued, for example, that the Neo-Expressionists' quoting of historical 

references testified "to nothing so much as a desperation at their loss. "59 

Yet, when confronting the loss of tradition, through the use of quotation—by using 

art-historical styles, applying historical modes of production processes and techniques, 

quoting iconographic references from past works, and mixing up existing aesthetic 

categories—^Neo-Expressionists modernized tradition and thus gave history a new and 

powerful re-presentation. The modernization of tradition was not a progression, but a 

regression. The term 'regression' described the very operation of Neo-Expressionists 

work. Regression, Foster argued, depended on two things: a frustration with the 

59Hal Foster, "The Expressive Fallacy," Art in America 71 (January 1983): 137. 
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"present" and a fixation on the "past."60 Francesco Clemente and Sandro Chia were aware 

of the process, the regression through style. Their regression also involved "the recovery 

of the assertive impact of a medium,"^! whose force was thought to be spent in the past. 

As a result, Neo-Expressionism gave painting a new power of self-presentation.^^ 

In Europe, painters began reviving modem art-historical styles, ranging from those 

of Picasso and Matisse, to those of the German Expressionists, the Surrealists, Still, de 

Kooning, Kline, and Pollock.^^ J\Y[^ renewal of art-historical styles was not only evident 

in Italy's restoration of its often fascism-associated pre-war culture^ (rehabilitated by the 

young Italian painters) but also in America's "Times Square Show" and the various 

exhibitions that followed in which art-historical references and images of American popular 

culture were mixed.^5 The intention in using art-historical styles was not to reinstate the 

styles themselves but rather to instill new meaning and new ideologies in old, 

institutionalized styles. Historical modes of artistic production "lead a life independent of 

their original contexts and develop specific dynamics: they can be easily reinvested with 

^^Hal Foster, "Between Modernism and Media," Ari in America 70 (Summer 1982): 15. 

61 Kuspit, "Report from Beriin, 'Bildwechsel': Talking Liberties," 43. 

62ibid. 

6^See Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return 
of Representation in European Painting," 133. "Current European painting, German painting in particular 
offers an additional attraction which European art of the sixties and seventies—which passed by largely 
unnoticed in the United States—refused to offer. This new European painting is the first intemational 
avant-garde in which reverberates the profound influence of American abstract expressionism. What makes 
Kiefer, Penck, and Baselitz so attractive to Americans (in particular) is that they teach a new art history 
lesson, one that begins with Picasso and Matisse, passes through German expressionists and the surrealists, 
and then decisively registers the extraordinary impact of Still, de Kooning, Kline, and Pollock." 

64Marcia E. Vetrocq, "Utopians, Nomads, Critics," Ari in America 63 (April 1989): 53, "In this 
knowing return to the canvas, the 'raw material' was art historical or, more often, the arch-art-historical and 
the sub-art-historical. . . The idea of investigating the Italianness of Italian art, long discredited by its 
association with fascist cultural politics, was rehabilitated as the birthright of young painters." 

65jeffrey Dietch, "Report from Times Square," Art in America 68 (September 1980): 61. 
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different meanings and adapted to ideological purpose. "̂ 6 When an art-historical mode 

was applied it produced a nostalgic representation.67 

In addition to styles, Neo-Expressionists revived historical production processes 

and techniques. These ranged from fresco painting (Clemente) to casting sculpture in 

bronze (Chia), from highly stylized primitivist drawing to gestural abstraction.^S 

Iconographic elements were also revived. For Neo-Expressionists, painting was no longer 

something to pare down to the modemist essence of flatness, the shape of the support and 

the properties of the pigment, as defined by critic Clement Greenberg.69 The new painters 

used a variety of traditionalists' content, such as Greek and Roman myth. 

In the Guggenheim's 'Exxon International' exhibition, for example, the Italian 

artists were all "absorbed with the ghosts of the past, especially Italy's past, and more 

especially the meta-physical mysteries of Giorgio de Chirico."^^ Magic, mystery, allegory, 

and enigma were joined together and became a mode of painting that could be characterized 

by the term "Italianness"^^ In their work, "the representation of saints and clowns, of 

female nudes and landscape, was entirely proscribed as an authentic expression of 

individual or collective experience. ""̂ ^ 

^%enjamin H. D. Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return of 
Representation in European Painting," 119. 

67ibid., 119-120. 

68ibid., 123. 

69Gerald Marzorati, "The Last Hero," Artnews 82 (April 1983): 60. 

^OKay Larson, "Enigma Variations," New York, 19 April 1982, 84. 

71lbid. 

'72Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Retum of 
Representation in European Painting," 120. 
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In the United States, Julian Schnabel's imagery and figures were also related to the 

past. His paintings are often filled with mysterious images and figures that evoke a range 

of iconographic references from traditional religious art to pop culture.'̂ ^ 

The effort to raise myths of painting from the dead was often recognized as having 

ideological implications. For example, in Italy the Transavanguardia was set "to mine the 

ore of what present-day culture had lost,"74 and to secure "something Italy had never had: 

an effective role in shaping the culture of the new."'75 In Neo-Expressionist art, the 

perceptual conventions that the artists applied were "wrested from their original historical 

contexts and reassembled into a spectacle of availability. ""̂ ^ In fact, the artists used history 

as their private properties. 

Aesthetic categories were also revived, or, rather, the Neo-Expressionists 

conducted "a program of dysfunctional plastic categories."^^ They integrated aesthetic 

categories into "a scenario of aesthetic surplus: freestanding figurative sculpture combined 

with an installation of aquatint etchings, architectural murals with small-scale easel 

paintings, relief constmctions with iconic objects."^^ In mixing up aesthetic categories, the 

Neo-Expressionists created a broader aesthetic category unique to Neo-Expressionism. 

Not everyone was convinced that the revival of tradition was the best direction for 

contemporary art, however. In 1982, Rudolf Fuchs declared the exploration of myth to be 

^^Cathleen McGuigan, "Julian Schnabel: 'I Always Knew It Would Be Like This,'" Artnews 81 
(Summer 1982): 88. 

74vetrocq, 54. 

75ibid. 

^^uchloh, "Figures of Authority, Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Retum of Representation in 
European Painting," 123. 

77ibid. 

78ibid. 
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an altemative to a retum to history. "Documenta 7" was said to be an exhibition designed 

to "disentangle art from the various pressures and social perversions it [had] to bear."'̂ ^ At 

the time, the perversions were a result of the hegemony of mechanical production, the 

intemational "avant-garde" style associated with America and the phihstinism of the 

bourgeoisie. But the primary perversion was the concept of history. Fuchs argued that to 

think that the American type of avant-garde art had a history was a delusion; indeed, history 

had nothing to do with it.̂ ^ In order to switch contemporary art from the American avant-

garde, Fuchs maintained, the altemative to history was myth, and painting was salvation.^^ 

The subject of myth was often linked to the problematic concept of "nature." Craig 

Owens argued that in postmodem art, nature was "treated as wholly domesticated by 

culture" and "the 'natural' can be approached only through its cultural representation. "̂ ^ 

As a postmodem art, Neo-Expressionism appropriated other images as images of nature. 

When an artist wanted an image of nature, he or she did not produce one but rather 

appropriated one from another image. In the postmodem era, nature has become "always 

already implicated in a system of cultural valves which assigns it a specific, culturally 

determined position. "̂ ^ 

^^Rudolf Fuchs, cited by Craig Owens, "Bayreuth '82," Ari in America 70 (September 1982): 133. 

SOibid. 

81lbid. Fuchs said, "Painting is salvation. It preserves freedom of thought, of which it is the 
triumphant expression . . . The painter is a guardian angel, carrying the palette in blessing over the worid. 
Maybe the painter is the darling of gods." 

82ibid. 

S^lbid. "When Levine wants an image of nature, she does not produce one herself but appropriates 
another image, and this she does in order to expose the degree to which 'nature' is always akeady implicated 
in a system of cultural valves which assigns it a specific, culturally determined position." 
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Conversely, cultural reproductions became "natural" in contemporary society.̂ "^ 

Thomas Lawson argued that the perception of the 'natural' was mediated in contemporary 

life. He noted, "We know real life as it is represented on film or tape... The camera, in all 

its manifestations, is our god, dispensing what we mistakenly take to be tmth. The 

photograph is the modem world. We are given httle choice: accept the picture and hve as 

shadow, as insubstantial as the image on a television screen, or feel left out, dissatisfied, 

but unable to do anything about it."85 We know about the appearance of everything, but 

only from the varied reproductions of images. Photography enables us to "catch the 

moment. "86 

When characterizing German Neo-Expressionist art, Donald Kuspit made the 

distinction between artificial nature and the "disappearance of nature" and pointed out that 

nature had now become an artistic effect. The "disappearance of nature" meant the 

disappearance of the old abstractions of culture and history still lingering "as 'dis

appearance.'"^^ The term "artificial nature" relates to contemporary everyday life, the 

"nature" created in capitalist societies. On the other hand, the "dis-appearance of nature" 

involved "a nostalgic desire to recover an undifferentiated past."^^ For the Neo-

Expressionists, "nature" was now an artistic effect, "a fiction achieved through 

manipulation of representative style. "̂ ^ 

S^Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting," 162. 

85lbid. 

86ibid. 

S^Kuspit, "Acts of Aggression: German Art Today," 142. 

S^Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting," 156. 

^^Kuspit, "Acts of Aggression: German Art Today," 143. 
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Exploration of the new "naturalness" had been the central discursive practice of 

German Neo-expressionist art. German painters such as George Baselitz, Markus Lupertz, 

A. R. Penck, Rainer Fetting, and Salome saw that nature no longer existed in our societies 

but had become as absorbed into abstraction as "everything else."90 To these German 

painters, nature had disappeared; it existed only as an "uncertain effect" of artificial nature. 

As Kuspit pointed out, "in the new German Neo-expressionist painting we see a new 

retum to nature, involving the re-naturalization of denatured gesture and symbol."^^ 

Understanding of the existence of double naturalness is the key to entering the 

world of Neo-Expressionist art at large. The concept of representing this double 

naturalness was evident in American Neo-Expressionism. In practice, American artists 

rehed more directly on ready-made images than did the German painters. Both American 

and European artists' works were filled with images and procedures that belonged to art, or 

at least to art history. This has become characteristic of the postmodem phenomenon in 

general. The appropriation of art-historical styles, which has repeatedly appeared in Salle's 

work since the late 1970s, reveals a desire to recover the historical past. This desire in tum 

shows the new attitude of postmodernist artists. In light of this, the emergence of 

American Neo-Expressionism should be regarded as the beginning of a postmodem epoch 

and the advent of a new aesthetic discourse.^^ 

Through appropriation, manipulation and parody, the art of Neo-Expressionism 

lost its originality and authenticity. Conceptually, the mode of production applied by the 

Neo-Expressionists was an artistic/reproductive one. Originality is inevitably lost in the 

process of reproduction. Neo-Expressionist artists traded, "if not in fraudulence and 

90ibid. 

9libid. 

92see Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting." 156. 
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pastiche, then in simulations of authenticity and originality. "̂ ^ i^ t^g paintings of Julian 

Schnabel, Anselm Kiefer or Sandro Chia, for example, pastiche mimes the grand synthesis 

of the masterwork and simulates the timeless virtues of Great Art.94 Through 

appropriation, manipulation and parody, as Craig Owens pointed out, "these artists work to 

render visible the invisible mechanisms whereby these images secure their putative 

transparency—a transparency that stems, as in Classical representation, from the apparent 

absence of an author. "̂ ^ 

Originality is inevitably lost in contemporary culture, where "the relationship of the 

picture to what is pictured has been obscured. "̂ ^ Cultural productions have been 

"supplanted by an infinitude of indistinguishable copies"; and originality has been lost.̂ ^ 

In the early 1980s, some critics argued that a death of meaning had occurred in 

contemporary painting. Others began to introduce the notion of allegory when they tried to 

define the meaning produced by Neo-Expressionist art. Joan Simon pointed out that some 

Neo-Expressionist works, such as those of Robert Longo, "offer multiple images that can 

be read in multiple ways" and convey an allegorical meaning.^^ To Simon, allegory 

conveyed more than one level of meaning.^^ She defined allegory as consisting of 

"multiple images and/or reading, a sense of ambiguity, tension or anticipation, "̂ ô 

93Foster, "The Expressive Fallacy," 137. 

94ibid. 

95craig Owens, "Representation, Appropriation & Power," Art in America 70 (May 1982): 21. 

96Douglas Crimp, "About Pictures," Flash Ari (March-April 1979): 34. 
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Allegory was always in excess and always replaced meaning. Allegorical imagery was an 

appropriated imagery by which the allegorist added another meaning to the image. The 

Neo-Expressionists could, in this sense, be described as allegorists; they made their work 

into a genre of twice-told tales.ioi David Salle, Richard Bosman, and Robert Longo, for 

example, not only allegorized our seeing but allegorized the meaning of the works 

themselves. 

The meaning of Neo-Expressionism was fixed, in the early 1980s, between a 

certain definition of allegory and an explanatory principle concealed in the very term that 

designated it. Interpretative themes remained isolated and did not compromise traditional 

definitions. Joan Simon even observed that allegory was "about the manipulation of 

recognizable imagery to elicit available meaning." 102 Joseph Kosuth rightiy observed that 

"since the demise of that historical discourse called modemism, a kind of generalized 

vacuum of meaning has seemed to develop. "̂ ^̂  This was partly because that the tradition 

of organized meaning was lost in Neo-Expressionism. An institutionalized style, as a past 

custom, had its organized meaning generated in its particular historical context. It 

functioned as authority; speaking "louder than any individual can."^^ The artist made 

meaning "by canceling, redirecting or reorganizing the forms of meaning that have gone 

before. "̂ 05 The discourse that was previously framed and gave meaning to Neo-

Expressionism disintegrated. 10̂  

lOlibid., 114. 

102simon, 116. 

103Kosuth, 61. 

104ibid. 

105ibid. 
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Confronted with the death of a particular belief system and the death of designated 

meaning, Neo-Expressionism had become a "painted device" and a dying process of 

meaning. In modemism "a critical relationship to painting external to it provided painting 

with a kind of meaning from the outside, as the other half of a dialectic." 1̂7 Over the dead 

body of the modern style, Neo-Expressionism could not generate the authority of meaning 

that had previously been formed by Expressionism. Inscribed in a missing historical 

context, the revived style, Neo-Expressionism, did not have a critical relationship external 

to the old Expressionism. The original meaning of Expressionism was prowling beneath 

the surface of the new painting. Yet it was the ghost of that soul, not the soul itself that 

was represented. 

Nonetheless, Joan Simon argued that in the absence of authority and in the death of 

institutionalized meaning, Neo-Expressionism gained more than one level of meaning. 

Image, iconographic references, and styles that were manipulated through the combination 

of different aesthetic categories produced an allegorical meaning. For example, by 

doubling the amount of information—one image juxtaposed upon another image, or two 

styles displayed side by side—the images themselves were represented as allegory. 

Allegory complicated matters by eliciting meaning from both sources.^^^ Thus, a viewer 

was required "to take a more active role in deducing, or perhaps actually deciphering, 

intended but unstated meaning on the basis of available evidence." ̂ 09 

In Craig Owens' observation, allegory became the model of contemporary artistic 

creation insofar as the artist was involved in re-presenting a primary image in terms of its 

figural meaning. Allegorical imagery was always an appropriated imagery. Owens pointed 

lO^ibid., 62. 

108simon, 115. 

109ibid. 
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out that "the allegorist does not invent images but confiscates them."iio An allegorist 

poses himself as their interpreter, not restoring an original meaning but only adding another 

meaning to the image. 

In the discourse of American Neo-Expressionism, the notion of allegory as a genre 

of new figurative painting bore the following characteristics: 

1. Allegory functioned as a gap between a present and a past. In Craig Owens' 

view "allegory first emerged in response to a . . . sense of estrangement from tradition; 

throughout its history it has functioned in the gap between a present and a past which, 

without allegorical reinterpretation, might have remained foreclosed."^ 11 The two most 

fundamental impulses that characterized allegory were: "a conviction of the remoteness of 

the past, and a desire to redeem it for the present."^^^ 

2. Allegory was always in excess and in replacement. Owens noted that allegory 

was "extravagant, an expenditure of surplus value; it is always in excess."^ î  The 

allegorical supplement is also a replacement. It replaces and obscures the earlier 

meaning. 11̂  

3. Allegory expressed itself in the form of ruin or fragment. Allegory was 

characterized as fragmentary, imperfect, a min which in turn stood for history "as an 

irreversible process of dissolution and decay, a progressive distancing from origin."* ̂ 5 

1 ^^Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism," 205. 

llllbid., 204. 

112ibid. 

1 l^ibid., 215. Owens argues that the aesthetician Benedetto Croce conceived it 'monstrous' because 
it contains "two contents within one form." 

ll^ibid. 

ll^ibid., 206. 
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The activity of appropriation or the allegorical formula was an attempt to appreciate the 

transience of things, and to rescue them for etemity. 

4. Allegory was structured in a work of art; it could not be added by critical 

interpretation alone. Allegorical imagery is always an appropriated imagery. From the 

appropriated image an allegorist adds another meaning to the original one. Allegory occurs 

whenever one imagery is reproduced by another, or one text is doubled by another. For 

example, the Old Testament "becomes allegory when it is read as a prefiguration of the 

New Testament." Allegorical meaning is not merely an interpretation appended past facto 

to a work; but rather "it has to be there, and cannot be added by critical interpretation 

alone."! 16 

In allegorical stmcture, one image refers to another, "however fragmentary, 

intermittent, or chaotic their relationship may be."ii^ Allegory can also be characterized as 

writing on a palimpsest.l^^ Longo's series Men in the Cities, for example, produces 

meaning that goes beyond any single explanation. In Men in the Cities, a man dressed in a 

dark-suit is seen "grabbing his stomach and sequentially falling back and twisting 

around."! 1̂  Tĵ e backgrounds are whited out and there is no explicit caption to answer 

questions regarding who, what, when or where. Is the man "grabbing his stomach in pain, 

falling back because he has been shot or tripped, or is doing a punk dance spin"? Looking 

from frame to frame "does not fix the answer so much as it recomplicates the multiple 

possibilities." 120 Longo's imagery is fragmentary; the background of the original 

11 ̂ Northrop Frye, cited in Craig Owens, "The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of 
Postmodernism," 204. 

ll^ibid. 

llSlbid. 

119simon, 115. 

120ibid. 
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photograph is missing. Yet, these pre-stmctured, fragmented images together allegorize all 

our attempts to know what meaning the picture really represents. In general, Neo-

Expressionist works contain allegorical stmcture and content. 

In terms of stmcture, David Salle emptied out the aheady banal images he selected 

and then re-marked them, putting them together, completing a new stmcture which 

intervened in the culture's image field.i^i His world of imagery, bmtal or melancholic or 

however it might appear, became the content of his work. 122 Salle's "zone of over-loaded 

and short-circuiting" imagery allegorizes our attempts, "to know where we are in our 

world of image-codes and code-destroyers."1^3 it allegorizes our perceptions and attitudes 

about the culture's image. By appropriation, both Salle and Longo present multiple images 

that are designed to be read in multiple ways. In addition, both use titles to "move their 

'reclaimed' images back into a generalized public realm, affording, in fact, the kind of 

moral expected from literary allegory."^^ 

Allegory had also once been a modemist tradition. Owens argued that Manet's 

manipulation of historical sources was inconceivable without allegory: "was it not a 

supremely allegorical gesture to reproduce in 1871 the Dead Toreador as a wounded 

Communard, or to transpose the fringe squad from the Execution of Maximilian to the 

Paris barricades?" Also, did not collage "exploit the agonizing, disjunctive principle which 

lies at the heart of allegory?" In practice, "modemism and allegory are not antithetical, 

12lRatcliff, Illustration and Allegory, 1-2. 

122ibid. 

123ibid. 

124simon, 115. 
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. . . it is in theory alone that the allegorical impulse has been repressed since the rise of 

formahsm."i25 

Why was allegory repressed in modemism? Owens argued that it was the notion of 

formalist art history that had repressed the allegorical impulse. Beginning in the late 19th 

century, formalists excluded "everything which challenges its determination as the unity of 

'form' and 'content,'" and conceived allegory as something "added or superseded to the 

work after the fact."^26 As a concept it became detached from art. Consequentiy, 

modernism regarded allegorical works as something to be overlooked or ignored. ̂  27 

In 1980, Owens claimed that the allegorical impulse had begun to reassert itself in 

contemporary culture. He pointed out: 

An unmistakably allegorical impulse has begun to reassert itself in various 
aspects of contemporary culture: in the Benjamin revival, for example, or in 
Harold Bloom's The Anxiety of Influence. Allegory is also manifest in the 
historical revivalism that today characterizes architectural practice, and in the 
revisionist stance of much recent art-historical discourse: T.J. Clark, for 
example, treating mid-nineteenth-century painting as political "allegory."^^8 

According to Owens, the first link between allegory and contemporary art began with the 

works of Troy Brauntuch, Sherrie Levine, and Robert Longo. ̂ 9̂ with the appropriation 

of images that occurred in the works of these artists images were generated "through the 

reproduction of other images."^^o Through manipulation, their works emptied the 

125owens, "The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of Postmodernism," 212. 

126ibid., 215. 

l^Vibid. "We recognize that permanent strategy of Westem art theory which excludes from the work 
everything which challenges its determination as the unity of 'form' and 'content.' Conceived as something 
added or superseded to the work after the fact, allegory will consequently be detachable from it. In this way 
modernism can recuperate allegorical works for itself, on the condition that what makes them allegorical be 
overlooked or ignored." 

128ibid. 

129ibid., 205. 

130ibid. 
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resonance, significance, and authoritative claim to meaning from the original. In the end, 

their works became "resolutely opaque. "̂ 31 

Owens argued that the allegorical impulse had become one of the characteristics of 

postmodemism. In the postmodem era, allegory could "no longer be condemned as 

something merely appended to the work of art." On the contrary, it was revealed as "a 

stmctural possibility inherent in every work. "132 The allegorical impulse is articulated with 

textual reading. 

In addition to the allegorical impulse, critics discemed several other intentions in 

Neo-Expressionism, namely, freedom of creation, accidentality, and self-expression. 

Whereas, historians such as Suzi Gablik worried about the loss of the artist's 

personality or self in a society where artistic production was becoming mechanical, some 

critics celebrated the artist's liberation from avant-garde dialectical progress. Achille Bonito 

Oliva, among others, declared that art from 1979 on would move in every direction 

including toward the past.̂ ^^ The Transavanguardia took a nomadic position which 

respected no definitive engagement. ̂ "̂̂  In the United States, American Neo-Expressionism 

echoed Oliva's notion of "nomadic" direction. 

In 1981, Gabhk noted, "The fact is that artistic creation has changed, in the course 

of its development, from a means for the furtherance of culture of the community into a 

l^^Ibid. "The first link between allegory and contemporary art may now be made: with the 
appropriation of images that occurs in the works of Troy Brauntuch, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo, and 
others—artists who generate images through the reproduction of other images. . . the manipulations to 
which these artists subject such images work to empty them of their resonance, their significance, their 
authoritative claim to meaning. Through Brauntuch's enlargements, for example. Hitler's drawing, or those 
of concentration camp victims, exhibited without captions, become resolutely opaque." 

132ibid., 223. 

133Bonito Oliva, 20. 

134ibid., 19. 
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means for the constmction of personality."^ 35 The assembly-line mentality that 

"characterizes so much art-making today causes the artist to lose that necessary irrational 

contact with the flow of Hfe, and causes his activity to become mechanical." 1̂6 Gablik was 

worried that the making of contemporary art would become a dead formula, empty in its 

meaning-making and emotional impact. ̂  37 

But from another perspective, gallery-owner Tony Shafrazi was optimistic. To 

him, the American art of the 1980s was "a kind of renaissance akin to that of the early 20th 

century—when so many major scientific inventions were made and there were such 

tremendously varied art movements." There was an attempt on many artists' parts "to 

rediscover a sense of energy and freedom." Artists were "drawing from every possible 

period and resource;. . . reliving the experience of adventure."^38 

Speaking on freedom and accidentality, Achille Bonito Ohva claimed that in the 

future, art would move without a center of objectivity. Transavangardist work was 

subjective in its character, which could also "preserve a character of accidentality, of an 

opening in a field." This was not the avant-garde's "romantic intoxication with the 

infinite," but was an art "moving without a center along drifts marked by a unique 

perspective: mental and sensorial pleasure." By setting art in this nomadic position, 

which "respects no definitive engagement," the art of the future would not be bound to a 

single direction. This meant that with no more temporal categories and hierarchies of 

l^^Suzi Gablik, "Issues & Commentary: Art Under the Dollar Sign," Art in America 69 (December 
1981): 17. "Our present situation, however, requires from the individual an ever more one-sided type of 
achievement which, at its highest point, often permits his personality as a whole to fall into neglect -- the 
more uniformly life progresses, the less strongly does personality arise." 

136ibid. 

137ibid. 

l^Sjony Shafrazi, cited in Lisbet Nilson, "Making It Neo," Artnews 82 (September 1983): 62. 
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present and past, artists would not miss anything, because everything was continually 

reachable. 139 

In Italy, transavangardist art allowed artists' subjectivity to be inserted in public 

signs. In Germany, Neo-Expressionism was a personal expression. In America, Neo-

Expressionism was regarded as an extremely personalized and visionary art. The back-to-

the-studio movement meant the retum of self-expression. 

In German Neo-Expressionism, painting became "powerful by becoming 

personal."I'^o This did not mean it retumed to "signature" painting. On the contrary, the 

"personal" referred to "a method of re-personalizing what has become de-personalized and 

iconically abstract" since the emergence of formalism. ̂ '̂ ^ 

In Craig Owens' analysis, Neo-Expressionism's retum to traditional art signaled 

the retum of self-expression. The artist was encouraged to retreat into a profound 

isolation. Owens characterized the artist's studio of the 1980s as an alchemist's laboratory 

"where matter is magically transmuted into form." The back-to-the-studio movement made 

possible the artist's retum to art as self-expression. ̂ ^̂  

Yet, the retum of self-expression was not to make an art completely isolated from 

public experience. The privatization of the artist's experience meant not mythologizing 

one's self, but rather directing one's self "onto a collision course with other expressive 

possibilities, "i'̂ ^ 

139Bonito Oliva, 18-20. 

I'^^uspit, "Acts of Aggression: German Art Today," 145. 

141ibid. 

142owens, "Back to the Studio," 100. 

143 Achille Bonito Oliva, "The Italian Trans-A vantgarde." Flash Ari (October/November 1979): 20. 
To make art means to have everything on the table "in a revolving and synchronous simultaneity which 
succeeds in blending inside the crucible of the work both private and mythic images, personal signs tied to 
the individual's story and public signs tied to cultural and art history. This crossing also means not 
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In privatizing the artist's experience, Neo-Expressionism tried to make taste 

inoperative in aesthetic decision. In the selection of imagery and in the attempt to generate a 

new style, both American and German Neo-Expressionistic modes aimed to venture 

beyond the distinction between good and bad painting, to make ideal taste inoperative, and 

to supersede the morahty of esthetic decision. ̂ ^̂  

In the United States, critics and historians yielded, at the beginning of the 1980s to 

the impulse of nationalism. Everywhere Elizabeth Baker found the same conviction, the 

same chauvinistic tone: "Our own curiously limited (at worst, frankly chauvinistic) view of 

the art world, Germany's current nationalistic claims on behalf of its painters and Italy's 

similar tendency to view its 'trans-avant-garde' as a patriotic triumph—all are attitudes 

which are simplistic if not pemicious."^^^ 

In the summer of 1982 when reviewing the new German painting of "Documenta 

7," Owens noted, "the artists Fuchs currently supports, and who dominated this 

Documenta—Georg Baselitz, Anselm Kiefer, A. R. Penck, Markus Lupertz, Jorg, 

Immendorff, Per Kirkeby—should all be engaged in recycling the entire German Romantic 

reserve of folklore, symbolism, myth and cultural heroics."^^^ What Owens discemed as 

a link between these artists was "a belief in national culture as an authentic expression of 

national character . . . and a naive faith in 'Art' as a legitimate critique of social and 

political reality."^^^ Their art was the dream world of romantic protest: they presented 

mythicizing one's self, but rather inserting the self onto a collision course with other expressive 
possibilities, thereby accepting the possibility of putting subjectivity at the intersection of all being is the 
delirium of many." 

l^^Kuspit, "Report from Beriin, 'Bildwechsel': Talking Liberties," 43. 

145Elizabeth Baker, "Editorial: The Retum of European Art," Art in America 70 (September 1982): 
5. 

146owens, "Bayreuth '82," 134. 

147ibid. 
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spontaneity, immediacy, and irrationality as altematives to technical rationalization, a 

characteristic of the Americanization of postwar German society, i'*̂  

In Cologne, Germany, just one year before "Documenta 7," there was an 

intemational exhibition entitied "Westkunst" which featured expressionist art that ranged 

from the old to the newly emerging Neo-Expressionist art. Germany's "Westkunst" 

exhibition was a big step toward redefining Germany's cultural leadership. The American 

artist and critic Douglas Davis observed that "Westkunst" was "a European version of the 

American Eureka syndrome. "̂ ^̂ ^ 

In 1983, the new German artists' invasion appeared in the name of "Expressions," 

a German art exhibition co-sponsored by the American National Endowment for the Arts 

and the Federal Republic of Germany. When this exhibition was appearing in the United 

States, it was described as a vital show "that puts us in closer touch with the emancipated 

spirit of current German art."^^o Some of the artists in the show were said to "have 

certainly arrived on the intemational scene as artists of power and originality." ̂ ^̂  

Meanwhile, Americans created their own "nationalist art" which appeared in the 

"Times Square Show" in the summer of 1980. In this group show, American new painting 

was seen as a revival of popular culture and indigenous imagery. Artists abandoned 

148ibid. 

^^9Douglas Davis, "Issues & Commentary: The Avant Garde Is Dead! Long Live the Avant 
Garde!" Ari in America (April 1982): 15. "in Cologne last summer we saw a European version of the 
American Eureka syndrome. 'Westkunst,' painstakingly organized by Kaspar Koenig at a cost of $1.5 
million, redefined Westem 'advanced' art since 1939, with a pronounced Expressionist bias." It focused on 
"new expressionist painters like Julian Schnabel and Richard Bosman (Americans), George Baselitz and 
K.H. Hoedicke (Germans) and the reducible 'three (Italian) C's (Cucchi, Clemente and Chia)." 

l^Ocrace Glueck, "Art: German Painters From Postwar Period," The New York Times, 1 October 
1983, C22. 

151lbid. 
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intemational modemist styles; instead, they searched for indigenous imagery and 

Americana. For example, Mike Robinson's paintings of men and women in hot embrace 

and various sexually loaded poses were said to be "American icons, inspired by movie 

stills and the dustjackets of trashy novels." ̂ ^̂  

In retrospect, in the early 1980s, two significant results had been accompUshed by 

American Neo-Expressionism: (1) it deconstmcted the status of painting and (2) it 

assumed representation as an act of power in cultural productions. Art was no longer 

merely self-expression (of an idea, a personal feeling, or artists' world-views). It could be 

a means for creating a world in which the imaginary was more real than the real world. 

At the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s, representation and artists' 

freedom were generally regarded as the essence of artists' creation. Freedom of the artist's 

mind and freedom of expression had been given a sufficientiy special status in modem art 

history, at least until Neo-Expressionism's discovery of "representation as 

representations." For over thirty years, freedom of expression was the very center of the 

problem of art. 

In freedom of expression the modem concept of representation was essential. In 

the first instance, the term was understood to mean an actualization of the artist's mind and 

spirituality. It was a sign not of mechanism, but a sublimation of mind striving to break 

away from a static worid. In the strict sense of the term, it had a precious value: it showed 

the artist's self, ego, and alienation from the world. 

Against this background of revelation, it was easy enough to analyze the meaning 

of Neo-Expressionist representation. For Neo-Expressionists, self-reflection was a false 

freedom of our culture. David Salle and Thomas Lawson, for example, created "an art that 

152Dietch, 62. 

73 



would reveal how our own representations subject us."i53 That is, representation was no 

longer a reflection of an individual's mind, or an artist's freedom of expression, or the 

revelation of an artist ego, but only a mechanism. In Hal Foster's analysis, Neo-

Expressionists contrived "a 'dead' painting that saps conviction in painting, a painting that 

undermines its own claim to tmth or representative status." ̂ 54 jn light of this, Neo-

Expressionism was an art that "sought to discredit the myth of man and the ideology of 

humanism which it supports."^55 There was no distinction between high art and popular 

art; they were all "forms of endeavor, to be contingent upon the real, historical worid."^^^ 

If an art did not refer directly to the world at large, "but instead to the world of the other 

images—art history, magazine, illustration, news photographs, cinema and television,"^ '̂̂  

then it was not an expression of self. It was an integral part of a mode of cultural 

production and communication in a society. Representation, then, was not neutral; it was 

an act of manipulation in culture. 

Treating representation as a manifestation of certain ideas, Anselm Kiefer 

manipulated the idea of a heroic German past in an abstract context, which "lead to a 

peculiar kind of affirmation of both heroic German culture and abstract painting." In the act 

of recreating a German past that only existed abstractly, Kiefer established "a new sense of 

the possibilities that might constitute a contemporary German self."̂ ^^ In his work, the 

^^•^Foster, "Between Modemism and Media," 17. 

154ibid. 

155crimp, "The End of Painting," 75. 

156ibid. 

l^^Thomas Lawson, "The Uses of Representation: Taking Some Distinctions," Flash Ari (March-
April 1979): 38. 

158Kuspit, "Georg Baselitz at Fourcade," Ari in America 70 (February 1982): 100. 
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re-created German past presented a simulacmm of German culture, yet it looked more real 

than the real world Germany had experienced. 

By the mid-1980s, the discourse of Neo-Expressionism constituted a new system 

of artistic conception; a new direction was given to the ideas of artistic production. In the 

great reorganization of relations between representation and reality, the critical discourse at 

the time played a decisive part; it was from this discourse that the category of Neo-

Expressionism originated, and toward it that it progressed. The entire existence of Neo-

Expressionism, in the world now being prepared for it, could be described as a "new image 

complex."i59 Within the "new image complex" a Neo-Expressionist territory could be 

mapped out. 

First, Neo-Expressionism did not disclose a mechanism, but revealed a freedom 

which released the history of art from the chain of avant-garde progression. For Neo-

Expressionists, regression had a nominal value; it constituted a substantial function. Neo-

Expressionism had no originality in style. Neo-Expressionism used any synthesized style. 

Style was seen as merely a device for expression. 

Secondly, pastiche was a characteristic of Neo-Expressionist art. Through 

appropriation and pastiche, there was a new relation between signifier and signified. In the 

earliest form of modem art, the signified was not different from the signifier. Every 

manifestation of a work of art could take on the value of a signified. In Neo-

Expressionism, however, the signified might remain silent while the significant meaning 

might prove to be non-existent. Nevertheless, the appropriated image was perceived to 

have gained more meaning than the original work had created. 

159in this complex, it included Neo-Expressionism, New Image, and Art Punk. In the early 1980s, 
these three arts were not clearly defined. 
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Third, Neo-Expressionism was said to give tradition a powerful re-presentation. 

Tradition was seen as the inexhaustible source from which the new was created. Through 

quotations, ranging from art-historical styles, historical modes of production processes and 

techniques, iconographic references, Neo-Expressionism modemized tradition and fulfilled 

the viewer's nostalgic desire. 

Fourth, Neo-Expressionism appropriated other images as images of nature. To 

Neo-Expressionists, nature was a fiction or a simulacmm achieved through a manipulation, 

appropriation, or parody of a representative style. Nature was regarded as an artistic effect. 

Fifth, Neo-Expressionists were regarded as allegorists. Allegory consisted of 

"multiple images and/or reading, a sense of ambiguity, tension or anticipation. "̂ ^̂  By 

doubling the amount of information—one image juxtaposed with another image or two 

styles displayed side by side—Neo-Expressionists images became allegorical. 

Sixth, Neo-Expressionism was subjective and accidental in character. It was an art 

moving without a centered perspective; a nomadic art.̂ ^^ A Neo-Expressionist might work 

from every possible direction. 

Seventh, Neo-Expressionism meant the retum to cultural and national traditions. In 

America, Neo-Expressionism was seen as a revival of popular culture and indigenous 

imagery. 

Eighth, Neo-Expressionism deconstmcted the status of representation. In Neo-

Expressionism, representation was perceived neither as a reflection of an individual's mind 

nor a revelation of an artist's ego, but only as a mechanism. It critiqued the modem 

concept of subject. Neo-Expressionists images did not refer directiy to the world at large, 

"but instead to the world of the other images — art history, magazine, illustration, news 

I60ibid., 116. 

161 Bonito Oliva, 20. 
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photographs, cinema and television, "i^^ jt was not simply a manifestation or expression 

of the artist's self, but rather an integral part of a mode of cultural production, or of 

communication, in a society. The value of a work of Neo-Expressionism was not 

transcendental; its value was exchangeable and determined by its commodity status. 

Regression supported Neo-Expressionist discourse. It defined the central 

proposition of Neo-Expressionism. For the traditional avant-gardist, Neo-Expressionism 

was not the natural development of modem art; it was only historical regression in an 

empirical form. However, from a historical perspective, Neo-Expressionism traced the 

course of the history of modem art and disclosed that the underlying realm of tradition 

(which was once regarded as an obstacle to avant-gardists) presented infinite modes of 

creativity. It was from this distance that the critics of Neo-Expressionism commenced their 

artistic discourse. 

162 Lawson, "The Uses of Representation: Taking Some Distinctions," 38. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE NEW DIVISIONS AND THE BIRTH OF 

EAST VILLAGE ART 

From the mid-1960s to the late-1970s language entered the visual arts and was 

"manipulated," "investigated," and "controlled" by the artist, i Post-formahst tendencies 

were characterized perhaps above all by the implosion of language into art.2 The rise of 

conceptual art in the late 1960s rejected traditional expressive media, particularly 

painting. In Conceptual Art, words were applied, not only in the production of art 

(Kosuth, Weiner, Barry, and Huebler), but also in the production of theories. ̂  Before 

Conceptual Art, artists created objects and left critics free to interpret the meaning of their 

art.'* But artists such as Kosuth, Buren, Smithson and Beuys and those of the Art and 

Language Group "appropriated the critic's role and created critical discourse as an 

essential part of art." In practice, they used language as the substance of art. They wrote 

essays that were presented as "visual" art.^ 

Conceptual, or Idea, or Information Art and a number of related modes of 

activities, such as Body Art, Performance Art, and Narrative Art, were parts of a 

widespread abandonment of traditional painting and sculpture.^ In the 1960s, 

ISee Jessica Prinz, Ari Discourse/Discourse in Ari (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Roudedge 
University Press, 1991), 4. 

2lbid. 

^Prinz, 5. 

4lbid. 

5lbid. 

6Roberta Smith, "Conceptual Art," Concepts of Modem Ari, ed. Nikos Stangos (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1981): 257. 
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experimental art was the key to being radical. The neo-avant-garde attempt to save the 

modemist tradition was based entirely on the experimental limits of language. Such a 

tendency supported the idea that to be new an artist needed "to experiment with new 

techniques and new methodologies in the face of a dynamic reality."^ Thus the criterion 

of art in the 1970s changed from aesthetic quality to formal innovation. For the critics of 

Conceptual art, whose point of departure was that a work needed only to be 

'"interesting," 8 there were no distinctions to be made between good art and bad art.^ 

In the 1960s and the 1970s, documentary photography was substituted for art as 

physical object, and the traditional role of exhibition was altered. As Barbara Rose noted, 

in addition to the regular art joumals (Art in America, Art Intemational, Arts, Art News 

and Art forum ) , there were innumerable new intemationally distributed magazines, such 

as Art Press, Arteludes, Avalanche, Flash Art, and Dada , that recorded earth works, 

conceptual art, performance, ephemeral art, video etc. ̂ ^ The art presses of the 1970s 

functioned as a media altemative to gallery exhibitions. 11 As a result, art concepts, if not 

art works, could be presented via the use of documentary photographs which were 

pubhshed in artists'journals.^^ 

Under these circumstances, artists did not need to find galleries in the 1960s and 

1970s. In part, this new set of affairs was linked to a reaction to the notion of art as 

commodity. Instead of making salable artworks, artists of the 1960s focused on "the 

'7Achille Bonito Oliva, "The Italian Trans-Avantgarde," Flash Ari (October/November 1979): 17. 

^Barbara Rose, "Twilight of the Superstars," Partisan Review XLI (Winter 1974): 568. 

9lbid. 

lOlbid., 565. 

11 Ibid. 

12lbid. 
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conceptual component of their work at the expense of its physicality." ^̂  They were 

interested in hard-to-market earth, process, site-specific, multi-media, performance, body, 

and video art. Painting, along with other traditional studio media, was widely rejected 

during the course of the Conceptual Art movement. ̂ ^̂  In the 1970s, art was seen as 

separate from issues of quality, and, consequently, anyone could be an artist. ̂ ^ 

Minimalism and Conceptual art were followed by a short-lived Decorative Art 

movement which attempted to bring back the traditional studio arts. According to 

Corinne Robins, the goal of Decorative art was to react to Minimalism, î  in 1976, the 

decorative idea appeared to spring up full-blown. It was a type of art derived from 

several ideas, namely, the hedonism of Matisse, high fashion. Islamic art, and the idea of 

opulence. 1̂  In Joyce Kozloff s work, painting was said to be an attempt to incorporate 

Islamic and architectural references. ^̂  In 1979, Patsy Norvell showed an outdoor 

sculpture at Ward's Island, New York that was a colored, mnning fence. It was intended 

to show the artist's personal sense of boundaries and space in an outdoor setting, î  The 

Decorative Art movement was short lived, essentially ending in 1980.̂ 0 

l^See Irving Sandler, "Tenth Street Then and Now," The East Village Scene, ed. Janet Kardon 
(Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 1984), 14. 

l^Ibid. 

l^Rose, "Twilight of the Superstars," 570. 

16corinne Robins, "Late Decorative: Art, Artifact, and the Ersatz," Aris Magazine 55 (September 
1090): 150. The idea of the decorative in the mid-Seventies was said to be "a reaction to minimalism and 
the cult of 'invisible paintings' that ultimately became empty of content." 

17lbid. 

18lbid., 151. 

19lbid. 

20ibid. 
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In the 1970s, art was characterized by an eclecticism and was proud of its own 

plural directions. The same time, however, was a "dying period" for traditional painting." 

The show "Eight Contemporary Artists"2i was said to be the only extensive exhibition of 

figurative art during the 1960s and 1970s. It consisted of new works by three American, 

four European, and one Australian conceptualist whose common premise appeared to be 

that art should provide minimal visual stimulation. 

In the late-1970s, "New Image Painting"22 was the first thematic new-trend show 

in a major New York museum. According to Roberta Smith, the show was "the first step 

toward a fuller understanding of a change of esthetic climate." The painting in this 

exhibition was something more than traditional realism; it was "preoccupied with 

language, humor, private meaning." The approach was, in general terms, 

"figure/ground." In this show, Lois Lane, Robert Moskowitz, Denise Green, Susan 

Rothenberg and Nicolas Africano drew "a simple shape or figure (or two) against a 

monochrome background, mixing a beguiling simplicity and awkwardness with highly 

personal symbolism." The paintings looked cooler, more complexly ambitious, and more 

ironic in attitude, in comparison with traditional realist painting. In general, these works 

presented "a certain alloverness of surface and a rather bizarre kind of painting-object."23 

21 See Rose, "Twilight of the Superstars," 563. Eight Contemporary Artists was an exhibition of 
work by Vito Accinci, Alighiero Boetti, Daniel Buren, Hanne Darboven, Jan Dibbets, Robert Hunter, Brice 
Marden, Dorothea Bockburne, at the Museum of Modern Art, October 9, 1974 to January 5, 1975. 

22see Roberta Smith, "The Abstract Image," Ari in America 67 (March-April 1979): 103: "The 
exhibition itself presented in most cases about six paintings by each of ten artists . . . Nicholas Africano, 
Jennifer Barlett, Denise Green, Michael Hurson, Neil Jenney, Lois Lane, Robert Moskowitz, Susan 
Rothenberg, David True and Joe Zucker." 

23ibid., 102. 
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The "New Image Painting" was "a rediscovery of art's primary sources" and "a 

reaffirmation of faith in studio practice." ̂ 4 

In the United States in the years that followed the great experience of artistic 

regression, the unity characteristic of the early international Neo-Expressionist movement 

began to dissolve. For some critics, the revival of traditional painting was entirely 

confined to a nationalistic competition. However, in America, the distinction between 

Neo-Expressionism and New Image had not been made. American New Image painting 

was perceived as a regression to painting's tradition and as a branch of the intemational 

Neo-Expressionism. It was precisely here that the American New Image was bom—not 

as the tmth of Neo-Expressionism, but as a sign that American Neo-Expressionism had 

detached itself from a central, intemational discourse by celebrating "traditional values." 

The intemational movement was from then on nothing but a phenomenon foreign to 

American Neo-Expressionists. 

Hence, an abyss opened in the middle of intemational Neo-Expressionism, a void 

which isolated American Neo-Expressionism, allowing it to be denounced as reducible to 

modemism, on the one hand, and to German Neo-Expressionism or the Italian 

Transavanguardia, on the other. Moreover, Neo-Expressionism was categorized as 

strangely entwined with "New Wave," (or, as it was sometimes known, "Art Punk," or 

"avant-punk"). Amid confusion, and partly drained of content, these two developments— 

Neo-Expressionism and New Wave—seemed to stand alone. Henceforth, only they 

deserved to be considered when examining American painting. 

Richard Marshall defined the concept of representation in New Image painting, 

claiming that the artist of New Image painting was "free to manipulate the image on 

24Daniel Wheeler, Art Since Mid-Century: 1945 to Present (New York: The Vendome Press, 1991), 
290. 
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canvas" so that it could be experienced as "a physical object," "an abstract configuration," 

"a psychological associative," "a receptacle for applied paint," "an analytically 

systematized exercise," "an ambiguous quasi-narrative," "a specifically non-specific 

experience," "a vehicle for formahst explorations," or any combination of the above. ̂ 5 

In a New Image painting, the imagery was "non-normative and non-referential to 

specific interpretation." 26 if it appeared to contain a narrative quality, it was only to the 

extent that "a narrative was implied or suggested—but not stated." Interpretation was left 

to the viewer. It therefore did not lend itself to a simple, obvious interpretation. Meaning 

in New Image painting was generated only by the viewer's response, which was based on 

the meanings that he or she attached to images. Marshall argued, for example, that the 

essence, value, or nature of an image resided "not in the image but in the relation between 

it and the viewer."27 When confronted with an illusion of the object, the object was 

undefined and the interpretation open-ended. 

Up to this stage, one thing was certain: if New Image paintings had their own 

values, then the values were epistemological, and they challenged the traditional notion 

of representation. Artistic creation was no longer an act carried out in an unknown world. 

Through appropriation, artists could create a world that was already known, yet fresh to 

viewers. In the late 1970s, before the idea of the transavangarde and before the new 

German painters were intemationally known, American New Image painting was 

ambiguously located between Realism and Primary Imagery. What the new painting had 

achieved was a break with the modemist paradigm. In the newly established paradigm, 

the so-called postmodern formula, art now pretended to know nothing about art, but 

25Marshall, 8. 

26ibid., 7. 

27ibid. 
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continued to use exhausted conventions as though they were some part of the natural 

order. 28 

The New Image, or new figuration, of the late 1970s suggested that reality was 

only a fiction produced by cultural representation. The following is Richard Marshall's 

description of this aspect of New Image painting: 

In the visual arts, the postmodernist critique of representation proceeds by 
[an] . . . attempt to undermine the referential status of visual imagery, and 
with it, its claim to represent reality as it really is, whether this be the 
surface appearance of things (realism) or some ideal order lying behind or 
beyond appearance (abstraction). 29 

New Image painting could thus be described as moving into an area of unforeseen 

freedom where representation was unchained. If interpretation could have any effect on 

it, it was only in the form of association and contingency. 

In the years that followed the exhibitions "The New Image Painting" (1978) and 

"Illustration and Allegory" (1980), the notion of new figuration came to be regarded as 

avant-garde, and New Image mingled with Neo-Expressionism. It should be noted that 

the return to the essence of art was not a return to modemism, but rather, as Owens 

argued, a rejection of it. 

Chia, Cucchi, Clemente, Mariani, Baselitz, Lupertz, Middendorf, Fetting, 
Penck, Kiefer, Schnabel... these and other artists are engaged not (as is 
frequentiy claimed by critics who find mirrored in this art their own 
fmstration with the radical art of the present) in the recovery and 
reinvestment of tradition, but rather in declaring its bankruptcy— 
especially, the bankmptcy of the modemist tradition. 

The new figuration was said to be an attempt at making a "wholesale liquidation of the 

entire modemist legacy."^^ 

28Lawson, "The Uses of Representation: Taking Some Distinctions," 37. 

29Marshall, 21. 

30Owens, "Honor, Power, and the Love of Women," 135-6. 
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By challenging modemism, Neo-Expressionism in tum became the new authority. 

Antimodemism was primarily "a disaffection with the terms and conditions of social 

modemity."3i Paradoxically, in rejecting the ideology of progress, Neo-Expressionism's 

use of quotation of modemist conventions became a new classic and a new authority.32 

Transgression had been the norm of modernism. The Neo-Expressionists' transgression 

against modemism, however, trapped them in a double bind: "if the modemist imperative 

is obeyed, then the norm is simultaneously upheld; if the modemist imperative is rejected, 

it is simultaneously confirmed. "̂ ^ Owens argued that when Neo-Expressionist 

transgression was used against modemism itself, the Neo-Expressionists' antiauthoritarian 

stance became itself authoritarian, since "anyone who argues for the continuing necessity 

of anti-authoritarian critique thereby opens himself or herself to charges of 

authoritarianism. "34 The Neo-Expressionists' anti-authoritarianism was virtually a 

displacement of modernist authoritarianism. 

What, then, was the strategy that Neo-Expressionism used to subvert modemist 

authority? Quotation was one possibility. By quoting Expressionism, a modemist 

tradition, Neo-Expressionists hquidated the entire modemist fiction. In Owens' analysis. 

Expressionism's claim to spontaneity and immediacy was hopelessly naive. 

Expressionists "abandoned the simulation of emotion in favor of its seismographic 

registration" hoping to engage unconscious affect. Neo-Expressionists reduced 

Expressionism "to convention, to a standard repertoire of abstract, strictly codified signs 

for expression." Through quotation, the quality of spontaneity in Expressionism 

31ibid., 137. 

32ibid., 138. 

33ibid. 

34ibid. 
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congealed in Neo-Expressionism as a signifier of spontaneity.^^ The Neo-Expressionists 

indeed created the illusion of spontaneity without registration of any unconscious effect. 

In this silent conflict that opposed Neo-Expressionist parody with Expressionist 

spontaneity, the creation of "artificial masterpieces" was a victory for the Neo-

Expressionists. According to Owens, Neo-Expressionist artificial masterpieces, such as 

Chia's Idleness of Sisyphus, were the fulfillment of the desire to be heroic.36 Being a hero 

meant the artist was able to manipulate things to suit his desire. The desire to be such a 

hero, however, only betrayed a lack of power. When this lack was manifested in works 

of art, it would tend to be confirmed as truth. 37 Neo-Expressionists situated art not in 

relation to everyday life, but in relation to desire (above all the desire to be heroic). 

More importantly, Neo-Expressionist art invoked the viewer's own desire. The 

artist made it possible for the spectator to recognize "the desire of the artist represented in 

the work as his own (repressed) desire." The released repression was invariably 

accompanied by a sensation of pleasure.^s A Neo-Expressionist' work, then, was "an 

intersubjective relation between artist and spectator. "̂ 9 Chia's Idleness of Sisyphus, a 

work based on classical myth, testified to the artist's withdrawal from reality into a realm 

of subjective fantasy. For Chia, the classical hero, Sisyphus represented not the ancient 

king, but Chia himself. The eternal repetition of Sisyphus' fate represented the role that 

Chia himself assumed. The Sisyphus myth represented Chia's desire for royalty and for 

35ibid., 135. 

36ibid., 138. "The current 'revival' of figurative modes of expression should be sustained 
everywhere by artists' desires to be heroes. The desire for mastery is nowhere more apparent than in that 
rapidly proliferating genre of art works that can only be called the 'artificial masterpiece.'" 

37ibid., 132. 

38ibid. 

39ibid. 
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mastery, and at the same time it represented the perpetual fmstration accompanying the 

desire. "̂0 

The artificial masterpiece of Neo-Expressionist art fulfilled the viewer's desire to 

see his sense of his own identity confirmed by the work of art. The artificial masterpiece 

represented a work that had been made in the past, yet, it testified to our impatience and 

demand for instant gratification. Instead of creating new expectations, the Neo-

Expressionists merely conformed to existing ones.^^ 

Before the publication of Owens' "Honor, Power, and the Love of Women" in 

1983, in which, the European Neo-Expressionists were praised for their achievement of 

heroism, however, the air of European invasion had been felt everywhere in the United 

States, particularly in New York City. Carter Ratcliff described the fear of anti-

Americanism in late-1981: 

Manhattan dealers are coming back from the recent art fair in Basel with 
tales of European colleagues who've announced, in so many words, that 
they want to wipe American art off the map. It was never much fun, these 
past 25 years.. . .for the Old world to subsist on the periphery of the New. 
One might now expect a certain degree of anti-Americanism. "̂2 

The great reorganization of relations between American Neo-Expressionism and 

intemational Neo-Expressionism and the reorganization of the varied "Neo-

Expressionisms" in the United States at the end of 1982 played a decisive part in the 

"^^Ibid., 133. "Sandro Chia's The Idleness of Sisyphus (1981) appears to confirm Freud's 
speculations on the artist. Not only does the painter's recourse to classical myth testify to his withdrawal 
from reality into a realm of subjective fantasy; what is more Chia clearly identifies his own activity with 
that of a classical hero —Sisyphus, the Corinthian king condemned to eternal repetition. For it is not 
difficult to recognize in Chia's protagonist, as he struggles with a mass of inert, recalcitrant material, a 
displaced representation of the heroic male artist—a role Chia himself has rather pretentiously assumed, at 
least in interviews and public appearances... [T]he Sisyphus myth can be said to represent Chia's desire for 
royalty and for mastery, it also represents the sphere of perpetual frustration in which the desire is 
operative." 

41lbid., 138. 

42carter Ratcliff, "The End of the American Era," Saturday Review (September 1981): 42. 
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formation of the American Neo-Expressionist movement. It was fear of anti-

Americanism that prompted Americans to move toward reorganization. This fear was 

accompanied by an invasion of young painters from Europe. Carter Ratcliff, for example, 

wryly observed: "The MOMA citadel is being breached, and the New York art 

community has begun to pay close attention" to this change.^3 j ^ addition, many leading 

New York galleries had become showcases for the European Neo-Expressionists. The 

idea of European dependence was becoming obsolete. "̂  In short, American leadership in 

the art world was ending. In September 1982, just one year after pronouncement of "the 

end of the American hegemony" in the art world, critic Mark Stevens reported, 

"Europeans now dominate the art market... to walk around SoHo is to see many more 

rich Germans and Italians and Frenchmen than ten years ago, and they buy a great deal of 

art, as far as I can tell."^^ 

Between 1981 and 1982, when confronted with the invasion of European Neo-

Expressionism, many American critics realized for the first time that there was 

intemational competition in the art world. They talked about "invaders" and "defenders." 

In the intemational Neo-Expressionist movement, observed Edit de Ak, "Europeans were 

chronologically the first, because they selected and packaged this new market." Before 

early 1982, American artists were not well-prepared for this confrontation. In New York, 

art dealers such as Mary Boone and Annina Nosei were "good businesswomen out to 

make fast money and they picked up new art which was already packaged." In Europe, 

there were Enzo Sperone and Achille Bonito Oliva who had "worked with the artists for 

years, studying their art, their careers, the aesthetics and the market." In order to compete 

43ibid. 

44ibid. 

45Mark Stevens, "Who Needs Art Critics?" Artnews 81 (September 1982): 59. 
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with its European rival, the American art market had to respond instantly. Eventually, it 

came up with Julian Schnabel, a young New York artist in his early thirties, who was to 

be subjected to "all this frantic packaging which all started because the American 

Collector, Critic, Curator, Art Scene, and not just the galleries, was so desperate to put 

American art on the map again, just as the American Govemment was back on the 

map.'"*^ 

In addition to intemational confrontation, a market boom motivated the 

establishment of an American Neo-Expressionism. In the late 1970s, investment in art 

became popular in the United States. By 1980, "fueled by the soaring financial market," 

observed Michael Stone, the demand for art "began attracting speculators and driving the 

price of painting to artificial heights. "̂ "̂  Many buyers at the time were commodity 

traders. 

In the United States, the biggest star was Schnabel. The growth of Schnabel's 

prices excited the American art public. In the summer of 1982, for example, the critic 

Cathleen McGuigan observed: "Three years ago, almost no one outside of Manhattan 

had ever heard of Julian Schnabel, and today, at the age of 30, he is a household name in 

art circles radiating far beyond the lofts of SoHo. "48 Under Mary Boone's promotion,49 

the price for a Schnabel painting in 1981 was $40,000, up from $3,000 three years 

46Edit de Ak, "Baby Talk," Flash Ari (May 1982): 36. 

47Michael Stone, "Off the Canvas: The Art of Julian Schnabel Survives The Wreckage of the 
Eighties," New York 25, no. 20 (May 18, 1992): 27. 

48cathleen McGuigan, "Julian Schnabel: I Always Knew It Would Be Like This,'" Arinews 81 
(Summer 1982): 88. 

49ibid, 94. "Besides Schnabel and Salle, her other artists, all men, are Troy Brauntuch, Matt 
Mullican, Michael Tracy, Ross Bleckner, Rainer Fetting, Gary Stephan, Robin Winters, and Michael 
McClard." 
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earlier. 50 In subsequent years, Schnabel was featured in the New Yorker, Newsweek and 

even Rolling Stone. ̂ ^ As the most talked about artist in New York, in 1982, Schnabel 

had eight solo exhibitions and participated in twenty-two group shows. ̂ ^ 

In the years that followed Schnabel's triumph in the art market, the boom of the 

New York art-world spread like a delirium everywhere. In 1983, there were "myriad 

gallerygoers," observed Lisbet Nilson, including "an increasing number of affluent young 

collectors through TriBeCa, SoHo, 57th Street, upper Madison Avenue, and the 

salesrooms of the auction houses." ̂ ^ Downtown or uptown, in the New York art world 

one was "likely to catch an artist, dealer or collector talking about 'double shows,' 

'waiting Hst,' 'the pressure of the fast track,' 'career stmcturing' and ' market positioning' 

and about such topical critical issues as 'image scavenging' and 'the return to the 

heroic."'54 

While American artists in the early 1980s might not exactiy have understood the 

meaning expressed in Oliva's "The Italian Trans-Avant-garde" (1979), something 

happened, around the time the article was written, to open an endless discourse. A 

curious subject was once again examined: What is Expressionism? The Expressionism 

that had been relegated to the distant past by postmodemism, reappeared, fraught with 

new manifestations and as if endowed with a new content for interpretation. Yet what the 

early 1980s American artists first noticed about the discussion was not the secret 

50ibid. 

51 Ibid. 

52suzi Gablik, "Julian Schnabel Paints a Portrait of God," The New Criterion 2 (January 1984): 10. 

53Lisbet Nilson, "Making It Neo," Artnews 82 (September 1983): 64. 

54ibid. 
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ambition of the earlier Expressionists, but only the genealogical relationship and 

ideological similarity to and stylistic differentiation from Neo-Expressionism. 

Two problems are immediately evident where the relationship of Neo-

Expressionism to the old German Expressionism is concemed: (1) To what degree is it 

legitimate to treat the new Expressionism as the biological duplication of the old 

Expressionism, or at least as a natural successor?; (2) Is it correct to treat them together, 

as if they constituted a virtual pair, each of them representing the same symptom in 

different periods? 

In the early 1980s, the movement of German Neo-Expressionism and, later, 

American Neo-Expressionism began to question the genealogy of Neo-Expressionism in 

general. Was it the heir to earlier German Expressionism? Or, was it the revival of this 

Expressionism? Or, was there no tie between the old and new movements at all? 

The issue of the genealogy of Neo-Expressionism divided critics into two groups: 

one insisting that Neo-Expressionism was the rebirth of German Expressionism and the 

other denying any connection. As a defender of the former position, Peter Selz attempted 

to demonstrate that Neo-Expressionism was the natural successor of German 

Expressionism. To Selz, both arts were rooted in the same ideological ground but had 

simply sprouted at different times. Selz' starting point was clearly nationalistic; that is, he 

argued that the common ideological ground was specifically German. His concept of 

modem German art, including Expressionism, New Objectivity, and later, Abstract-

Expressionism (an art movement that, according to Selz, had originated in Germany), was 

built not on purely technical or formal issues but rather on a spiritual attitude. ̂ 5 In his 

article "The Persistence of Expressionism," Selz professed that there had been no 

55peter Selz, "The Persistence of Expressionism," Arts Magazine 63 (April 1989): 69. 
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necessary chronological order to the movement of art throughout its history. ̂ ^ He 

regarded the history of art as always pluralistic in its progress. Although he denied the 

formalist critics' idea of art history and their linear thinking, Selz' notion of German 

Expressionism paralleled that of formalist critics nonetheless; that is, he regarded the 

history of art, at least in parts of Germany, as the record of a constant discourse of art. In 

his observation, German Expressionism, which emerged in the first two decades of this 

century in Germany, had never died. On the contrary, it continued during the postwar 

period, when the banner of Expressionism was carried by a second generation of artists. 

Its spiritual direction appeared in the works of Jose Clemente Orozco, Jackson Pollock, 

Hans Hofmann, Mark Rothko, Adolph Gottiieb, and Willem de Kooning.̂ '̂  

In a similar vein, Robert Pincus-Witten held that Neo-Expressionism was a 

revival of Expressionism. Pincus-Witten argued that "Instead of looking forward 

Germans looked back, retrospectively brooding on their broken history." In Germany, 

the new painters applied appropriation as a key to becoming historicist artists, and 

Modernism was reaffirmed after the fall of the Nazi regime. Pincus-Witten regarded 

Neo-Expressionism as a new German agenda that "built bridges back to German 

Expressionism while refusing to participate in a transposed American dialectical 

sequence."58 To him, Baselitz's appropriation of formal and historical Expressionism 

indicated a re-legitimacy of German Expressionist art.59 

56ibid., 66. 

57ibid., 69. 

58Robert Pincus-Witten, "Georg Baselitz: From Nolde to Kandinsky to Matisse, A Speculative 
History of recent German painting," Aris Magazine 60 (Summer 1986): 33. 

59ibid., 34. 

92 



Some critics, such as Thomas Lawson and Donald Kuspit, argued, in opposition 

to Selz and Pincus-Witten, that there was no obvious connection between the old and new 

Expressionism. To Lawson, Neo-Expressionism was a linguistic practice in visual form; 

styles were appropriated from already existing styles. He defined the new art as art-

historical stylistic appropriation, implying that German Expressionist art just happened to 

be one of the styles that contemporary artists repeatedly appropriated. In other words, 

Lawson tended to simplify the nature of Neo-Expressionism, seeing it as paying homage 

to the past as part of a "nostalgia for the early days of modernism, "̂ o Artists evolved 

their styles from a storehouse of ready-made styles from various historical periods and 

geographical areas. 

To Lawson, the emergence of Neo-Expressionist painting announced the "death of 

the subject." Art-making became a process of pastiche through appropriation; artists 

made their work by referring to the past.^^ The Neo-Expressionists rendered all visual 

elements equivalent; "styles, images, sources [were] processed through the art machine"^^ 

and reduced to a syncretism of the art object. When an artist syncretized his work, its 

meaning became ambiguous. On the one hand, any meaning could be interpreted in the 

work; on the other hand, a work produced by this kind of process might be meaningless 

(as Lawson considered Baselitz's work to be). Lawson concluded, for example, that in 

order to present a profound effect, as in old German Expressionist works, Baselitz first 

applied the technique of coarse expressionism, and later found that "scale might make his 

^^Thomas Lawson, "Last Exit: Painting," Art After Modemism: Rethinking Representation, ed. 
Brian Wallis (New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1984): 157. 

6lThomas Lawson, "New Expressionisms, P.S. 1." Ari forum 22 (January 1984): 76. "The central 
characteristic of current neo-expressionist painting is its desire to collapse history into a shallow field of 
references." 

62ibid. 
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work more impressive." But none of this worked as he predicted; Baselitz eventually 

found that only by tuming his work upside down could he himself be rescued. ̂ ^ 

Donald Kuspit's theory of re-naturalization of the New-Expressionism provided 

another interpretation for distinguishing Neo-Expressionism from the old German 

expressionism. To him, new German expressionism had "nothing to do with the 

biological utopianism of the old German expressionism."^ Rather, the new German 

paintings invoked a sense of "social dis-appearance." They created an artificial nature. 

Although it appeared as a retum to nature, it actually involved the "re-naturalization" of 

denatured gesture and symbol. ̂ ^ 

For Kuspit, German Neo-Expressionism differed from the old Expressionism in 

several aspects. The new German Expressionism posited no primordial, formative power 

of becoming which was not socialized. The repressive power that "returns through paint 

is not the power of instinct but social power, just as coercively dominant, just as marked 

in its effect on the appearance of nature and human nature. "̂ 6 For example, in Lupertz' 

work a tree tmnk and a high-rise apartment block "are both given their grotesque shapes 

by social pressures."^^ 

The old German Expressionists, according to Kuspit, were attempting "to create 

out of their work symbols for their own time, symbols that belong on the altars of a future 

63ibid. 

64Donald Kuspit, "Flak from the 'Radicals': The American Case against Current German Painting," 
Ari after Modemism: Rethinking Representation, ed. Brian Wallis (New York: The New Museum of 
Contemporary, 1989). 

65ibid. 

66Donald Kuspit, "New German Painting: The Recovery of Expressionism," New Figuration: 
Contemporary Ari from Germany (Los Angeles: Frederick S. Wight Art Gallery, University of California at 
Los Angeles, 1983), 7. 

67ibid. 
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spiritual religion, symbols behind which the technical heritage cannot be seen."^^ In 

German Neo-Expressionist works the transcendence of society "through nature is out of 

the question: they are beyond transcendence, because nature is no longer beyond 

society." 69 The old Expressionism resulted from "an exploration of a new styhstic 

language" while Neo-Expressionism was a "satiation with an overfamiliar modemism." 

In German Neo-Expressionism, the return to an expressionist language was an attempt "to 

destabilize current languages of art so that they can express the forces that give form to 

the life-world," whereas the old German Expressionism had been "an attempt to stabilize 

a new language of art—to arrive at some sort of linguistic coherence rather than to have a 

pre-linguistic effect. "'̂ ^ 

While there was disagreement about the relationship of old and new German 

expressionism, critics also quickly realized that Neo-Expressionism had a variety of 

faces, not only between nations but also between the individual artists. Perceptual 

divisions were gradually identified in Neo-Expressionist discourse as critics came to 

accept that Neo-Expressionism was "not a one-note movement. "̂ ^ 

In Hal Foster's analysis, there were four types of Neo-Expressionism: (1) An art, 

mostly American and Italian, characterized by irony; (2) An art, mostiy German, that 

revived a modem style (Expressionism) and a modem type (the artist as primitive) in a 

less than ironic way; (3) A form that until recently existed both outside modem art and 

against the media: graffiti art; and (4) An art that, critical of both modern types and 

^^Franz Marc, cited in Ibid. 

69ibid. 

70ibid., 9. 

^iGerald Marzorati, "The Last Hero," Artnews 82 (April 1983): 61. 
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media forms, sought to use them against themselves. "̂2 With the benefit of historical 

distance, it is possible to simplify Foster's categories to the following: (1) American and 

Italian Neo-Expressionism; (2) German Neo-Expressionism; (3) graffiti or Art Punk; (4) 

New Image art. 

For the critic Gerald Marzorati Neo-Expressionism was a diverse movement. The 

German Neo-Expressionists tended toward the style of the original German 

Expressionism. The young Berlin Neo-Expressionists (K.H. Hodicke, Salome, Bernd 

ZinMner) represented "the styles of the original German Expressionists in a frenzied and 

romantic effort to recapture the impassioned authenticity of what they see as Germany's 

legitimate artistic language. "̂ ^ American artists deliberately used German 

Expressionism as a visual language without emphasis on the artist's emotion. The 

American artist David Salle, for example, used "cool quotations of every image and style 

to subvert such beliefs. Salle's use of frenzied and 'expressionistic' bmsh strokes were 

not regarded as inspiration but rather the stuff of technical mastery."'̂ ^ 

American Neo-Expressionist art was a more practical, aesthetic, and egotistical art 

than its European counterpart. The American Neo-Expressionists made "overly 

decorative their quotations;" the glamour they evoked was "not Utopian but practical," not 

ironic, but esthetic. While European artists, especially Germans, emphasized the artist's 

personal feeling toward life, the American Neo-Expressionists tended to stress the "look" 

of the work itself. This stress on the "look" was evident in Schnabel's statement on his 

ideal of creation. In an interview with critic Gerald Marzorati, Schnabel said: 

^^Hal Foster, "Between Modemism and Media," Ari in America 70 (Summer 1982): 13. 

^^Marzorati, 61. 

74ibid. 
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It's not important that I make them [paintings]. It's just important that 
somebody makes them. You don't have to know anything about me, or 
understand me, to understand the paintings that I make. These paintings 
do not describe my ego.^^ 

Neo-Expressionist art was about the viewer's imagination. This ability to convey a 

imagination through painting was the common interest of the American Neo-

Expressionists.'76 Through the selection of images and the cross-reference to the history 

of art or the popular culture, the result was not to reveal the importance of the artist's ego 

but the psychological resonance caused by the appearance of the things and images.'̂ '̂  

Although Kuspit beheved that Neo-Expressionism had restated the power of imagination 

"after the arid intellectualism of Conceptual art and the bankmptcy of late-modemist 

abstraction," "78 the power of imagination was not used for creating an individual style— 

the signature style—^but rather for creating an art that in turn could stimulate the viewer's 

imagination. In American Neo-Expressionist art, in particular, the artist was not really 

expressing feeling, but rather more a posture, hype, than a representation of the artist's 

sensibility. 

Although Foster, Marzorati, and Kuspit had different ideas regarding Neo-

Expressionism, they shared one common idea: that Neo-Expressionism was different in 

every nation and culture. It is worth noting that all above mentioned articles were 

published before 1984, at a time when Neo-Expressionism had not yet been separated 

from New Image and Art Punk. 

^^Julian Schnabel, cited in Marzorati, "Schnabel: Plate It as It Lays," Arinews 84 (April 1985): 69. 

76ibid., 64. 

'77ibid. 

^^Donald Kuspit, cited in Gablik, "Julian Schnabel Paints a Portrait of God," 11. 
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According to the artist Peter Halley, there were three types of artist in the United 

States that had been united in the category of Neo-Expressionism: (1) artists such as 

Leon Golub and George McNeil whose approach was established "in response to 

Abstract Expressionism and the figurative revival that followed it in the mid '50s;"'79 (2) 

artists such as Susan Rothenberg, Judy Pfaff, and Frank Young, "whose expressionism is 

based on the ideas that held way in the '70s—feminism, regionalism, interest in 

anthropology, and sensitivity to the material";80 and (3) the young artists "whose work 

has most precipitated the attention being given to the idea of an expressionist 

movement." 81 These three types of Neo-Expressionists could be defined as practicing the 

old expressionism, the conceptual expressionism, and the intemational style of 

Expressionism respectively. 

Halley's classification was not new, but rather was a reiteration of Elizabeth 

Baker's classification that appeared in the December 1982 issue of Art in America. On 

the editorial page. Baker divided American Neo-Expressionist artists into three 

generations: old, middle, and young. The old generation included Golub, Beauchamp, 

Guston, and Morley. They were post-Abstract-Expressionist artists who had "persisted in 

developing an expressionist figuration with high-pitched emotional content over some 20 

'^ See Peter Halley, "A Note on the 'New Expressionism' Phenomenon," Art in America 71 (March 
1983): 89. "It is necessary first to disentangle three groups of artists, representing separate and conflicting 
positions, that have been joined together in the category of neo-expressionism. The first group is made up 
of those expressionists whose approach was formulated in response to Abstract Expressionism and the 
figurative revival that followed it in the mid '50s. Leon Golub and George McNeil are representative of this 
group. A second group includes artists such as Susan Rothenberg, Judy Pfaff, and Frank Young whose 
expressionism is based on the ideas that held way in the '70s~feminism, regionalism, interest in 
anthropology, and sensitivity to material. The third group is that of artists who have just begun to show in 
the last few years, and whose work has most precipitated the attention being given to the idea of an 
expressionist movement." 

SOibid. 

81 Ibid. 
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formahst-dominated years." The middle generation included Snyder, Jensen, Porter, 

Pfaff, Rothenberg, Frank Young and the painterly wing of Conceptualism. This group 

was complex. It included "some of the most 'expressionist' artists . . and some of the 

least." The young generation included Schnabel, Bosman, Clough, Glier, and Fischl. 

Artists of this group had "reclaimed a central position for vigorous painterly execution" ̂ 2 

and a literary subject matter. In short, there was "not one expressionism but many 

expressionisms"^^ in the United States. 

After the creation of new divisions of Neo-Expressionism—in other nations and 

in the United states—a stylistic comparison between American Neo-Expressionism and 

that of other nations began to emerge. In critic Edit de Ak's observation, the Europeans 

made Neo-Expressionist works first. "When the Italians hit New York, they enabled 

other artists to emerge, and made the first propaganda as far as the new painting and 

drawing is concerned." International Neo-Expressionism was followed by American 

artists such as Julian Schnabel and David Salle, who were promoted chiefly by the art 

dealer Mary Boone. ̂ ^ 

It is to be noted that until 1982, the term Neo-Expressionism had not been broadly 

used. Instead, critics perceived the whole enterprise of the new painting movement as 

starting from the Itahan Transavanguardia. Diego Cortez, a New York critic, perceived 

that the Transavanguardia was "a totally European movement." The American artists 

Julian Schnabel, Robin Winters, Michael McClard, and David Salle, were "all doing 

82Elizabeth Baker, "Editorial: How Expressionist Is It?" Ari in America 70 (December 1982): 5. It 
is to be noted that here in Baker's classification the later would be called New Image painters. Rothenberg, 
Jensen, and Guston were regarded as Neo-Expressionists. It is evident that at least before 1983, New 
Image had not been separated from the classification of Neo-Expressionism. 

^^Halley, "A Note on the 'New Expressionism' Phenomenon," 88. 

84Edit De Ak, "Baby Talk," Flash Ari (May 1982): 36. 
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European work," and New York was "no longer the official art capital." What happened 

in America was European painting and "retrograde" art.^^ 

Meanwhile, American artists who could compete with this foreign challenge were 

few. In the United States, some artists "may qualify as 'hard core' Expressionists," ̂ 6 

observed Elizabeth Baker, but others only have "an expressionist 'look' for ends that 

range from the conceptual to the satirical." '̂̂  American artists as a whole even realized 

that the work of younger artists was not Neo-Expressionist at all, even though their work 

was once categorized as Neo-Expressionist.^^ In a symposium, hosted by Art in 

America late in 1982, Leon Golub complained that American Neo-Expressionists were 

"a mannered 'secondary extrapolation of the primary expressionist,'" and for Joan Snyder, 

the American new painting was "a 'posture' lacking in real feeling."^^ 

At this critical moment, the evidence of the American loss of intemational 

leadership in art was everywhere; while the European began "to look to his or her own 

culture for a context in which to work,"^^ Joseph Kosuth pointed out that the Americans 

had "to start again from scratch."^^ When European artists began to look for the meaning 

S^Diego Cortez, contribution to Edit De Ak, "Baby Talk," Flash Art (May 1982): 35. 

^^Elizabeth Baker, "Editorial: How Expressionist Is It?" 5. 

87ibid. 

^^Halley, "A Note on the 'New Expressionism' Phenomenon," 88. 

89ibid. 

90joseph Kosuth, "Necrophilia, Mon Amour," Artforum 20 (May 1982): 64. 

91lbid. ". . .artists in other countries began to re-examine the context of their life and their art—as 
the art we were making at the time necessitated—and they began to look less and less to America for 
guidance.' Nonetheless, experimental or 'advanced' art—the remains of what an earlier era called 'avant-
garde'—in this country has been supported by Europeans for the past 20 years. But it's all rather 
paradoxical, at the least. While we were dependent on Europe for not just money but the discourse that 
provides meaning (the heavier intellectual production), they were dependent on that relationship to feel 
anchored on the 20th century, at least this half of it. It seems to be changing. The significance of, uh, 'bye-
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of art in their tradition, they ceased looking to Americans for guidance. In confronting 

their European rivals, American artists were forced to create something more advanced 

than that which the Europeans already done. 

It was from this intemational confrontation that American critics began to create 

the notion of differentiation between American Neo-Expressionism and European Neo-

Expressionism. For Kuspit, the American Neo-Expressionists emphasized the sense of 

self more than did the German Neo-Expressionists. In Germany, Neo-Expressionist art 

had been "an art of experience—of self emerging through an involuntary experience of 

objects." On the other hand, American Neo-Expressionist art came "equipped with a 

sense of self which either wears down or narratively transforms the appropriated image." 

In terms of the use of art-historical sources, German art had "a sense of chance 

experience," while the American art had "a sense of use and be used."^^ Whereas, the 

German Neo-Expressionists regarded style as all important to artistic creation, the 

American Neo-Expressionists viewed style as some sort of sign for creative liberation and 

freedom. In Germany, the Neo-Expressionists regarded art history as an arsenal of forms; 

the mle for German artists was "all is pretty": Van Gogh, Tintoretto, Bernard, Nazi art, 

and department store art were all equally important. ̂ ^ 

Americans regarded the look of Expressionism—wild color, agitated surface—as 

only a packaged appearance of wildness. The term Expressionism did not mean much to 

them; for American Neo-Expressionists, styles, especially Expressionism, had become 

bye to Modernism' is that the European can look to his or her own culture for a context in which to work, 
but the Americans, as usual, will have to start again from scratch." 

92Donald Kuspit, "Report from Beriin, 'Bildwechsel': Talking Liberties," Ari in America 70 
(February 1982): 45. 

93lbid. 

101 



less than a mechanism for painting. 94 Expressionism, an institutionalized style, had 

become an art form for the American Neo-Expressionists, who "have the least to say, 

because they count on the institution of Expressionism to do their talking for them."95 

Further, while German Neo-Expressionist art emphasized the privatization of 

meaning, American Neo-Expressionism created an art that stated the meaningfulness of 

meaninglessness. In Kuspit's analysis, in the German new painting, "painting itself must 

not be allowed to become the theme, to become the sign of real worldly power. "̂ ^ 

Rather, painting "becomes powerful by becoming personal." Becoming personal was a 

method of "re-personahzing" what had become de-personalized: it symbolized spiritual, 

cultural, or social conditions. ̂ '̂  

Unlike the Germans' emphasis on personal meaning, however, the American Neo-

Expressionists used images as though they could have no personal content. For example, 

when David Salle juxtaposed images on his canvas, the meanings did not add up. It was 

rather "as if he were talking only in nouns."^^ Salle, in other words, used images to "call 

up things, but they don't connect."^^ In perceiving the work of Salle's art, the viewer was 

not provided with a fixed meaning; rather, the meaning of the work was suspended. 

After the German "Documenta 7" (Summer 1982) and the publication of the 

articles by Baker, Kuspit, Foster, and Owens (all appeared by the Fall of 1982), the third 

"̂̂ Mike Glier, Contribution to Carter Ratcliff, et al., "Expressionism Today: An Artists' 
Symposium," 72. 

95Kosuth, 62. 

96Kuspit, "Acts of Aggression: German Art Today," 146. 

97ibid. 

98Eric Fischl, cited in Marzorati, "The Artful Dodger," Artnews 83 (Summer 1984): 53. 

99ibid. 
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national Neo-Expressionism (i.e., American Neo-Expressionism) could be said to have 

emerged. Already having dealt briefly with Italian and German Neo-Expressionism, we 

can now trace the rise of American Neo-Expressionism, of New Image painting, and of 

Art Punk. All of these latter art forms stood against international Neo-Expressionist art, 

yet remained in categorical relation to it. 

American Neo-Expressionism bore some characteristics which could be described 

as uniquely American. First, it was paradoxically neither new nor neo. ^̂ o Many types of 

painting later called "American Neo-Expressionist art" had already been practiced in this 

country under the notion of New Image. As has been noted, in the early 1980s, there was 

no distinction made between "New Image" and "Neo-Expressionism." Neo-

Expressionism was characterized not by its look, but by the idea the work bore. 

Schnabel's expressionist paintings were called Neo-Expressionist, while David Salle's 

painting, juxtaposed with minimal and realist art which was a typical feature of New 

Image painting, was also categorized under the term Neo-Expressionism. At the time, the 

distance between Neo-Expressionism and New Image had not yet opened; critics lumped 

Neo-Expressionists and New Imagists together. 

The Neo-Expressionist discourse which emerged at the beginning of 1980s, 

however, was quite different from that in the United States in subsequent years. In the 

early 1980s, Americans defined several types of new painting under the name Neo-

Expressionism. Besides the intemational Neo-Expressionism exemplified in Schnabel's 

art, in the United States, Punk, or New Wave was a massive cultural ideology which 

appeared precisely in the early 1980s as one of the greatest conversions of the American 

lOOsee Douglas Davis, "Issues & Commentary: The Avant Garde Is Dead! Long Live the Avant 
Garde!" Art in America 70 (April 1982): 15. Davis argued that neither the 'new realism' nor 'neo-
expressionism' was either new or neo. "The artists celebrated by Kramer last fall—William Bailey, Philip 
Pearlstein, Jack Beal, Alex Katz, Neil Welliver, Al Leslie, Andrew, Wyeth—have already been celebrated 
for at least 10 years, if not longer." 
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imagination. Neo-Expressionism was transformed through the fervor of American New 

Image and Art Punk. Instead of manifesting the abrupt presence of this diversity, critics 

classified this diversity as American Neo-Expressionism. 

American Neo-Expressionism thus appeared as a nucleus of three proximities: 

European Neo-Expressionism, conceptual Neo-Expressionism or New Image, and 

Graffiti or Art Punk. European Neo-Expressionist art emphasized personal feelings and 

the mechanism for representing them. Schnabel, among others, was a representative of 

this group. Conceptual Neo-Expressionism or New Image focused on the question of 

representation and its meaning. This was minimalist art presented in figurative form. 

Salle, Lawson, and many other New Image painters were representatives of this group. 

Lastly, Graffiti, or Art Punk, was executed using an automatic process. It did not 

emphasize the problem of representation, personal feeling, or emotion, but rather 

stressed spontaneity and immediacy. Artists such as Keith Haring and Jean-Michel 

Basquiat represented this group. 

Since the creation of the epistemological category of Neo-Expressionism, 

American artists gradually related Art Punk to Neo-Expressionism. In the United States, 

Art Punk, with its energetic charisma, had influenced artistic production since the late 

1970s. It was said to be a movement which initially had nothing to do with Neo-

Expressionism. According to Michael Shore, Art Punk received recognition in New 

York in the spring of 1978 at the Artists Space. ̂ ^̂  The exhibition was initiated by a two-

week mn of performance by rock bands. The show "included, and attracted, many people 

from the art world and constituted a launching pad for the post-punk, post-new wave 

music movement now known as 'no wave.'"^^^ 

lO^Michael Shore, "Punk Rocks the Art Worid: How Does It Look? How Does It Sound?" Artnews 
79 (November 1980): 80. 

102ibid. 
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Originating in England as an offshoot of the rock music scene, punk developed in 

the context of various local cultures, particularly in London, New York, Los Angeles, and 

Seattle. Although punk was formed in England, it evolved into a styhstic revolution in 

the United States. English punk was said to be socially and politically motivated: "the 

outcry of economically trapped working-class youth at once bored, angry and fmstrated 

at the prospect of a life on the public dole.''̂ ^^ English youths were both fascinated and 

disgusted by social decay. For Americans, however, punk was simply a stylistic 

revolution against rock and roll. 

The terms punk and new wave were frequentiy used to designate the same type of 

music, although, punk chronologically preceded new wave. In the beginning, punk was 

regarded as a radical art by American avant-gardists because it challenged established 

rock music. In the late 1970s, punk was seen as a "charged expression of changing 

outiook, a vanguard sign" of the times. The emergence of punk not only gave art and 

music a new energy, it also gradually blurred the boundaries between visual art, 

performance art, and rock concerts, between high and low culture, i^ 

Punk was radically different from established rock and roll by its simplicity of 

form and its emphasis on immediacy. It was originally performed by young, untrained 

musicians. Their brief and cmde songs were fast and emphatic in rhythm, and sonically 

abrasive and assaulting. Punk music was regarded as an altemative form of art. In the 

Artists Space show, where young artists were setting up electronic amplifiers and dmm 

kits and playing the noisy, loud punk music with electric guitars. As Michael Shore 

lO^ibid. 

I04ibid., 79-80. 
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observed, since the late 1970s punk was "the only really energetic thing happening" and 

"everyone was amazed at the level of intensity."^05 

Punk was later transferred to various visual forms: painting, sculpture, art design, 

and fashion design. In art, punk had been represented in an ugly and expressionist form 

since the early 1980s. "It's pretty outrageous, most of it, and pretty ugly too," observed 

Joan Snyder, "The artists don't want it to be beautiful. That's what punk is all about. 

Ugly is in. "106 Art Punk was widespread in the New York scene, and in the early 1980s 

the predominant aesthetic was ugliness: "all the stores . . . , the mannequins, the 

Expressionist paintings" were ugly. 1̂7 

The first significant Art Punk was exhibited in the "Times Square Show" in 1980. 

Most of the artists in this show were linked to the new wave/no wave arena. In fashion 

design, punk immediately became as important as music in identifying a defiant and 

anarchistic posture against institutionalized culture. In celebrating "urban decay with its 

surreal perversities and existential anguish, ̂ 8̂ Punk fashion designers applied motifs and 

emblems of violence and punishment. ̂ ^̂  In graphic design, the spirit of punk was 

transferred into an expressionist form through the use of layered imagery and collage 

technique. The collage effects were inspired by Cubism and Dada, and in addition 

American New Wave design assimilated the vernacular. Collage and vemacular images 

became the most obvious components of the new grammar since the emergence of New 

Wave graphic design. 

lO^ibid., 81. 

lO^Joan Snyder, contribution to Carter Ratcliff and others, "Expressionism Today," 139. 

107ibid. 

1 Onshore, 80. 

109ibid. 
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In the late 1970s and the early 1980s, the most common form of Art Punk was 

represented by graffiti. There were various viewpoints on graffiti art in the early 

1980s. 110 For Suzi Gablik, graffiti was a mark of the end of the modernist ideal of 

"purification." Ill In her analysis, the unofficial graffiti subculture now seemed "to mark 

the passing of the heroic and the exalted, the end of our modernist self-assurance." n^ 

With its energetic ethnicity and localism, graffiti was challenging "the image of an 

'international' modernism previously so concemed with 'purification.'"11^ For Hal Foster, 

graffiti was "a symbolic activity of response" for people "who cannot otherwise 

respond." 11̂  It was a visual language for people "who are not well represented in the 

dominant culture, who have no real access to its media."H^ 

In the early 1980s in New York, minorities used graffiti to convey their political 

attitudes, ideas of social justification, and even personal fantasies. 11̂  It did not take long, 

however, for graffiti to enter the art system. As Edit de Ak observed, graffiti had become 

an institutionalized style since the rise of Neo-Expressionism in the early 1980s. 11*̂  This 

was evident in both institutional acceptance and market circulation. For example, before 

getting into the gallery system, Keith Harring was a graffitist painting in the subways. In 

^ l^See Suzi Gablik, "Report from New York: The Graffiti Question," Art in America 70 (October 
1982): 34. Graffiti originated in punk art. It was "actually shown in a commercial gallery, the Razor, as 
early as 1976." 

llllbid. 

ll^ibid. 

ll^ibid. 

1 l^Hal Foster, "Between Modernism and Media," Ari in America 70 (Summer 1982): 15. 

115ibid. 

U6ibid. 

l l^DeAk, "Baby Talk," 38. 
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1983, he was one of the "art stars" of the New York art market. In the marketplace, 

Haring was as important as David Salle, Susan Rothenberg, Robert Longo, Cindy 

Sherman, Jedd Garet and Juhan Schnabel.n^ 

American artists discovered Punk as a style and means of artistic production. It 

was easy enough to find signs that attention was being paid to Punk—to the simplified art 

form that was manipulated, shaped, transferred and increased in force of communication. 

In analyzing the relationship between Punk and Neo-Expressionism, Richard Bosman 

speculated, "I guess punk music had something to do with Neo-Expressionism in recent 

painting—it's direct and emotional."n^ In the beginning of the "American Neo-

Expressionist movement," artists did not have enough sense of the language of 

intemational Neo-Expressionism. Therefore, instead of studying the Neo-Expressionist 

formula, Americans developed their own grammar either from Art Punk or from New 

Image. In describing the early stage of the new painting, in fact. Edit de Ak characterized 

American Neo-Expressionism as "baby talk." 

There was no natural rhythm of information passed down from one 
generation to another, just discontinuity. The same is true about our 
knowledge about how to have a reliable opinion on painting, the issues 
involved in a painting with an image, and what it relates to, its 
background, foreground, composition, or stmcture. It started like baby 
talk. 120 

In fact, in its early stages the Neo-Expressionist art seemed to be in "a big field 

with a tiny image." Painters had not yet mastered the language of Neo-Expressionism. 

American artists who were attempting to use Neo-Expressionist visual language "couldn't 

go to Uccello, they couldn't do a heroic masterpiece, they didn't know how to handle 

118Nilson,63. 

1 ^9Richard Bosman, contribution to Carter Ratcliff and others, "Expressionism Today," 60. 

120DeAk, "Baby Talk," 37. 
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space, and a lot of other things." 121 This shortage of Neo-Expressionist language resulted 

in American artists' adopting New Image art and Art Punk. 

It was in this "baby talk," this groping, that Americans substituted the popular 

image for the art-historical traditions that characterized European Neo-Expressionism. 

Yet there was another decisive fact which caused American Neo-Expressionism to 

emerge not from visual art but from the new wave scene. The New York economic 

decline of the 1970s caused artists to shift their interest to punk rock. In Diego Cortez's 

observation, "Speaking about the New York situation in the seventies, there was a kind of 

economic decline; collectors and artists were becoming estranged and money began to 

stop flowing." It ended up with a group of young artists making a mass exodus into the 

music world. Meanwhile, in New York, Italy, and places in Europe, the art world tumed 

to a decadent kind of painting. 122 

The first examples of a new art began to appear on the New York scene. This 

was certainly not the art of Neo-Expressionism by European definition, but an art which 

was more American, more entertaining and less related to tradition. The first exhibition, 

the "Times Square Show," was said to be tmly postmodem art. 123 

The development of American Neo-Expressionism, New Image and Art Punk was 

inextricably linked to the East Village boom, which began in 1981. The East Village is 

located within approximately ten square city blocks in Manhattan, New York—from 

121ibid. 

122cortez Diego, contribution to De AK, "Baby Talk," 34. 

123jefft-ey Dietch, "Report from Times Square," Ari in America 68 ( September 1980): 63. "Times 
Square Show' was pre-lib or post-lib, it did represent the breakthrough of a truly post-modernist art. It 
proposed not just a change in imagery, or even structure, but also a change in intent. Most of the art in the 
show had a concrete rather than an abstract purpose—be it entertainment, sexual expression or 
communication of political messages. In contrast, something like pattern painting, which has been heralded 
as a postmodern manifestation, is really just a holding pattern for modemists in search of a new way to 
point." 
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Houston Street to 14th Street, from Second Avenue to the East River. For over a century, 

the area had been an economically deprived and ethnically diverse neighborhood, 

although the surrounding Lower East Side had been an artistic center. 124 During the 

1950s and 1960s, the East Village was "the scene of furious artistic activity and the home 

of countless Abstract Expressionists, Ashcan poets, and atonal musicians, "i 25 Then by 

the mid-1970s, the area slipped into a state of decline and became a desolate district with 

abandoned buildings, shabby neighborhood bars, and active dmg dealers. 126 Around 

1980, this area attracted a flock of artists who stayed during the economic boom of the 

early and middle 1980s. In Gary Indiana's observation, the early 1980s was a period 

"when it was a free-for-all. New movements were being discovered every week, a whole 

slew of new artists were getting in on them, lots and lots of newly rich Reaganite 

collectors were coming into the art world and snapping up anything they could get their 

hands on." 127 

Motivated by this great boom in the art market, the first East Village gallery, the 

Fun, was opened by Patti Astor in 1981 on Tenth Street near First Avenue. 128 It was 

followed by 5IX, Nature Morte, Civilian Warfare and Gracie Mansion. Up to 1984, the 

124see David Hershkovits, "Art in 'Alphabetland,'" Arinews 82 (September 1983): 89. "But this 
largely poor neighborhood, one of the most ethnically diverse in the city, has for over a century been a 
center of social, political and artistic ferment, a home base for the likes of the Yiddish theater; Emma 
Goldman and her fellow anarchists; and the poets, artists, musicians and dancers of the mid- and late 1960s 
~ Allen Ginsberg, Ted Berrigan, Larry Rivers, Nam June Paik, John Cage and Merce Cunningham among 
them." 

l^^Jay Gomey, "The East Village, Latest Lure for the Art Worid," The Washington Post (February 
12, 1984): Ell . 

126ibid. 

127Gary Indiana, "Critics and the Marketplace," Art in America 76 (July 1988): 80. 

128Gomey, El 1. "In the summer of 1981 Astor and Stelling opened the Fun Gallery to show 
graffiti artist friends such as Keith Haring and Kenny Scharf, who were already making names for 
themselves in the active club culture of the late 70s." 
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East Village had some three dozen galleries. 129 Most of these galleries were private, 

opened by artists themselves. They were founded to exhibit the artists' own work and 

that of their friends, î ^ 

The East Village artists made their art under the inspiration of Neo-

Expressionism. Since 1980, many so-called Neo-Expressionists had began their "rocket-

blast ascent." î i Everywhere, critics and historians witnessed this prosperity. Marveling 

at the great success of Neo-Expressionist art, the critic Gerald Marzorati observed: 

Salle has shown his paintings in 75 exhibitions in nine countries on three 
continents. His newest paintings, eleven of them, were shown in April at 
the Leo Castelli gallery. The prices of the paintings ranged from $12,000 
to $35,000. Few were for sale. Artists like Salle—and there are a startling 
number of them these days —tend to sell their new paintings before they 
are even hung in a gallery. Their dealers concentrate on placing new 
works as they become available in important private collections. 1̂2 

The Neo-Expressionists' great success in the art market raised a difficult 

question: What was the artist's role in the postmodern era? A conceptual change 

occurred in the early 1980s involving the notion of the avant-garde and the aesthetic 

attitude of postmodemism. First, because of the market success of Neo-Expressionism, 

the artist's aesthetic attitude would no longer be those of "the alienated, purist figures of 

modemist orthodoxy."i^^ On the contrary, artists began to take as role models celebrities 

such as rock and movie stars. Postmodem art was said to have a much broader appeal 

l^^Irving Sandler, "Tenth Street Then and Now," The East Village Scene, ed. Janet Kardon 
(Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 1984): 17. 

l^Osee David Hershkovits, "Art in 'Alphabetland,'" 89. "The 1980s, a time to 'do it,' a time to 'get it 
talked about'—especially, perhaps, in the midst of an art worid once again attracting money and the media.. 

Many of the East Village dealers, in fact, are artists themselves who originally opened their galleries to 
show the work of their friends." 

13lGerald Marzorati, "The Artful Dodger," Artnews 83 (Summer 1984): 48. 

132ibid. 

133Nilson, 66. 
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than modem art. Modem art was said to strive for success in its intellectual inspiration 

while postmodern art was driven by aesthetic pleasure. Secondly, the role of the avant 

garde had changed. 

The critic and artist Douglas Davis argued that the avant-garde did not reject 

market success; rather, he contended, "the drive to 'succeed'—to exhibit, to sell 

(particularly to the public institutions), to make one's presence felt—has been embedded 

in the avant garde from the first." 1̂4 Davis argued that the term 'avant garde' was 

invented by the French socialist St. Simon in 1825. Writing in a constantly changing 

historical context, St. Simon could not anticipate that in a different society the avant-

garde would play a different role. The historical origin of the "avant-garde" is in Utopian 

ideahsm. Davis pointed out that when St. Simon made one of his fictional characters 

announce "an alliance between 'we artists' and the 'new social order,'" it was at a time 

when France had experienced the French Revolution, Napoleon, and several 

'Restorations,' and in a society where ongoing political reforms and radical esthetic 

mobility in all the arts were constantiy at work. "But Manet, Seurat, Duchamp, Picabia 

and the post-World War II avant-garde flourished in just such a free-state, free-all 

society." From the late Nineteenth Century onward, Westem society, however, was into 

a post-avant-garde era. î ^ The society which St. Simon predicted never came into being. 

Furthermore, Davis insisted that the avant-garde and the middle class are not 

antithetical, but rather were interdependent. Though they regarded one another as 

enemies, the avant-garde and the middle class needed each other. 1̂6 In fact, the 

134Davis, 15. 

135ibid., 13. 

136ibid. 
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existence of the avant-garde had been the result of the prosperity of the middle class and 

vice versa. 

In the early 1980s, the avant-garde artists' surrender to market success was 

evident everywhere in America, especially in the East Village. In September 1984, 

Thomas Lawson observed that the East Village was now "a whole neighborhood whose 

history is being erased and re-written to serve the interests of its new owners and 

occupiers," whereas ten years before it had been a place "deeply embedded in that 

desperate, unshakable dirt of relentless poverty." In 1984, the booming art market 

changed the appearance of the East Village and gave the American public self-confidence 

in intemational leadership, î '̂  

Paradoxically, the avant-garde artists' success proved to be a temporal illusion of 

arts' endless regression and mimicry. In fact, the artists of the East Village were taking 

their clues "from the success of the Neo-Expressionist fad and the less successful neo-

Surrealist or neo-Pop fads." They were now trying for fame and fortune. They were 

organizing and staging huge shows in the hope of gaining a reputation. "Looking at all 

this work, all this new work," observed Lawson, "is like looking at a dreamscape, a 

fantasy of life in America, a big success story writ small." That is, mimicry had taken the 

position of innovation as a creative value, thus, all this work was now either "a copy of a 

copy" or "a copy of an idea of a copy." The majority of artists in the East Village at that 

time believed that the idea of originality was no longer of prime value. Here, they 

became a lost generation in the older notion of avant-garde. The idea of the development 

of the last generation's work now was replaced by one of repetition. Repetition and the 

notion of the perpetual present had been a postmodern paradigms since the 

l^^Thomas Lawson, "Forum: Generation in Vitro," Artforum 23 (September 1984): 99. According 
to Lawson, the East Village in the early 1980s became "a sort of World's Fair for the gourmet, a place 
where you can eat around the globe." 
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epistemological shift that occurred around 1980. In the postmodem era, art was said to 

"enter that vast plain of indifference, a continuous present, with no discemible past, and 

no way yet to speak of the future." 138 Thus, a new concept of artistic creation originating 

with the artists of the Italian Transavanguardia began to emerge. In the East Village, 

"avant-garde" meant regression and mimicry. 

In the East Village, with originahty no longer a measure of authority, style had 

become a mannerism. Artists applied every style that fit their intentions. Their styles, 

said Carlo McCormick, were "a potpourri of various elements from different artists and 

times." Art had thus become the act of an outpouring of sensations, and the result was 

cliches. In search of a tangible means of expression, art was being recreated in terms of a 

"generic genrefication." Artists such as Keiko Bonk, Richard Hambleton, Mark Kostabi, 

Futura 2000 and Luis Frangella were enjoying "a gut pleasure in the act of painting as an 

outpouring of sensations." 1̂9 

What, then, were the dominant styles of East Village art? Looking at the work of 

the East Village, it was easily termed "bad" art. All the work done in the early 1980s in 

the East Village was in fact an expression of the mixture of art of the 1970s, "including 

Neo-Expressionism and other variants of New Image or New Wave painting" î ^ and the 

neo-Surrealism of the early 1980s. The works, as a whole, represented stylistic 

eclecticism or even cannibalism, î i The sources of creation in East Village art were 

I38ibid. 

l-^"Carlo McCormick, "The Periphery of Pluralism," The East Village Scene, ed. Janet Kardon 
(Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 1984), 47. In East Village art, styles become a 
mannerism. "With originality no longer a measure of authenticity, style has become a mannerism. Young 
artists indirectly base their art on the overdose of art around them; their styles are a potpourri of various 
elements from different artists and times. " 

140sandler, 16. 

141lbid. 
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irony, nostalgia, and fantasy or futility. 1̂2 The work of the East Village did not appear to 

be work that characterized modemism; rather, it seemed a connoisseurship of kitsch. 

The critic Irving Sandler characterized East Village art of the early 1980s as 

composed of low art forms such as "ghetto-spawned spray-can writing, the trashiest of 

mass media kitsch, and the cmdest of 'bad' painting. "1̂ 3 if East Village art had any claim 

to being avant-garde, it was because it created a "high" art with such "low" art forms, i-^ 

If East Village art involved anything really new, it was the bad, ugly, and unfinished 

looking pictures. Yet this connoisseurship of kitsch characterizing East Village art was 

considered "a glorification of Americana on its most middle-class levels." 1"̂^ The 

vulgarity of kitsch was regarded as the vocabulary of regression, or, "a post-modem 

version of avant-garde offensiveness."i'^^ Regression, then, was the artistic sublimation 

intended to insulate "man's inherent provincialism and bourgeois instincts in the face of 

societal sophistication."i^^ Richard Hambleton's Marlboro Man series, for example, was 

regarded as a heroicized psychological intensity of the public in general, i"̂  

American Neo-Expressionism was constmcted by a critical discourse resulting in 

chauvinistic journalism and manipulation of the art market. In 1983, critic Lisbet Nilson 

142ibid., 17. 

143ibid. 

144ibid. 

I'^^See McCormick, 22. "One of the most apparent recurring themes among this group of artists is a 
glorification of Americana on its most middle-class levels. The vulgarity of kitsch becomes the vocabulary 
of a derriere-garde that is a post-modern version of avant-garde offensiveness. Here then, regression is the 
artistic sublimation which insulates man's inherent provincialism and bourgeois instincts in the face of 
societal sophistication." 

146ibid. 

147ibid. 

148ibid., 37. 
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feh that in New York the pace was quick. Artists were optimistic in their careers. This 

optimistic attitude had come to seem most characteristic of the Neo-Expressionists, 

especially Julian Schnabel, who was the best known Neo-Expressionist of the time.i^^ 

Also in the spotiight of the art market were the New Image painters and New Wave 

artists. 150 

In 1983, the artist population in New York was estimated at between 40,000 and 

90,000. The number of New York art galleries had risen to about 4(X) with annual sales 

totaling over $1 billion.i^i The East Village in just a few years (around 1980 to 1983) 

emerged as "a new and vibrant force" on the New York art scene. Grace Glueck, the New 

York Times art critic, ranked the East Village as Manhattan's third art district, after 

Uptown and SoHo.i^^ jhe East Village had over 30 galleries, art bars, altemate 

performance and exhibition spaces, and its own newspaper. The East Village Eye. In Jay 

Gomey's report appearing in the New York Times of Febmary 1984, the "shock wave" 

from the "exploding art scene" in the East Village "has led to enormous media coverage 

in the dailies and the art magazines, a burgeoning tourist traffic and the close attention of 

serious critics and collectors."i^^ 

In addition to the exposure they received in the East Village Eye, galleries 

attracted considerable attention in publications from the Wall Street Journal to 

Artforum. i ^ Prior to 1983, the East Village gallery scene had begun showing its own art 

149Nilson, 63. 

150ibid. 

151ibid., 60; 64. 

152Hershkovits, 88. 

153Gorney, Ell . 

l^^Kardon, The East Village Scene, 6. 
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stars—Keith Harring, Jean-Michel Basquiat, and Kenny Scharf. In 1983 the dealer-

celebrities such as Joanne Mayhew-Young (Gracie Mansion) and Patti Astor were 

featured in People magazine. The East Village had its own critics, such as Edit de Ak, 

Rene Richard, and Nicholas Moufarrege.i^s It also attracted attention from Europe and 

Tokyo, ranging from stray dealers, to museum curators and collectors. 1̂6 

The boom in East Village art was first highlighted in a museum exhibition, "The 

East Village Scene," organized by the Institute of Contemporary Art at the University of 

Pennsylvania. From among hundreds of East Village artists, curator Janet Kardon 

selected twenty-two for this group exhibition. The criteria for selection were that artists 

be those "whose work was first shown in an East Village gallery or nightclub," and 

"whose work appears to this curator to be significant enough to have transcended social 

commercial phenomena." î ^ In other words, "The East Village Scene" was a museum 

survey focused on indigenous East Village artists. 

Artists in this exhibition were Jean-Michel Basquiat, Gretchen Bender, Mike 

Bidlo, Keiko Bonk, Frederick Brathwaite, Arch Connelly, Claudia De Monte, John 

Fekner, Luis Frangella, Dan Friedman, Futura 2000, Rodney Alan Greenblat, Richard 

Hambleton, Keith Haring, E. F. Higgins III, Mark Kostabi, Stephen Lack, Cheryl 

Laemmle, Peter Nagy, Kenny Scharf, David Wojnarowicz, and Rhonda Zwillinger. î ^ 

From the founding of Patti Astor's the first gallery in the East Village in 1981 to 

Janet Kardon's "The East Village Scene" show in 1984, American avant-garde artists 

witnessed or participated in a period of fervor on the art scene. East Village art was just a 

155Kim Levin, "The East Village," The Village Voice (October 18, 1983): 78. 

156ibid. 

157Kardon, 6. 

158ibid. 
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sample from the population of the whole American art scene. In every art district of 

every major city in this country, there existed the same excitement. In addition to the 

East Village, Uptown and SoHo districts in New York, Chicago, St. Louis, Los Angeles, 

Seattle, San Francesco, Dallas and other cities had local groups of artists who executed 

their art in a manner associated with Neo-Expressionism, New Image, or Art Punk. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

In retrospect, there was no American Neo-Expressionist movement outside 

discourse, which controlled and manipulated artistic creativity of the late 1970s and early 

1980s. In any society, artistic practice within a particular historical period is constituted by 

a privileged discourse about its objects. 

American Neo-Expressionism did not come about by itself, but, rather, was a 

critical constmct. There was no "secret origin" linked to the movement. It was not 

repetition of a pre-existing movement that made it possible (of course, most critics of the 

time referred to the old Expressionism as an origin of the Neo-Expressionism, but as I have 

indicated previously, this was a "strategic choice"—the use of certain pre-existing 

concepts, theories, or themes). The discourse of Neo-Expressionism thus must not be 

referred to the distant presence of old Expressionism, but rather should be treated in terms 

of its own historical context. Once the connection between old German Expressionism and 

Neo-Expressionism was suspended, the entire field of critical discourse was set free. 

The emergence of the Neo-Expressionist movement radically changed the concept 

of art history. Critics who worked on Neo-Expressionism perceived the concept of the 

avant-garde to be out-moded and were in favor of a new interpretation of art and art 

history. Instead of "being used by history as a tool" these critics believed that artists could 

use history as a tool.i It appeared that these critics were not bothered by the previous 

notion of history. They did not agree with the concept of "the artist as original and the art 

work as unique. "̂  Consequentiy, they perceived that Neo-Expressionists could play a role 

1 D. A. Robbins, "An Interview with Thomas Lawson," Aris Magazine 58 (September 1983): 116. 

2Hal Foster, "Re: Post," Art after Modemism: Rethinking Representation, ed. Brian Wallis (New 
York: The New Museum of Contemporary art, 1989),191. 
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far different from that of traditional avant-gardists. As a "discourse of visual language," 

American Neo-Expressionism was thus constmcted as a network through which the 

concept of art was redefined, and the disciplines of artistic production were re-categorized. 

This new network led art to a new concept of painting not as a practice but as a sign that 

could be manipulated by certain mechanisms. 

The constitution of Neo-Expressionism as a postmodem pictorial paradigm in the 

early 1980s afforded evidence of a broken dialogue, posited the separations as akeady 

effected, and left to inattention all those previous critical languages without fixed syntax in 

which the exchange between new critical theories and old critical perspectives was made. 

The language used in the criticism of Neo-Expressionism was not the same form of 

language applied in previous periods. Criticism of Neo-Expressionism of the early 1980s 

was not constituted by the formal analysis one witnessed in the 1950s and 1960s and even 

the early 1970s.3 It was constituted in a new discursive stmcture which was significantly 

different from that of the periods that preceded it. In the new discursive stmcture the major 

debates over Neo-Expressionism no longer involved concepts such as self-reflection, self-

criticism, the avant-garde, individual alienation (from society), and artistic revolution. On 

the contrary, the major argument within Neo-Expressionist discourse concemed concepts 

such as modemism versus postmodemism, the avant-garde versus tradition, allegory 

versus illustration, natural representation versus cultural representation, stylistic 

appropriation versus stylistic invention, subjectivity versus objectivity, meaningfulness 

versus meaninglessness, and the referential versus the self-evident. Between the Neo-

3 In the late 1970s and early 1980s art criticism established a new mode of interpretation and 
definition of Neo-Expressionism that showed the emergence of a new discursive object. If we try to trace 
the development of the visual arts beyond the late 1970s, we find the path becomes confused, and the 
projection of Greenbergian modernist painting does not provide clues to us. The discourses with which art 
critics have dealt since this epistemological rupture are numerous, most very new, but also very precarious, 
subject to change, and in some cases they tend to disappear rapidly. 
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Expressionist movement and the earlier Minimalism and Conceptual art there existed a 

discursive mpture, a gap. The language of poststmcturalism, which constmcted a 

monologue of cultural criticism for Neo-Expressionism, was established only on the basis 

of such an alienation. 

I have explored the history of that language, rather than the archaeology of that 

alienation. An archaeological analysis of this alienation would start with analysis of the 

modemist concept of art. Westem artists, since the mid-nineteenth century, had a relation 

to something they called modemism, the avant-garde. The avant-garde/tradition nexus 

constituted for Westem culture one of the dimensions of its originality; it accompanied that 

culture long before Manet, and would follow it long after Pollock and other members of the 

Abstract Expressionist movement. The avant-garde tradition was adopted and developed in 

postwar American art, especially by Greenbergian formalism. This formalism dominated 

American discourse since the late 1950s. Before the emergence of American Neo-

Expressionism no one suspected that beyond the language of formalism there might exist a 

language which had nothing to do with formal stmcture and the notion of historical 

progression. The discourse of Neo-Expressionism was such a language, and its 

emergence—as an archaeological investigation would reveal—was an effect of the 

profound epistemological mpture of our time. 
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