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A Mandarin Pretending To Be A
Stumblebum
By HILTON KRAMER OCT. 25, 1970

SPEAKING of his new paintings and
the startling change of style they
represent, Philip Guston is reported in
the current issue of Art News to have
declared recently: “I got sick and tired
of all that Purity! I wanted to tell
Stories!” Well, the paintings—all 33 of
them, most of them huge—have now
come to the Marlborough Gallery, 41
East 57th Street, and they certainly tell
us a story all right, though not perhaps
the story the artist had in mind.

For some years now, at least for some
people, Mr. Guston has been
something of a sacred figure. He has
occupied a special place in the esteem
of those who found in the more
painterly aspects of the New York

School—especially as it developed in the late 1950's—a satis faction almost
more religious than es thetic. (One admiring critic spoke of his work as
having “cosmic” significance— always a sure sign that we are not being
asked to judge an artist by “mere” artistic standards.) As the prestige of
painterliness began to wane in the 1960's, owing to the combined assault
that Pop Art and Color-field painting inflicted on the painterly
mannerisms of the New York School, Mr. Guston was second only to
Willem de Kooning in commanding the allegiance of those who found in
both the ethos and the esthetics of Abstract Expressionism the last
embodiment of the “New” they were prepared to embrace without res

ervation.

Mr. Guston had not earned this dis tinction through any historical priority.
He has always been a latecomer, and he came to the esthetics of the New
York School when it was already well established. He was a colonizer
rather than a pioneer. The special virtue of his painting was said to be
found not in facile innovations—from the very start of his celebrity on the
New York scene, his work was curiously exempted from such “vulgar”
criteria, which were nonetheless rigorously enforced in judging painters
outside the magic cir cle. No, Mr. Guston's special virtue was said to be his
superior sensitivity. Jackson Pollock was the cowboy of the New York
School, all muscle and vio lence, Mr. Guston was claimed to be its poet, all
sensibility and shimmering delicacy.

Such was the myth, anyway. We were then in the heyday of Monet-mania,
and more than a few painters were la boring night after night under their
harsh fluorescent lights trying to recap ture the optical effects of that
famous water garden at Giverny. The Geiger counters of the art press even
reported a shift in the atmosphere away from Ab stract Expressionism to
something called Abstract Impressionism, and it looked for a while as if
Mr. Guston would have to be outfitted with the uniform of a chef d'écoie.

As it happened, however, the real shifts were all pointing in another di
rection, and Mr. Guston's painting re snonded to these shifts by
withdrawing from Impressionist delicacies and en trenching itself more
explicitly in an Expressionist mode. Only now there were some discreet
hints of a “content” beyond the boundaries of pure abstrac tion. Though no
one guessed it at the time, Mr. Guston was in fact preparing his farewell to
the New York School.

In only one respect can some of us claim to have anticipated him: we tired
of “all that Purity” long before he did. In any event, he has now taken Ks
stand on very different ground, though —as always—he comes to it as a col
onizer rather than as a pioneer. He is one of those painters fated to serve a
taste instead of creating one, and his latest turn suggests that his sense Of
timing—so important for artists who are always running races with the Zeit



geist—is not what it used to be. The taste his new paintings are designed Co
serve may already have run its course.

For in offering us his new style of cartoon anecdotage, Mr. Guston is ap
pealing to a taste for something funky, clumsy and demotic. We are asked
to take seriously his new persona as an urban primitive, and this is asking
too much. With a little help from (among others) Red Grooms and Claes
Olderi burg, Mr. Gaston is now attempting to do a Dubuffet, and even
Dubuffet knows it is too late for that. The spectacle of mandarin
sensibilities masquerading as unlettered but lyrical stumblebums is now
universally recognized as a form of artifice that deceives no one—except,
possibly, the artist who is so out-of touch with contemporary realities that
he still harbors the illusion his “act” will not be recognized as such.

Throughout the history of modern painting, the primitive has repeatedly
been called upon to rescue and reju venate the vitality of “high” art, and
Mr. Guston is clearly seeking such a rejuvenation in turning to the popular
visual slang of the old cartoonists as the basis of a new pictorial style. But it
doesn't work. For one thing, there is no vitality here to rejuvenate. For an
other, the particular form of primitivism Mr. Guston chose as his means of
re vival was already on its way to being one of the moribund conventions of
high art when he caught up with it. The very ease with which he has
adapted this slang to his own elegant usages is itself a measure of its
established place in the pictorial vocabulary of our time.

What these new pictures by Mr. Gus ton offer us, with their “funny” Ku
Klux Klan figures, their “innocent” drawing and their “childlike” rediscov
ery of the world, is the artistic equiv alent of a “pseudo-event.” As it hap
pens, we already have a living master who has given us a whole new view of
the socioesthetic terrain that Mr. Guston pretends to have illuminated in
these paintings—I mean Saul Steinberg. But Mr. Steinberg has succeeded
because among other reasons (I won't go into the differences in talent—
they are by no means the most important issue), he never pretends to be an
innocent.

Mr. Steinberg is an intellectual, and he has no interest in donning the mask

of the stumblebum when he takes up his brush or pencil or rubber stamps.
He knows very well that the mileage has long ago run out on that particular
charade. To have retained the belief that an artist must nowadays come on
as if he were a great big lovable dope is perhaps Mr. Guston's last
attachment to the old 10th Street ideology, and it proves to be a fatal one.


