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Abstract 

 

 

My thesis examines Philip Guston’s paintings and drawings between 1967 and 1976. This 

encompasses the moment of his transition from abstraction to a cartoonish figuration. The 

latter tends to dominate the literature, above all his imagery of Ku Klux Klansmen, first 

exhibited in 1970. The context of the postponement of the artist’s retrospective in 2020 

lends urgency to my reframing of this moment. I do so by unearthing new archival material 

concerning Guston’s production throughout the 1970s; and by investigating concerns that 

are underdeveloped in the literature: principally, the significance of his engagement with 

historical Italian fresco painting, and the emergence of the theme of the flood. The analysis 

of these themes provides new frameworks for interpreting the artist’s late production and 

its manner of bearing witness to its time.  

 

The first two chapters explore the artist’s initial (re)turn to figuration up to 1970; the second 

two consider works produced from 1971–76, in the years following his final trip to Italy. 

Chapter 1 restores to visibility an overlooked painting from 1969, The Deluge, which I argue 

recuperates Abstract Expressionist viewer dynamics as part of Guston’s intent to bear 

witness to contemporary violence. The second situates Guston’s drawings and paintings in 

relation to his encounter with mediated imagery of contemporary violence and his desire to 

have his work “bear witness” as a result. The third chapter examines Guston’s encounter 

with early modern wall painting in Italy in 1970–71 and traces the aftermath of that 

encounter in his exhibition of new paintings in 1974. The final chapter returns to the theme 

of the flood inaugurated by The Deluge and shows how Guston’s flood paintings produced 

from 1975 allowed him to consider the limits of representation, reflect on public address, 

synthesise historical material, and dramatize the witnessing of historical catastrophe.  
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Introduction 

 

When is the “Now” in Philip Guston Now? That title, used for the 2022 retrospective of the 

artist’s work, changed as the works crossed the Atlantic for their final stop at Tate Modern 

in London the following year, where it was simply entitled Philip Guston.1 This ostensibly 

minor adjustment – the original title remained on the museum catalogue on sale in the Tate 

shop, making its erasure more visible – indicates a shifted perspective around the artist’s 

relationship to the present day. The connotations of that final word became fraught 

following the decision by the organising institutions to postpone the exhibition, which had 

been scheduled to open in June 2020, for four years, later amended to two: the Now 

became When? And yet, for the purposes of this thesis, Guston’s fractured relationship to 

history matters.2 The Now of Philip Guston Now always named the artist’s discontinuity with 

his own time, a sense of being out of joint.  

 

The group of artworks by Guston (1913-1980) that precipitated the decision to postpone the 

retrospective were made between 1968 and 1970. These paintings and drawings showed 

imagery of members of the Ku Klux Klan, depicted in a demotic, cartoonish style, in a range 

of settings, including driving cars, conspiring in rooms, and even painting self-portraits and 

admiring art. These works were the beginning of over a decade of production, on a scale 

and at a volume that has no precedent in the artist’s work. First shown in 1970 at the 

Marlborough Gallery, New York (henceforth ‘the Marlborough paintings’ or ‘works’), these 

works produced a mixture of disapproval, bafflement, and dismay in their audience. The 

 
1 The exhibition began at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (May 1st – September 11th, 2022), then travelled to 
the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (October 23rd, 2022 – January 15th, 2023), The National Gallery of Art in 
Washington D.C. (March 2nd – August 27th, 2023) and then to Tate Modern, London (October 5th, 2023 – 
February 25th, 2024). 
2 Giorgio Agamben reminds us that “the “now” of fashion, the instant in which it comes into being, is not 
identifiable via any kind of chronometer.” This “now” “takes the form of an ungraspable threshold between a 
“not yet” and a “no more”.” Being “in fashion”, an analogy Agamben uses to “the contemporary”, is a 
contradiction: “the moment in which the subject pronounces it, he is already out of fashion.” This tension 
pertains to the complex temporal relationships in play in Guston’s work. Giorgio Agamben, “What is The 
Contemporary?” in What is an Apparatus? And other essays by Giorgio Agamben (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2009), 31. 
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best-known critical reviews of these works were excoriating, although others were milder, 

and there was some praise.3 Although Guston continued to paint in a related style for the 

remainder of his life, no subsequent exhibition of the artist’s work has received a 

comparable level of attention, in its time or since.  

 

It was the Marlborough paintings that provided the focus for the curators’ concern, in 2020, 

about their reception among a contemporary audience. It was assumed that, in the context 

of the police murders of Black citizens in the US, including George Floyd in Minneapolis on 

May 25th 2020 and the resultant protest movements, as well as the resurgence of white 

nationalism during the administration of President Donald Trump, depictions of the Klan 

hood could prove an at best ambivalent image, at worst an incendiary one. For the 

museums themselves, the postponement was decided at the level of interpretation; the 

exhibition was to be suspended for four years, until such time as “the powerful message of 

social and racial justice that is at the centre of Philip Guston’s work can more clearly be 

interpreted”, in the presumption of a new Now that might assimilate these images more 

easily.4 

 

The response to this postponement was immediate and vociferous, led by the Brooklyn Rail, 

which amassed thousands of signatories among artists, curators, scholars, collectors and 

other prominent players in the contemporary art world.5 In this reading of Guston’s work, 

the Klan hoods in fact represented a powerful and necessary anti-racist position, showing 

Klansmen in domestic and artistic settings that seemed to illustrate the banal ubiquity of 

white supremacy, including within art institutions themselves. The result of this controversy 

was a partial backing down from the organising institutions, who agreed to halve the 

postponement period to two years. Yet a critical framework had been established. Reviews 

of the exhibition in all its host cities rarely avoided mention of the cancellation; most 

 
3 The nature of these contemporary reviews will be addressed in Chapter 1 and 3 of this thesis. 
4 Julia Jacobs and Jason Farago, “Delay of Philip Guston Retrospective Divides the Art World”, New York Times, 
Sept. 25th, 2020. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/25/arts/design/philip-guston-exhibition-delayed-
criticism.html (accessed 30th June 2024)  
5 “Open Letter: on Philip Guston Now”, The Brooklyn Rail, Sept. 20th, 2020. 
https://brooklynrail.org/projects/on-philip-guston-now/ (accessed 30th June 2024) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/25/arts/design/philip-guston-exhibition-delayed-criticism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/25/arts/design/philip-guston-exhibition-delayed-criticism.html
https://brooklynrail.org/projects/on-philip-guston-now/
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endorsed the reading of the works as anti-racist statement.6 This level of attention informed 

the majority of the press coverage of the exhibition, so that the artist’s output, spanning the 

mid-1920s to his death in 1980, was collapsed around a single period in his work. What 

remained intact was the Klan paintings’ tendency to become metonyms not only for 

Guston’s last decade of production, but for his entire body of work and its imputed 

intentions. Unfolding during the Covid-19 pandemic, the discussions that circulated around 

Guston’s work centred around images disseminated through social media channels via 

smartphones; shrunk in scale, their complex surfaces and contents contracted, these 

paintings became more like political cartoons, and the nuance of their politics, as well as 

their physicality, suffered accordingly. This thesis was researched and produced, then, 

within an extraordinary atmosphere of attention to one artist’s work, which nevertheless 

reinforced interpretations that apply only to a small proportion of that oeuvre. Despite, or 

perhaps because of Guston’s apparent ubiquity, his late work demands further attention. 

 

Overlooked, for example, in the intense focus on the Marlborough paintings, both during the 

controversy around the postponement, and in the Guston literature, is a painting that 

originally hung amongst them: The Deluge (1969) [1]. This work – among the largest in the 

Marlborough exhibition – features no imagery of Klansmen. It shows instead an expanse of 

dark water under a red sky, with accoutrements of the artist’s studio bobbing at the horizon 

line. After the Marlborough exhibition, The Deluge remained out of sight, barely seen or 

discussed, and was absent from major retrospectives of the artist’s work; it was hung only in 

the Boston leg of Philip Guston Now. Yet the painting inaugurates a central theme of 

 
6 A few responses stand out. Zoé Samudzi’s essay “Under the Hood” addressed the complex relationship 
between Guston’s Jewishness and whiteness, a tension staged in the paintings themselves. Guston “was a 
white Jew articulating a liminal position as someone victimized by Klan intimidation and antisemitic 
persecution, and a beneficiary of whiteness himself.” The Boston leg of the exhibition did not address this, 
“dampen[ing] any ripple of alarm that threaten[ed] to disrupt the circulation of racial capital within their white 
walls.” (Zoé Samudzi, “Under the Hood”, Jewish Currents, Nov. 16th, 2022). Robert Slifkin in Artforum applied 
critical pressure to the term “freedom”, a word Guston himself often used when describing his change of 
direction, citing Willem de Kooning’s response to the 1970 Marlborough exhibition that the Klan paintings 
were “all about freedom”. The paradox, as discussed by Slifkin, between “artistic freedom and social justice” 
hinges on the ambiguity of that term when applied to images of the Klan, asking questions of their maker. 
(Robert Slifkin, “Ugly Feelings”, Artforum Vol. 59, No. 4, January/February 2021). Finally, Nikki Columbus’ piece 
for n+1 discussed the relative insignificance of the controversy that circled around the postponement of the 
exhibition in the light of unresolved labour issues within museums, many of them implicated in racial 
inequalities (“Guston Can Wait.” n+1, online, Oct. 27th, 2020, https://www.nplusonemag.com/online-
only/online-only/guston-can-wait/, accessed 7th June 2024). 

https://www.nplusonemag.com/online-only/online-only/guston-can-wait/
https://www.nplusonemag.com/online-only/online-only/guston-can-wait/
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Guston’s final period of production up to his death in 1980: that of the flood. There are two 

named “sequels” to the painting that appeared at the decade’s mid- and endpoints (Deluge 

II, 1975, and Deluge III, 1979), the existence of which implies the ongoing validity of ideas 

inaugurated by the 1969 painting. In fact, the theme of the flood flourished in Guston’s work 

soon after the figure of the Klansman had exited his iconography for good.7 It provided a 

means for Guston to dramatize reflections on his own practice; it established his orientation 

towards art-historical exemplars, both in recent and distant history; and it figured an address 

to historical catastrophe that took on urgency in the years following the Marlborough 

exhibition. The image of the flood came to characterise his relationship with studio practice, 

art history, and the conditions of his own historical moment.  

 

This thesis’ contribution to postwar art history rests on restoring to attention works and 

contexts in Guston’s late practice that have to date received insufficient attention in the 

literature and in exhibitions. I do this to make the case for Guston’s late work as exemplary 

in embodying, rather than resolving, the problems that constitute the position of the 

contemporary artist. Guston’s late work remains an inspirational model for artists looking to 

orientate their practice outward, to register the effects (and affects) of the disorder of 

contemporary life on a subject, however contingent and contested that framework might 

be.8 What is at stake in Guston’s late work is a set of questions that retain their currency for 

a diversity of cultural productions: how can art convey an encounter with political upheaval? 

What are the affordances of the hand-made in a context of instantaneous image production 

 
7 After 1970, the Klan figure appears only intermittently in Guston’s work, and disappears completely after 
1974. In this thesis, I use the term “flood” to describe paintings that show figures or objects submerged or 
part-submerged in apparently rising water. There are many such examples in Guston’s paintings, most 
prominently Deluge II (1975), Head, Legs, Sea (1975), Head and Sea (1976), Wharf (1976), Bombay (1976), Low 
Tide (1976), Source (1976), Frame (1976), The Night (1977), To J.S. (1977), Room and Sea (1978), Pink Sea 
(1978), Group in Sea (1978), Migration (1978), Wave (1979), and Deluge III (1979). I am not including in this list 
Guston’s drawings and prints made during this period, many of which also show flood-like activity, nor images 
of bodies of water over which figures and objects are suspended, of which there are many more examples, 
including among the gouaches Guston made in 1980, right at the end of his life. 
8 This influence is apparent not only through the plethora of representational painters working today who 
make use of that mode to address and critique the notion of “representation” more broadly (including Kerry 
James Marshall, Toyin Ojih Odutola, Jordan Casteel, Njideka Akunyili Crosby and others), but also artists 
looking to frame artistic practice in relation to political life, amongst which I would include Rirkrit Tiravanija, 
who has made work appropriating elements of Guston’s late paintings, Wael Shawky, whose videos address 
histories of colonial exploitation via performative modes that, like Guston’s works, are closely related to 
childhood entertainment, and Nicole Eisenman, whose paintings and sculptures reflect the influence of 
Guston’s iconography and address themes of queer desire and the fluidity of gender categories. 
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and distribution? How might one square the circle of the closed world of studio practice and 

the ever-shifting, unstable and accelerated experience of life outside it? 

 

This thesis addresses these questions and is animated by absences in the Guston literature. 

The “failure” of The Deluge – its invisibility in the critical historiography of the Marlborough 

exhibition; its uniqueness in his body of work at that time; its almost total absence from the 

Guston literature; and its nonappearance in retrospective exhibitions of the artist’s work, up 

to 2022 – provides a way to clear a path through the copious literature on the artist. 

Attending to The Deluge provides a way to test the limits of this literature and to produce 

new ways of thinking around his last decade of practice. By way of that painting, I propose 

an alternative historiography of the artist, which brings to attention overlooked contexts, 

objects and exhibitions, all of which address the same set of questions previously outlined. 

The thesis moves beyond the imagery of floods to consider broader applications of the 

painting’s proposals about art’s relationship to the social and political world. It is after all 

Guston’s questions, not his answers, that keep him at the forefront of postwar creative 

practice.  

 

To show how Guston’s late work embodies those questions, this thesis brings to light 

previously under-discussed objects, contexts and archives. Principal among these is the 

artist’s relationship to two sites: Italy (principally Florence), and Boston. To date, there has 

been insufficient analysis of the nature of Guston’s engagement with historical painting in 

Italy in the immediate aftermath of the Marlborough exhibition. I address his encounter with 

14th- 16th century wall painting during his final visit to Italy and bring archival work to bear in 

developing a fuller account of the conditions of those paintings. I then trace the resonance 

of that physical encounter in objects and exhibitions from the years following that visit. 

Attending to Guston’s relationship to the sites of historical painting provides a means to 

imagine the Now of his practice differently. His later flood paintings, among others, track this 

difference. In visiting sites that were important to Guston – locations in Italy, as well as 

Boston, New York City, and the artist’s own studio in Woodstock, New York – I have been 

able to situate my engagement with his work in phenomenological and material terms.  
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Guston’s relationship to Boston is another notable lacuna in the literature on the artist 

which this thesis addresses. In mobilising archival research and interviews – most notably in 

connection with Boston University, his employer for most of the 1970s – I argue that the 

context of Boston’s institutions and artists provides new frameworks for understanding the 

nature of Guston’s late representational work and its account of the conditions of its time. 

One such context is his 1974 solo exhibition at Boston University, which was his first display 

of new paintings after the Marlborough exhibition, and his first following his return from 

Italy. Like all of Guston’s post-Marlborough exhibitions, very little research has been done to 

date on this show; in restoring it to attention, I show how it provides important insight into 

the nature of his engagement with the art of the past. My deployment of the context of 

Boston Expressionism, a form of expressive figuration practiced largely by first generation 

Jewish immigrants to the United States, puts Guston’s own late practice, and its engagement 

with Judaic subjects and concepts, into an important framework that has been largely 

missing from the literature to date, especially regarding its address to historical catastrophe.  

 

In attending to these overlooked contexts in Guston’s later practice, my thesis proposes and 

embodies new strategies for considering the artist’s work beyond the Marlborough 

exhibition. It does so in reference to a number of theoretical positions, the most decisive of 

which are Michael Taussig’s work on drawing and witnessing, Hubert Damisch’s discussion of 

perspective and representation in early modern wall painting, and Rachel Haidu’s recent 

analysis of the affective role of shape in postwar painting practices. All of these theoretical 

analyses support and extend my sustained address to the actual encounter with Guston’s 

work. 

 

Interpretative contexts for Guston’s late paintings have shifted decisively in recent years. 

Following his death in 1980, Guston’s late work was often contextualised within discourses 

of Neo-Expressionism, in exhibitions such as A New Spirit in Painting (1981) at the Royal 

Academy of Arts, London, where three of his late works (The Desert, 1974, Red Sky, 1978, 

and Talking, 1978) were shown alongside contemporary painting by Georg Baselitz, Gerhard 

Richter and Anselm Kiefer, and older work by Pablo Picasso, Balthus, Cy Twombly and 
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Francis Bacon.9 This exhibition was a particular locus of critical opprobrium by the October 

circle of writers, due to its perceived presentation of “a comforting picture of the self as 

private, contained, and autonomous”, which was framed as a “rediscovery of the private 

sphere”, or a capitulation to market forces.10  

 

Christa Noel Robbins has shown how this was framed, in writing of the 1980s and 90s, as a 

“horrifying reversal” of the “theoretical and political gains earned in the 1960s – gains that 

were understood to have been produced in and around the neo-avant-garde.”11 The 

association of Guston’s late paintings with Neo-Expressionism was disavowed by writers of 

the later 1980s, such as Dore Ashton’s 1988 essay “That Is Not What I Meant At All: Why 

Philip Guston Is Not Postmodern”, which described the artist in the same humanist, literary 

terms used by critics of that movement.12 Regardless, certain critical perspectives on the 

artist continued to be determined by an assumed affiliation with Neo-Expressionist painters, 

which accounts for his work’s relegation by association in Art Since 1900: Modernism, 

Antimodernism, Postmodernism, authored by significant figures associated with October.13  

This exclusion of Guston’s work from theoretical frameworks since the 1960s remains largely 

the case, with some exceptions, as I will explore. As Achim Höchdorfer has shown, “the 

expulsion of painting from the theory of the mid-60s” cast certain painterly practices after 

Abstract Expressionism as “a hidden reserve”. Since Guston’s work never adopted the 

“antimodernist perspective” of minimal or conceptual practice, it became part of “an 

increasing gap between advanced criticism and contemporary painting.”14 Guston’s work of 

 
9 Royal Academy of Arts, London, January 15th – March 18th, 1981. 
10 Most notable in this critical response to the exhibition was Benjamin H.D. Buchloh’s essay “Figures of 
Authority, Ciphers of Regression” (October, Spring 1981), which did not mention Guston but nevertheless 
implicates him in its critique: “For Buchloh, the new spirit in painting was driven by the market, achieved the 
commodification of painting and reflected the neoconservative ideology characteristic of Thatcherism and 
Ronald Reagan’s presidency.” Théo de Luca, A New Spirit in Painting, 1981: On Being an Antimodern (London: 
Koening Books, 2020), 20. 
11 Christa Noel Robbins, Artist as Author: Action and Intent in Late-Modernist American Painting (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2021), 8. 
12 Dore Ashton, “That Is Not What I Meant At All: Why Philip Guston Is Not Postmodern”, Arts Magazine, Vol. 
63, No.3, November 1988, 69-71. 
13 Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, and David Joselit, Art Since 1900: 
Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism (London: Thames and Hudson, 2004). Guston is mentioned once 
in this influential survey of twentieth century art, in the company of artists with whom he has little in common 
and whose work he did not know: German representational artists Baselitz and Eugen Schönebeck. Guston’s 
work is not illustrated in the book. 
14 Achim Höchdorfer “A Hidden Reserve: Painting from 1958 to 1965” (Artforum, February 2009), 153.  
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the late 1960s to the late 1970s – the very area under discussion in this thesis – has on the 

whole eluded theoretical frameworks in the same way. This is because, as Katy Siegel has 

explained, American painting of this period “never fit into the historical model of the 

paradigm shift, the sudden break from one dominant model to another.” In this way, “a 

prescriptive and dogmatic version of post-modernism left painting on the other side of a 

false dichotomy.”15 This has left Guston’s work at once much discussed and significantly 

under-theorised, thereby underscoring the anachronistic quality of his practice. What it also 

means is that painting practices that addressed the legacies of modernism from a sceptical, 

questioning perspective within painting – which is a context within which I argue Guston’s 

late work operates – have tended to fail to secure purchase within a theoretical landscape.  

 

However, around the turn of the current century, twenty years after the artist’s death, a 

revival of interest in Guston’s late work led to the emergence of new theoretical frameworks 

to analyse it. Both Harry Cooper’s 2002 essay for October and Christopher Bucklow’s 2007 

book What is in the Dwat: The Universe of Guston’s Final Decade mobilized psychoanalytic 

theory to address the use of imagery in Guston’s later work. Cooper describes Guston as 

“free-associat[ing] on canvas”, in which marks of the brush are repurposed within and 

between canvases to stand for slits in a hood, words on a page or windows in a building. 

Cooper’s use of “slipperiness” to account for this pictorial activity is an adaptation of 

Lacanian “metonymy”, or what Cooper calls “the metonymic logic of the Marlborough 

manner.”16 In applying psychoanalytic readings to Guston’s work, Cooper provided an 

interpretation of the imagery of the artist’s later work that accounted for its resistance to 

recognition. This was an analysis that, twenty-two years after the artist’s death, uncoupled 

Guston’s late work from the critiques that accompanied its first appearance in 1970, making 

room for ambiguity not only of intent but of content. Yet Cooper’s important essay, despite 

detours into Guston’s early figurations and abstractions, remains centred on the 

Marlborough paintings. In this thesis, I argue that alternative strategies to those paintings, 

which emerged in response to Guston’s encounter both with sites of historical painting in 

Italy and art circles in Boston, require different methods of address.   

 
15 Katy Siegel (ed.), High Times Hard Times: New York Painting 1967 – 1975 (New York: Independent Curators 
International / Distributed Art Publishers, 2006), 87. 
16 Harry Cooper, “Recognizing Guston (in four slips)” (October 99, Winter 2002), 117. 
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The context of Guston’s relationship to Jewishness has received additional attention in 

recent writing on the artist. Aaron Rosen (2009) has discussed the theological implications of 

some of Guston’s later imagery and makes use of the Jewish myth of the golem as a 

metaphor for understanding Guston’s relationship with the history of Western painting. 

Mark Godfrey’s essay “Jewish Image-Maker” in the Philip Guston Now catalogue (2020) 

discusses Guston’s late work through a framework of Jewish concern about representation, 

in what he has called “Jewish readings of Guston’s whole approach to image-making”.17 

Guston’s relationship to Jewishness has continued to feature in the literature on the artist in 

recent years. Dan Nadel’s essay “Now You See Me” in Artforum made the case for Guston’s 

Jewishness as a corrective for assumptions about the artist’s “appropriation” of traumatic 

imagery that were mobilized in support of the postponement.18 This thesis provides a 

further context for Guston’s reflections upon Jewishness in postwar America: his encounters 

with Jewish artists in Boston, and his painterly address to the history of the Holocaust in his 

flood paintings of 1975. 

 

Robert Slifkin’s book Out of Time: Philip Guston and the Refiguration of American Art (2013) 

developed further modes of interpretation for the artist’s late work, largely but not 

exclusively focusing on the Marlborough paintings. Slifkin roots Guston’s work of the end of 

the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s in discourses of the period, thereby refuting the 

accusations of redundancy and irrelevance that encircled the artist’s late work from the 

beginning. Slifkin’s book is the first to contextualise Guston’s work within other artistic 

practices and concerns of the period, and does so by detaching the term “figuration” from its 

conventionally morphological meaning to one belonging to theories of rhetoric, for instance 

that of Paul de Man. This enables Slifkin to frame Guston’s late practice in ways that enable 

it to reflect concerns of the time, such as the 1960s revival of interest in the art and culture 

of the 1930s, and to consider Guston’s “figuration” in temporal terms. Meaning is thereby 

 
17 Mark Godfrey, “Jewish Image-Maker” in Philip Guston Now (New York: Distributed Art Publishers, 2020), 
196. 
18 Dan Nadel, “Now You See Me” in Artforum, Vol.29, No.4, January/February 2021, 
https://www.artforum.com/features/dan-nadel-on-philip-gustons-jewishness-249119/. Accessed 29th June, 
2024. 
 

https://www.artforum.com/features/dan-nadel-on-philip-gustons-jewishness-249119/
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created by “setting up conceptual and temporal correspondences and syntheses”, which 

allows for contextualisation of his work’s revival of earlier imagery, such as the Klan figures 

of his 1930s output.19 Slifkin’s book has been an important reference point in my own 

research on Guston’s late work. In addressing objects and periods that fall outside of his 

remit, my thesis proposes modes of considering other aspects of Guston’s later production, 

putting Slifkin’s notion of “temporal figuration” to different uses. 

 

This thesis is organised into four chapters. The first two focus on works produced in the last 

years of the 1960s, in the run-up to the 1970 Marlborough exhibition and Guston’s final trip 

to Italy shortly afterwards; the second two discuss works produced after Italy.20 This 

structure, then, proposes Guston’s 1970-1 Italian trip as a hinge moment in his work. The 

works discussed in Chapter 3 and 4 explore and extend the notions established in Chapters 

1 and 2, filtered through the prism of the uniquely charged encounter with historical sites 

and objects in Italy.   

 

Chapter 1: The Deluge: abstraction, studio, and subject refocuses art-historical attention on 

the overlooked 1969 painting The Deluge.  In its reduction to two horizontal fields of colour, 

it resembles the work of Mark Rothko, who was a close friend of Guston’s and whose work, 

especially at the end of the 1960s, bears revealing similarity to Guston’s own. I argue that 

The Deluge thereby reveals Guston’s address to the legacies of modernism in a period of 

transition. I read the painting as responsive to the shifting contexts by which Abstract 

Expressionism was understood by the end of the 1960s. These contexts include painting and 

performance practices that recuperated, if critically, some of the premises of that 

movement; the recovery of the problematic legacies of muralism, which I argue is at stake in 

The Deluge’s content and mode of production; and critical positions that subjected the 

Abstract Expressionist legacy to analysis. The anachronistic figure of Rothko provided a 

model by which Guston might productively investigate the tensions of his own practice in 

the face of tumultuous historical incident. In this way, The Deluge embodies what Christa 

 
19 Robert Slifkin, Out of Time: Philip Guston and the Refiguration of American Art (Berkeley and Washington 
D.C: University of California Press and The Phillips Collection, 2013), 6. 
20 The one exception to this structure – Poor Richard, from 1971, which was made soon after Guston’s return 
from Italy – proves the rule, as will be discussed in Chapter 2. 
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Noel Robbins has called “the mechanism by which the limits of both self-expression and 

individual action are productively investigated.”21 This is a distinct strategy from the other 

Marlborough paintings and prefigures the outpouring of deluge imagery in Guston’s work at 

mid-century. 

 

Chapter 2: To bear witness: Guston and the mediated image considers the media imagery 

that Guston encountered – in particular, televised coverage of the police riots in Chicago 

during the Democratic National Convention in 1968 – in terms of his discussion of his 

intention to “bear witness” in his work in a public talk that same year. Guston’s encounter 

with mediated imagery put pressure on this intention, which is dramatized within the artist’s 

work around that time, especially in his works on paper. I read them according to the 

relationship of drawing and witness as discussed in the anthropological writings of Michael 

Taussig.22 I trace Guston’s reorientation of his drawing practice in the years leading up to the 

Marlborough exhibition in order to track the increasingly “outward” focus of his work, which 

prepared the ground for works that deal more explicitly with the mediation of historical 

material. I also characterise this reorientation by contrast with related practices, both in 

artists contemporary to Guston and in the artist’s anomalous series of drawings, Poor 

Richard, whose “failure” as political satire tests the nature of the artist’s account of the 

conditions of his time. 

 

In Chapter 3: Guston in Italy, 1970-1: history, temporality, and public address I restore to 

attention his final 1970-1 trip to Italy and its resonance in his practice from then on. I do so 

in two ways: first, by retracing Guston’s encounter with specific public sites of painting in 

Italy, mostly frescoed chapels; and second, by examining the aftermath of that visit in works 

produced in the years immediately following it. These were brought together in 1974, at the 

artist’s first solo exhibition after the Marlborough exhibition four years previously, at Boston 

University. Despite its importance to Guston’s later practice, this exhibition has barely been 

discussed in the literature on the artist. In my research, I make use of the archive at Boston 

University, which relates to Guston’s employment there as a visiting lecturer. There is 

 
21 Robbins, Artist as Author, 60. 
22 Michael Taussig, I Swear I Saw This: Drawings in Fieldwork Notebooks, Namely My Own (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
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insufficient scope in this thesis to fully address Guston’s pedagogy, which was the subject of 

a panel discussion I organised at the Freelands Foundation in 2023, which included current 

faculty of Boston University.23 However, my discussion of the 1974 exhibition reads it in 

relation to the pedagogical context in which it was shown, and therefore provides an 

alternative framework for addressing Guston’s late work and its recuperation of historical 

modes of display and framing of temporality.  

 

Chapter 4: Guston’s flood paintings: representation, history, and catastrophe addresses 

the re-emergence of the motif of the flood in paintings made in 1975-6. I argue that 

Guston’s return to Italian sources at this time mediated his interest in painting’s public 

address and his demand on art to bear witness to historical catastrophe. In making distinct 

these two resources and identifying the uses to which these influences were put, my thesis 

makes the case for the different uses to which Guston’s engagement with the art of the past 

was put. I attend in particular to the condition of these works as Guston saw them, and how 

their often flood-damaged surfaces informed his own address to catastrophe.I discuss 

Guston’s engagement with historical imagery of floods in order not only to account for the 

abundance of images addressing this subject in the artist’s late work, but also to consider 

the expressive possibilities provided by this subject. I do so in relation to Hubert Damisch’s 

then-contemporary semiotic readings of historical Italian painting.24 His discussion of 

Renaissance perspective and its limits enables me to consider Guston’s use of floods in 

similar terms.  

 

I show that, in Guston’s belated address to the catastrophe of the Holocaust through his 

flood paintings, this reading of historical sources enables them to provide pictorial solutions 

for the problematic of representing the unrepresentable. I contextualise Guston’s interest in 

engaging with the subject of the historical catastrophe of the Holocaust with reference to 

Boston-based artists and traditions with which he had sustained relationship throughout the 

1970s. I suggest that Guston’s “art world” was reoriented to Boston for much of his final 

 
23 “The Unteacher: Philip Guston and Pedagogy as Practice”, Freelands Foundation, London, 2nd November 
2023. 
24 Hubert Damisch (trans. Janet Lloyd), A Theory of /Cloud/: Toward a History of Painting (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 2002; orig. pub. 1972). 
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decade. It is a fact that the Marlborough paintings, for example, were understood quite 

differently, and in much less pejorative terms, by critical circles in Boston when they were 

first shown there towards the end of 1970. I also consider the painted flood’s tendency to 

disperse and disrupt the integrity of shapes in terms of Rachel Haidu’s discussion of shape as 

“Guston’s vehicle of choice for addressing history.”25 Haidu proposes that it is not in the 

recognisability of shape that Guston’s paintings communicate their historical conditions – it 

is instead in what happens to shape. I argue that the flood paintings embody this approach 

to evoking the kinds of exposure to historical catastrophe that engendered Guston’s move 

towards figuration in the first place, since the primary action of the flood in Guston’s 

paintings is to pull at the boundaries of his images, to submerge them and render them 

strange. In doing so I propose a reading of the politics of Guston’s late production that is 

deeply rooted in studio practice; enlivened and enriched through the phenomenal 

encounter with public forms of painting; sustained by a context of sympathetic practitioners 

and institutions; and fundamentally concerned with dramatizing painting as a point of 

contact between a subject and the socio-political world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
25 Rachel Haidu, Each One Another: The Self in Contemporary Art (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2023). 
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Chapter 1 The Deluge: abstraction, studio, and subject 

 

 

1.1 The Deluge: abstraction and public address 

 

The absent painting 

 

The first viewers of Philip Guston’s 1969 painting The Deluge could hardly have failed to 

notice its awkward fit within the artist’s production at the time. Shown as part of the 

inaugural exhibition of his late figurative work at Marlborough Gallery, New York, in October 

1970, The Deluge was – and remains – barely seen within Guston’s oeuvre.26 At nearly two 

metres high by over three metres wide, it is a huge canvas, and was the largest in the 

Marlborough exhibition. Unlike most of the paintings and works on panel it hung alongside, 

it includes none of the Ku Klux Klan imagery with which his late output has become 

associated [2]. Instead, The Deluge is composed of comparatively reduced elements: a dark 

body of turbulent water beneath a red field. At the horizontal intersection of these two 

areas, a series of ambiguously described objects bob. These include a bottle, several bricks, 

and a flaccid circle. Described with a faltering outline, its interior marked with a stitch-like 

pattern, this object resembles at once a rising sun, a repair patch, and an ancient shield. A 

white canvas hangs on a nearby nail, which, like the bottle next to it, seems to locate the 

deluge within Guston’s studio. Above, a seven-legged bug invites comparison to histories of 

disruptive illusionism with which Guston was certainly familiar.27 The hanging canvas, too, 

 
26 The absence of The Deluge from the critical history of Guston’s turn to figuration in the late 1960s is 
reflected in its subsequent exhibition history. It did not appear in the two subsequent showings of this 
particular body of work (at Boston University Art Gallery in November 1970 and La Jolla Museum of 
Contemporary Art in July 1971). In the Philip Guston Now exhibition, it featured in only one of the four 
museum venues for the artist’s retrospective (the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston), although it is discussed, albeit 
briefly, in the exhibition’s catalogue.  
27 In using the image of the insect crawling on the surface of his canvas, Guston may have been thinking of the 
history of such devices as illusionistic flourishes, as well as allusions to the legendary origins of Western 
painting as described by Pliny the Elder. Guston would likely have known one of the most famous examples of 
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seems to respond to legacies of fictive play within modernist painting, such as George 

Braque’s painted nail in his analytical cubist painting Violin and Palette (1909). [3]. Guston’s 

address to these traditions of Western European still life painting treats the genre as the 

embodiment of painterly illusionism. It is as though the history of Western painting were 

subject to the dispersing, dissembling force of the painted deluge. 

 

The Deluge, then, is a reflection on the medium itself, both in its references to the history of 

painted illusionism and in the condition of its manufacture. Painted wet-in-wet, the objects 

are built up of colours smeared by the liquidity of the waters on which they sit. In seeming 

imitation of the action of floodwater itself, the roiling surface of the dark field alternately 

reveals and conceals submerged passages of colour. Both the objects and the painted 

surface itself seem damaged through the battering effect of the waves. The lower section 

especially is marked by inconsistencies of facture, from long, smeared marks to quasi-

architectonic forms that approach legibility. A strip of unpainted canvas at the bottom edge 

abruptly disrupts the composition. Seen in context with the paintings it hung alongside, such 

as A Day’s Work (1970) [4], The Deluge is notable for its lack of visual incident. Where A 

Day’s Work, like the majority of the other paintings on display, foregrounded 

representational content, here it is held literally at distance, floating perilously along the 

high waterline.28 Whereas the visual field of the former is dominated by somewhat 

recognisable imagery – shoes, boots, easels, planks of wood, a dustbin, and two bloodied 

Klansmen conspiring in the corner – The Deluge reads more readily as two horizontal fields 

of colour, red over grey.  

 

Yet The Deluge once might have seemed coherent with the other works that hung in the 

Marlborough exhibition. Conservation work carried out at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 

in 2020-21, revealed a different composition beneath the painted water: the figures of three 

large Klansmen, grouped together in the centre of the canvas [5].29 At some point between 

1969 and the Marlborough exhibition’s opening in October 1970, this grouping, which 

 
this device, Petrus Christus’ Portrait of a Carthusian (1446), which hung in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, which shows a fly sitting on a ledge in front of the sitter.  
28 I will return to A Day’s Work in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
29 At time of writing, the conservation of the painting at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston has yet to be 
completed. Confirmed in correspondence with Kate Nesin, May 2024. 
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occupied the centre of the canvas, was painted over, and submerged between the two 

horizontal bands of red and grey. This was an action rendered metaphorical by the MFA 

Boston curators, whose wall text subsumed The Deluge within the logic of their curatorial 

framing of the artist’s work. It read: “This painting now operates not only literally but also 

metaphorically: hoods (and what they represent) are part of our social fabric as well as our 

history, present even when “invisible.”30 Reading Guston’s studio practice in allegorical 

terms, this interpretation fails to contextualise The Deluge within the artist’s habits of 

painterly erasure. Painting over previous compositions was not unheard-of in the artist’s 

practice, and the action of erasure was commonplace in his paintings of the mid-1960s 

especially. But the degree to which The Deluge is a complete reorientation of its earlier 

incarnation is utterly unique. 

 

Another painting in the 1970 exhibition, entitled Tower (1970), gives further reason to treat 

the transformation of The Deluge as distinctive [6]. Tower shows a large half-erased 

Klansman the outline and detail of whose form remain clearly visible in the final canvas. This 

spectral element stands alongside a pile of dismembered limbs and indeterminate lumber, 

placing it more clearly in dialogue with other similar components in comparable paintings, 

such as A Day’s Work. This ghostly, but legible, Klan figure might lend itself more suitably to 

the kind of analysis on The Deluge’s label in the Boston exhibition. Yet the density of The 

Deluge’s facture precludes the Klan figures’ legibility. Seen from an angle, the gritty impasto 

of the Klansmen’s outlines become only somewhat visible to the naked eye. They are more 

apparent in raking light, but there is no sense in which this is an intentional strategy, as it 

evidently is in Tower. The Deluge, then, remains anomalous within the Marlborough 

exhibition. It resists integration with the interpretative frame through which that exhibition 

has been understood. This resistance tests the limits of that interpretation, which, as I have 

discussed, has come to dominate the literature on the artist.  

 

The Deluge is a new painting, not an amendment to an existing one. The changes that 

Guston made to the painting must have been carried out after the image was dry enough to 

 
30 Wall text in the exhibition Philip Guston Now, Museum of Fine Arts Boston, photographed by the author, 
September 7th 2022. 
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paint over. This time lag is not unusual in Guston’s practice. While there is some visible 

contamination of the (presumably) white hoods in the grey “sea”, the presence of the 

impasto outlines in the final work suggests that the painting likely sat in his studio in its 

earlier incarnation for some time before he made the decision to change it so radically. In 

conversation, David McKee, who worked for Marlborough Gallery at that time and was a 

regular visitor to Guston’s Woodstock studio as he was producing the works that would 

eventually go on show in New York, discussed the display of sixty-five paintings, “far more 

than could be accommodated in the gallery” in a Manhattan warehouse, to enable the 

choice of works to be carried out.31 This extraordinary installation allowed Guston, for the 

first and only time, to see the complete results of about two years of sustained practice in an 

unprecedented visual language. Despite its anomalousness, then, The Deluge’s presence in 

the exhibition was carefully considered. I suggest it was done so in the knowledge of its first 

audience. 

 

Photographs of the opening of the Marlborough exhibition show, on October 17th, 1970, 

show many figures associated with the New York art scene of twenty years previously [7 / 8]. 

The attendees included artists such as Willem and Elaine de Kooning, Lee Krasner, David 

Hare, and James Rosati; composer Morton Feldman; curator Dorothy Miller; and critic 

Harold Rosenberg. This was largely what remained of the New York School. As Slifkin has 

discussed, the “ghostliness” of the Klan hoods seemed to allegorise “the fading of abstract 

expressionism”.32 The rhetoric of moribundity or death clung to much of the discourse 

around the movement during the 1960s, and even Rosenberg, one of the few advocates for 

Guston’s late figuration, described the surviving Abstract Expressionists as “like spirits in 

Hades – [they] no longer cast a shadow.”33  

 

Indeed, many of the central protagonists of postwar New York abstraction were no longer 

alive to witness Guston’s final act. By 1970, Arshile Gorky, Jackson Pollock, Bradley Walker 

 
31 “We [the staff at Marlborough Gallery] made a large selection of works for the show [and showed them in] 
Hahn’s storage warehouse, at West 127th Street…where a very large open floor was available. I wanted Philip 
to have the pleasure of seeing all his large paintings together. …The show was hung in two days and in many 
ways hung itself.” David McKee in conversation with the author, 8th December 2023. 
32 Slifkin, Out of Time, 110. 
33 Harold Rosenberg, Artworks and Packages (New York: Horizon, 1969), p101, cited in Slifkin, Out of Time, 
110. 
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Tomlin, Franz Kline, David Smith, Janet Sobel, Hans Hofmann, William Baziotes, Ad Reinhardt 

and Barnett Newman were all dead. As Slifkin has suggested, some of the Marlborough 

paintings can be described as “melancholic elegies for the movement”; I read The Deluge as 

the prime contender.34 Uppermost in Guston’s mind was the death of Mark Rothko, who had 

died by suicide in February 1970, eight months before the exhibition opened. Rothko was 

one of the few New York School artists with whom Guston remained close in the 1960s.35 It 

seems unlikely that the audience at the Marlborough exhibition would have missed the 

painting’s close similarity with Rothko’s work, from its enveloping scale – one that is 

markedly different to Guston’s own abstract paintings of the 1950s – to its composition of 

stacked rectangles of muted colour, and even the band of unpainted canvas at its lower 

edge.  

 

Given the integrity of the outlines of the concealed Klansmen, Guston likely amended the 

painting when it was dry enough to be painted over. It may be, then, that he did so in the 

aftermath of his friend’s death, in the gap between the initial Klan composition and its 

obliteration by painted water.36 This resemblance went unmentioned not only in the 

immediate critical reception to the Marlborough exhibition, but also in the subsequent 

historiography of The Deluge. And yet The Deluge’s recapitulation of the compositional and 

painterly premises of Rothko’s work is itself reiterated in Guston’s later paintings, especially 

in his notably spare late canvases, such as Kettle (1978) [9]. The Deluge figures a relationship 

with abstraction that yields expressive possibilities for the remainder of the artist’s life. 

 

This chapter asks the question: what happens to our understanding of Guston’s later work 

when we restore The Deluge to visibility? To address this, I read the painting through 

 
34 Slifkin, Out of Time, xiv. 
35 McKee recounts that, in 1968-69, Guston occasionally had lunch with old friends in New York, including 
David Hare, Dore Ashton, Mercedes and Herbert Matter, and Rothko, who was then consumed with 
establishing his foundation, which finally drew Guston away – “David, I can’t see Mark again – it’s too 
depressing. I want to talk about my latest painting and he wants to talk about his damn Foundation.” Rothko’s 
death would, I suggest, have been more painful in the light of this separation. David McKee in conversation 
with the author, 8th December 2023. 
36 Conservation of The Deluge has yet to determine the chronology of Guston’s transformation of the painting 
in apparent allusion to Rothko’s colour fields after the latter’s death. The Guston online catalogue raisonné 
proposes that The Deluge was the penultimate painting he made in 1969, before the much smaller Book and 
Hand; given his profuse output in 1969, I suggest that The Deluge was completed in the last months of that 
year. 
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multiple frames, informed by its recuperation of elements of Rothko’s paintings. First, I bring 

the painting into contact with marginal works by Guston that help elucidate the stakes of 

that recuperation, and the kind of viewer dynamics that are thereby invoked. I also discuss it 

alongside Rothko’s own paintings made at the end of the 1960s, to show a related practice 

that both maintains and refuses the premises of New York School painting.  I then examine 

Guston’s recuperation of these dynamics in relation to a sequence of pressures under which 

the Abstract Expressionist legacy laboured in the years leading up to the Marlborough 

exhibition, including the emergence of artistic practices that channelled its strategies, by 

homage or parody, and critical positions that cast its centrality into question. What The 

Deluge inaugurated was not only the theme of the flood, which became a central part of 

Guston’s work following the Marlborough exhibition; it also provided a means to maintain 

what remained for Guston unfinished business in the Abstract Expressionist project, in spite 

of – or even because of – the many critical responses to its traditions that emerged in the 

1960s.  

 

Figuring the art encounter 

 

In 1972, two years after the Marlborough exhibition, Guston gave a talk at the Yale Summer 

School of Music and Art, accompanied by slides that showed his paintings from around 1941 

to the present. This was his first public opportunity to contextualise his recent work within a 

longer sweep of his own output. Right after describing The Deluge as “a big deluge picture, a 

big end-of-the-world picture”37 – an eschatological framing of the subject that I will address 

in the last chapter of this thesis – he was reminded of another set of works depicting 

Klansmen, which were not shown in the Marlborough exhibition, but which he was able to 

recount from memory: 

 

There’s a whole series I don’t have slides of… where I had parodies of art. I mean, 

I had them going to an opening. I had some looking at a Rothko. Just parodies 

 
37 Guston, Talk at Yale Summer School of Music and Art, August 1972, in Clark Coolidge (ed.), Philip Guston: 
Collected Writings, Lectures and Conversations (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 158. 
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about art. They became artists. Having discussions, with a palette. Guys pointing 

to the window talking about nature.38  

 

The Klansmen in these descriptions perform their political identity less reliably than they do 

in the Marlborough works. Going to openings, having discussions, talking about nature: the 

anomalousness of these activities indicate that something beyond the referentiality of the 

Klan is at play. Shortly after this brief discussion, a new slide flashed into view, which Guston 

identified as Red Picture (1969) by saying, “Well, that’s the one, looking at the Rothko, yeah. 

He’s looking at field painting. I just loved him. Like: What the hell is that!?” [10]39 Red Picture 

shows a Klansman figure gazing up at a red monochrome painting hung haphazardly on the 

wall above his head. Like the Klansman himself, it is a thick, dense object, its strong shadow 

making it cartoon shorthand for weighty, like an anvil or a grand piano. Even the work’s title 

is part of its satirical intent: Guston generally used the word “picture” disparagingly to allude 

to works of art of merely decorative or commercial value. In a 1968 interview to be 

discussed later in this thesis, Guston described an opposition facing artists at the end of the 

1960s: to “bear witness” – that is, to register the conditions of one’s time – or to “make 

pictures or something.”40 In his affectionate ventriloquism of the Klansman, Guston makes 

that demarcation clear.  

 

Also implicated in the title Red Picture was Guston’s own past as an abstract painter. Despite 

his reference to Rothko, what is equally at stake in the painting’s naming is his own Red 

Painting of 1950, one of his first fully abstract canvases, which bears some visual similarity to 

The Deluge [11]. Kate Nesin has noted a correlation between The Deluge and another early 

abstraction, Review (1948-9), whose red over black palette, horizontal composition and 

roiling surface are redolent of the later painting.41 Transmuted into the comics language of 

Red Picture, the formal and metaphysical ambitions of these immersive, tender and 

expressive canvases are collapsed into a punchline. Yet Guston’s dramatization of the 

 
38 Guston in Philip Guston: Collected Writings,158-9. 
39 Guston in Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 159. 
40 Philip Guston in conversation with Morton Feldman, the New York Studio School, October 23rd, 1968, in 
Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 81. 
41 Kate Nesin, “On Edge and At Sea” in Philip Guston Now, 210-11. 
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phenomenological encounter with a work of art stages a consideration of modernist 

viewership that was increasingly absent from discourses of contemporary American art.  

 

The small paintings on panel from 1969 can be quite easily identified, but their status as a 

“series” is an oddity within his painting practice, especially given its overarching theme. In 

her 1976 book Yes, But: A Critical Study of Philip Guston, Dore Ashton described them as 

Guston’s “comments on the art world”, a reading he corroborated later.42 Yet there is little 

doubt about the historical anachronism of Guston’s satirical “art world”. The wry allusion to 

a set of discourses (“pointing to the window, talking about nature”, “Having discussions, 

with a palette”) certainly suggests a 1950s Abstract Expressionist context rather than a 

1960s or 70s one, steeped as it was in minimal and conceptual practices in which such 

activities would have seemed comically out of date. This anachronism is intentional. One 

such panel is even called Discourse, which shows two Klansmen in an interior pointing past a 

painting and towards a window; despite “talking about nature”, these two characters are 

nowhere near it [12]. In these panels, two anachronisms – the canvas and the Klansman – 

meet in a single scene. Like the figures of the Klan themselves, which Harry Cooper has 

called “an obvious anachronism, showing them smoking stogies in old jalopies”, these works 

restore to attention not only outmoded forms of painting, but outdated modes of address, 

too.43 Had they hung in the Marlborough exhibition, these smaller works would have 

provided a context for The Deluge’s inclusion. They would have emphasised that Guston’s 

recuperation of Rothko in that painting was motivated on one level by an interest in modern 

American art’s relationship with its public.  

 

In reading The Deluge in terms of Red Picture, it is clear that what Guston sought to restage, 

within the context of the Marlborough exhibition, was a charged encounter with modernist 

art. The anachronism of the scene’s context provides both an ironic meta-commentary on 

the painting’s subject, and an earnest attempt to think through the legacy of Abstract 

Expressionism’s public address. This is an interest made clear in relation to another small oil 

 
42 Dore Ashton, Yes, But: A Critical Study of Philip Guston (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 164. 
Two years later, in a 1978 lecture at the University of Minnesota, Guston “openly [said] that the KKK works are 
a spoof of the artworld” (Christopher Bucklow, What is in the Dwat: The Universe of Guston’s Final Decade 
(Grasmere: The Wordsworth Trust, 2007), 41. 
43 Harry Cooper, “Guston, Then” in Philip Guston Now, 2020, 87. 
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on panel painting, Studio Wall (1969), which shows a solitary Klansman, its finger raised as 

though questioning, in front of another red canvas, one of several, in various colours, 

hanging on the wall [13]. This painting-in-a-painting, too, evokes Rothko, with its horizontal 

line dividing the surface into parallel sections that resemble his demarcations of pictorial 

space. Yet the tension of Red Picture’s encounter is dramatized less obliquely in this work. 

Unmistakably face-like, the red painting seems to meet its viewer’s gaze, its four vertical 

marks mirroring the black slits in the Klansman’s hood.  

 

Studio Wall’s tense encounter between object and viewer restages Abstract Expressionist 

viewer dynamics in the context of their obsolescence. It does so in echo of a similarly 

satirical image produced during the heyday of that movement. Ad Reinhardt, who, like 

Guston, oscillated between abstraction and cartooning, made a well-known series of 

cartoons entitled “How to Look”, serialised in the leftist daily PM newspaper in 1946. 

Guston’s “art world” panels of 1969 and Reinhardt’s cartoons occupy opposite ends of the 

history of Abstract Expressionism, and I read them as twin poles, bracketing the critical 

history of the movement. In perhaps its best-known and most reproduced single panel, 

Reinhardt shows a besuited man laughing and pointing at a gestural abstract painting, while 

looking at the reader conspiratorially, declaiming, “HA HA WHAT DOES THIS REPRESENT?”. In 

the drawing below it, the painting has come to startling life, frowning at the man and 

pointing aggressively back at him, while retorting “WHAT DO YOU REPRESENT?” [14] The 

man leaps backwards in fright, his hat flying off.  

 

The jabbing fingers of Reinhardt’s image closely resemble a recurrent motif in Guston’s 

Marlborough paintings. In Tower, for instance, a disembodied red hand points towards the 

stack of limbs and objects, in echo, perhaps, of Reinhardt’s question. If the pointing fingers 

of Reinhardt’s cartoon stands for a kind of looking that generates ontological anxiety – a 

gaze that goes both ways – then the subject it produces is constituted by that bewildered act 

of looking. Robert Storr has shown how Reinhardt emphasized the existential significance of 

the art encounter not only through repetitions of this panel in various contexts but also in a 

separate caption that emphasized what was at stake in this encounter: “After you’ve learned 

to look at things, and how to think about them, clear up the problem of what you personally 
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represent…”44 What was on the line in Reinhardt’s dramatized encounter was subjecthood 

destabilised by viewership. This is a principal dramatization of Red Picture, and, by inference, 

The Deluge’s marshalling of Rothko’s work. The visual weight of the painting in Red Picture, 

and its position high over the head of the figure, makes it equally possible that it is the 

canvas, not the Klansman, asking the question, “What the hell is that!?” 

 

The historical gap between Reinhardt’s cartoon and Red Picture encompasses important 

shifts in modern American art’s constitution of a public. This is reflected in Reinhardt’s 

model of projected viewership. Though self-evidently assuming the position of a skeptical 

mainstream culture, Reinhardt’s suited man did not reflect the readership of PM in which 

the image was originally published. Reinhardt’s cartoon was in fact “produced in, and about, 

a compact, highly intellectual, articulate milieu in which all his nuances were appreciated, 

and puns and allusions understood.”45 This is a close description of the audience that had 

largely disappeared by the time of the Marlborough exhibition and had certainly ceded the 

cultural ground to oppositional practices. The history of Reinhardt’s work tracks that shift. 

On their first publication immediately after World War II, Reinhardt’s set of cartoons had a 

didactic, even ideological impetus; Storr characterises them as “the weapons with which he 

defended his faith in art’s purity”.46 His dramatization of the art encounter indicates his own 

anxiety at what Storr has described as his sense of “the false academy that modernism was 

in the process of becoming, and the betrayal of modernism’s ostensible principles by 

members of that new academy”.47 His satires took on additional acidity with the increased 

institutional acceptance of Abstract Expressionism in the late 1940s,48 and by the early 

1960s, his sense of its demise affected the increasingly disillusioned affect of the cartoons.  

 

These shifts in tone, according to Michael Corris, “reflect Reinhardt’s sense of loss of 

community, isolation and a feeling that the possibility for artists to exercise their sovereignty 

 
44 Ad Reinhardt, How to Look at Modern Art, cited in Robert Storr, “Diogenes of the Funny Pages” in Kristine 
Bell and Anna Gray (eds.), How to Look: Ad Reinhardt, Art Comics (Berlin: Hatje Cantz and London: David 
Zwirner Books, 2013), 9. 
45 Thomas B. Hess, “The Art Comics of Ad Reinhardt” in Artforum (April 1974, Vol. 12, No.8), 47. 
46 Storr, How to Look: Ad Reinhardt, Art Comics, 7. 
47 Storr, How to Look: Ad Reinhardt, Art Comics, 9. 
48 “It’s important to remember that he was not a sniper taking potshots from afar. He was a terrorist self-
embedded on his own turf.” Holland Cotter, “An Abstractionism Shaped by Wounded Ideals”, The New York 
Times, Nov.21st, 2013, 26. 
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was now far less promising than it had been during the immediate postwar period.”49 In this 

sense, the repetitions of “WHAT DO YOU REPRESENT?”, read in parallel to this gradual 

“sense of loss”, represent a chorus of cultural alienation. Yet this “loss of community” might 

just as easily be read differently. Allan Kaprow, speaking as it were for the cynics in PM’s 

readership, stated that there was by the 1960s “no longer a select, small group upon whom 

artists can depend for a stock response, favourable or otherwise”.50 That this was the very 

constituency that Guston knew would attend the opening of the Marlborough exhibition 

makes The Deluge’s concern with the demise of the Abstract Expressionist public more 

charged. Guston’s disdain for what he called “a family club of art lovers” echoed Kaprow’s 

complaint.51 The 1969 panels can be read in parallel with a talk he gave that same year, at 

the New York Studio School. In building the case for the representational practice with which 

he was engaged at the time, Guston describes abstraction as a “disease” and “a lot of shit”, 

claiming that “every time I see an abstract painting now I smell mink coats.”52 And yet The 

Deluge cannot be read as a straightforward renunciation of Abstract Expressionism. 

 

What, then, remained available in the encounter with large-scale abstraction that The 

Deluge seemed to evoke? I suggest that to figure viewership in the person of the Klansman 

was Guston’s attempt to restore the friction of the art encounter dramatized in Reinhardt’s 

cartoon. This figuring of tension reflects onto The Deluge and its ostensibly anomalous 

presence in the Marlborough exhibition. By invoking the Abstract Expressionist encounter, 

Guston’s painting raises questions of painting’s role within a social dynamic. It is in reading 

this in parallel with Rothko’s own deeply disillusioned works of the late 1960s that the 

possibilities for a painterly critique from within the practice itself emerge.  

 

 
49 Michael Corris, “Ad Reinhardt” (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), 82. 
50 Allan Kaprow, “The Artist as a Man of the World” (1964) in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), 54. 50 David Hodge has articulated this situation similarly: 
“In the 1940s, the work of the emerging New York School was really only seen by a small circle of insiders, in 
either artists’ studios or a very limited number of galleries. These viewers shared a context and a discourse with 
the artist, and often knew them personally. Consequently, the intimate relationship that these artists cultivated 
with their work in the studio generally remained in place when it went on display.” David Hodge, “Why Robert 
Morris Couldn’t Paint Anymore” in Ehninger, Krause-Wahl (eds), In Terms of Painting, 206-7. 
51 Philip Guston, “Philip Guston Talking”, in Nicholas Serota (ed.), Philip Guston Paintings: 1969-1980 (London: 
Whitechapel Art Gallery, 1982), 50. 
52 Philip Guston, “The Image”, talk at the New York Studio School, January 15th, 1969, in Philip Guston: 
Collected Writings, 109. 
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Channelling Rothko 

 

By the late 1960s, both Guston and Rothko were producing paintings that at once evoked 

the compositional and painterly language of 1950s abstraction and staged a refusal of the 

immersive, absorptive qualities with which that work was associated. As Barry Schwabsky 

has argued, in the work of both artists in the 1960s “an exasperation with the given situation 

had already been detectable within the work itself”. This became apparent in Rothko’s 

adoption of an “almost self-consciously slapdash” facture in the surfaces of his paintings 

from the end of the decade.53 In acrylic on canvas paintings such as Untitled (Black on Gray) 

(1969-70), for instance, the lush chromatics of his work of the 1950s were replaced by 

plainly delineated horizontal zones, rendered in plain, stark colour [15]. The pure black of 

the upper zone is held in tension with the swirling grey of the lower: where the two areas 

meet, the artist dragged across a lighter grey with a fairly dry brush, ensuring the visual 

registration of its tension of parts. Using masking tape, Rothko then created a sharp white 

border around the composition. This created “a zone of separation between real and 

pictorial space”54 redolent of Guston’s own use of a band of unpainted canvas at the bottom 

of The Deluge. In both cases, this abrupt division, which declared the restriction of the 

viewer’s encounter with the work, announced these paintings’ reckoning with abstraction’s 

obsolescence in the late 1960s.55  

 

The relatively small scale of Rothko’s later paintings – Untitled (Black on Gray) is around 2 

metres high by 1.7 metres wide, which is significantly smaller than his work of the previous 

decade – similarly holds absorption at bay. The large scale of his earlier works was, 

paradoxically, a means to generate a private address; it built a “zone of privacy…[which] 

 
53 Barry Schwabsky, “’The Real Situation’: Philip Guston and Mark Rothko at the End of the Sixties”, Arts 61, no. 
4 (December 1986), in The Widening Circle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 13. 
54 Achim Borchardt-Hume, “Shadows of Light: Mark Rothko’s Late Series”, in Achim Borchardt-Hume (ed.), 
Rothko: The Late Series (London: Tate Publishing, 2008), 26. 
55 This technical decision was more marked in Rothko’s work, which had up until that point left no part of the 
canvas, including the edges, unmarked by paint. Guston’s 1950s abstractions occasionally left all four edges 
uninflected by paint. However, none of Guston’s abstract paintings left a clear and unmarked band at the 
bottom edge of their canvases. 
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belongs to neither and both the intimate and social worlds.”56 By disappointing the assumed 

viewer dynamics of his abstract paintings, Rothko’s work of the late 1960s embodied a 

refusal to accede to any given audience. They seemed to belong to no worlds at all. 

 

The plain, flat affect of Rothko’s use of acrylic paint appeared to refute the critical discourses 

that had ensured his earlier success, in a way that resonates with the critical reception of 

Guston’s Marlborough paintings.57 Both artists were understood to have enacted refusals 

within their later production. Hilton Kramer’s headline from his New York Times review from 

October 25th, 1970 – “A Mandarin Pretending to be a Stumblebum” – reads differently in the 

light of Rothko’s late paintings. Kramer’s critique, like the other high-profile negative reviews 

of the exhibition by Robert Hughes in Time and Robert Pincus-Witten in Artforum, accused 

Guston of being doubly late: the paintings were at once anachronistic in their use of Klan 

imagery, and engaged in a form of demotic “primitivism” that had already been used more 

successfully by other artists.58 In his review, Pincus-Witten seemed to accuse Guston of an 

unwillingness to fully commit to representation, claiming that his painting was “still all about 

sensitive patches and Abstract Expressionist all-over” with the works’ motifs doing “no more 

than define painterly areas.” “Abstract Expressionist all-over” is true neither of those 

paintings nor Guston’s own abstract works of the 1950s, yet Pincus-Witten’s analysis 

accurately, if unwittingly, names the tensions that animated the painting. The distinction 

between “the altitude of the facture and the baseness of the humour” was an internal 

contradiction that was unassimilable to the critical landscape of its day;59 by the end of the 

decade, it was the very feature of his late work that identified its influence.60  

 

 
56 John Elderfield, “Transformations” in Glenn Phillips and Thomas Crow (eds.) Seeing Rothko, (Los Angeles: 
Getty Research Institute, 2005, 111. 
57 The 1970 exhibition was Guston’s first and only exhibition with Marlborough Gallery after signing with them 
six years previously. His departure from the gallery in 1972 can be attributed in part to the poor critical 
response and lack of sales from that exhibition, and certainly in reaction to the lawsuit over Mark Rothko’s 
estate from the previous year, the repercussions of which evidently stayed with him until his death. “After 
what happened to Mark…I didn’t want anything like a foundation”. Guston in 1979, quoted in Musa Mayer, 
Night Studio: A Memoir of Philip Guston (New York: Da Capo Press, 1997, orig. pub. 1988), 192. 
58 Indeed, for Kramer, this style was “already on its way to being one of the moribund conventions of high art 
when he caught up with it”. Hilton Kramer, “A Mandarin Pretending to be a Stumblebum”, New York Times, 
October 25th, 1970, 27. 
59 Robert Pincus-Witten, "New York." Artforum, Vol.9, No.4, December 1970, 74–75. 
60 “Guston, no stranger to contradiction, successfully pits content against form.” Carrie Rickey, “What Becomes 
a Legend Most?” in The Village Voice October 22nd, 1979, 90. 
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Rothko and Guston both addressed the legacies of large-scale abstraction from within its 

expressive premises, their works embodying questions about the relationship between the 

art object and the social world, the studio and what lay beyond it. Belatedness and 

anachronism, then, were not only to be expected: they were the very medium in which such 

questions might be raised. Where Rothko’s obdurate paintings seemed to refute, in their 

absolute negation of absorptive viewership, their presence within a world of interpretative 

play, Guston’s Deluge recuperated the viewer dynamics of midcentury abstraction to stage a 

series of questions about painting’s purchase within a critical context that had largely 

ignored it. For both artists, the painting’s surface – the literal point of contact between 

object and world – was the focus of renewed attention. This was a particularly charged space 

in discourses and practices of the period.  

 

As Rosalind E. Krauss described it in Artforum, only a few years after the Marlborough 

exhibition, certain readings of Abstract Expressionism stated that “the public surface of the 

work seemed to demand that one see it as a map from which could be read the privately 

held crosscurrents of personality – of the artist’s inviolable Self.”61 By contrast with this, 

Krauss presents the late-1950s work of Frank Stella as having “made meaning itself a 

function of surface – of the external, the public, or a space that is in no way a signifier of the 

a priori or of the privacy of intention.”62 At around 2.3 metres tall by nearly three and a half 

metres wide, Stella’s The Marriage of Reason and Squalor II (1959) is similarly scaled to The 

Deluge, yet is distinct from it in almost every regard [16]. Stella applied stripes of unmixed 

black enamel paint that were the same width as the housepainter’s brush he used to make 

them; they followed the basic geometric shape of the canvas itself, reiterating in every 

element the apparatus of their own production. For Krauss, American painting such as this 

insisted on the externality of an artwork’s meaning. The site of exhibition, then, became the 

locus of activation, not the studio, and the work’s public was to be understood as multiple, 

diffuse and contingent.  

 

 
61 Rosalind E. Krauss, “Sense and Sensibility: Reflections on Post-60s Sculpture” in Artforum, Vol. 12, No.3, 
November 1973, 46. 
62 Krauss, 46. 
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The facture of Rothko’s later paintings refuses both positions: it provided neither a 

“readable” surface nor the kind of uninflected painterly approach implied in Krauss’ account 

of Stella. And yet what remained in play in the historical dovetailing of Rothko’s late 

paintings and Guston’s “early” figurative works of the late 1960s is the productive tension 

between public address and private production, which evaded resolution. Guston’s decision, 

sometime in 1970, to transform The Deluge from one kind of painting into another keeps 

these tensions alive, by way of finding within them a means of dramatizing a subject’s 

encounter with the catastrophes of the age. The Deluge’s recuperation of Rothko’s pictorial 

dynamics enabled Guston to stage the problem of the relationship between public address 

and private expression. It was the very loss of the 1950s “art world” that rendered this 

staging urgent. The long legacy of The Deluge proves the significance of this in Guston’s 

thinking. Yet it cannot be fully understood outside of the pressures to which it responds, and 

it is to these that I will now turn. 

 

 

 

1.2 Guston in the 1960s: the self and the public 

 

1962: Abstract Expressionism, “that odd thing” 

 

In October 1962, Guston, alongside fellow Abstract Expressionist painters Rothko, Adolf 

Gottlieb and Robert Motherwell, permanently left the Sidney Janis Gallery. They did so in 

protest at an exhibition they held that year, entitled International Exhibition of the New 

Realists, curated by Janis and Pierre Restany.63 The exhibition displayed work by American 

Pop or Pop-adjacent artists, among them Andy Warhol, Marisol, Jim Dine, Claes Oldenburg, 

and Roy Lichtenstein, alongside that of their European Nouveau Réaliste counterparts, 

including Daniel Spoerri, Mimmo Rotella, Christo and Arman [17]. Lichtenstein’s The 

Refrigerator (1962) was one of the first paintings to be encountered in the exhibition space 

[18]. An appropriated image of a woman smilingly wiping the shelves of a refrigerator, 

conveyed in the artist’s then-emergent imitation of the qualities of printed illustration, the 

 
63 October 31st – December 1st, 1962. 
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painting seemed to announce the very externality of the painted surface previously 

described. In this sense, the work reads as contrary to the absorptive qualities of the work of 

Guston, Rothko, Gottlieb and Motherwell. Certainly, the gallery’s decision to stage this 

exhibition was understood at the time as a direct refutation of Abstract Expressionism by 

one of the galleries that had been instrumental in popularising it. Harold Rosenberg in The 

New Yorker had “the sense that art history was being made”;64 Thomas B. Hess in Art News 

read it as “an implicit proclamation that the New had arrived and it was time for the old 

fogies to pack.”65  

 

What was held to be at stake was the same sense of a lost community that animated 

Guston’s recuperation of Rothko in The Deluge. Hess’ screeds against Pop Art in Art News 

throughout the 1960s bemoaned the loss of an avant-garde audience for art, which had 

been replaced by an “everybody” with an “appetite for novelties, for art as an object of 

conversation, a rung in the social ladder, a cheap investment.”66 Guston’s own account of 

leaving the gallery reflects this position. In his daughter Musa Mayer’s retelling, it was for 

him an articulation of “despair over the selling of art, over the slick depersonalised gloss [of 

Pop] … Art was no longer struggle; art had become marketing.”67 In Abstract Expressionism’s 

self-definition, a refusal to pander to an imagined bourgeois public was a central tenet. The 

existential friction dramatized in Reinhardt’s cartoon could hardly be occasioned by a 

painting like The Refrigerator, which seemed to embody the forbidden territory of audience 

solicitation. Indeed, Hess’ scornfully projected “everybody” was anticipated in John 

Ashbery’s text for the New Realists exhibition catalogue. For Ashbery, the artists on display 

in the exhibition were unified in working with “machines and man-made objects”, which 

represented “a common ground, a neutral language understood by everybody, and 

therefore the ideal materials with which to create experiences which transcend the 

objects.”68 The novelty of the exhibition, then, was predicated on its mobilisation of 

recognisable subject-matter, which generated a new constituency of viewership.  

 
64 Harold Rosenberg, 1962, cited in Germano Celant (ed.), New York 1962 – 1964 (New York: Skira / Jewish 
Museum, New York, 2022), 110.  
65 Thomas B. Hess, “New Realists at Janis Gallery”, ARTnews, Vol.61, December 1962, 12. 
66 Thomas B. Hess. “The Phony Crisis in American Art”, ARTnews, Vol. 62, Summer 1963, 24-28. 
67 Mayer, Night Studio, 102. 
68 John Ashbery, Reported Sightings: Art Chronicles, 1957-1987, ed. David Bergman (Manchester: Carcanet 
Press Limited, 1989), 81-2. 



 37 

 

Yet many of the other works in the exhibition refuted the claims made for them in framings 

such as these, deferring legibility through inconsistencies of facture or surface. Oldenburg’s 

Lingerie Counter (1962), for instance, a sculptural assemblage, was neither simulacrum nor 

imitation of what its title purported to represent [19]. Women’s underwear, roughly shaped 

in muslin and plaster and dripped and slathered with enamel paint, was hung from a metal 

frame suggesting a display unit of a shop, complete with neon strip light. Its evident 

relationship to the tropes of action painting – the use of enamel seems to allude to Jackson 

Pollock’s use of the same medium in his work of the 50s; the application of paint and 

suggestion of female anatomy connects to de Kooning’s paintings of the same period – is not 

easily summarised as either satire or homage. Its emergence from a performance context, as 

I will explore, similarly refutes assumptions about its engagement with a mass audience.  

 

It is not so clear, in other words, that the works in the New Realists exhibition were far 

removed from earlier painterly practices that embraced representational motifs, such as de 

Kooning’s Woman paintings of the early 1950s, Grace Hartigan’s allusions to advertising and 

city life in her works of the late 1950s, or Larry Rivers’ appropriative paintings of even earlier 

in the decade.69 It may have been the fact of the exhibition’s venue, and its indelible 

association with Abstract Expressionism, that led to the sense of cultural eclipse described in 

press coverage at the time. Regardless, many of the works displayed there did exactly what 

David Kaufmann has suggested Guston himself did: they “effect[ed] a rapprochement 

between painterly touch and Pop’s “impurities””.70 It is in fact in that very activity that the 

works in the Janis exhibition represented strategies by which artists were able to maintain 

some of the affective and material properties of Abstract Expressionism in works that at the 

same time subjected them to critique.  

 

Guston’s decision to leave the Janis stable took place in the same year as his first museum 

retrospective, at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York.71 Shortly after the 

 
69 Hartigan’s paintings such as Billboard (1957), and Rivers’ Washington Crossing the Delaware (1953), among 
others, complicate readings of Pop’s antagonism to Abstract Expressionism.  
70 David Kaufmann, Telling Stories: Philip Guston’s Later Works (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University 
of California Press, 2010), 16-17. 
71 May 3rd – July 1st, 1962. 
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exhibition’s opening, he stopped painting for a year, focusing instead on producing drawings 

that gradually anticipated his fully-fledged return to representational imagery around 1968. 

This recalibration of the artist’s practice through drawing is the subject of the second 

chapter of this thesis. Guston’s response is of a piece with a broader anxiety among his peers 

about the moribundity of the Abstract Expressionist project. Paul Schimmel has read 1962 as 

the year of the death-knell of gestural abstraction: “For the Pop artist, expressionist 

technique was just that: a technique, a style, something that could be copied, altered, and 

even played with. No longer was painting seen as a subconscious tracing of emotional states 

of being. No longer did artists struggle to find the picture by making the picture.”72 

 

Oldenburg, again, is a useful counterexample to this. In Store Days, published in 1967, 

Oldenburg’s collated notes relating to two early Happenings (Snapshots from the City (1960) 

and Ray Gun Theater (1962)), he refused to accept the prevailing critical distinction between 

representation and abstraction (what he called “Fig/no fig”), instead recognising the 

inconclusive history of Abstract Expressionism as unfinished business: 

 

Fig/no fig is a moronic distinction. The challenge to abstract art must go much 

deeper …  

 

Lately I have begun to understand action painting that odd thing in a new vital and 

peculiar sense - as corny as the scratches on an NY wall and by parodying its corn I 

hope (miracle) to come back to authenticity!73 

 

I suggest that Guston’s own recuperation of Rothko in The Deluge is comparable to 

Oldenburg’s position. Like “scratches on an NY wall”, Abstract Expressionism was at once 

ubiquitous, illegible, and easy to pass by. Yet Oldenburg’s somewhat sardonic desire to reach 

an “authentic” means of expression through parody is strikingly resonant with Guston’s own. 

“I like Oldenburg”, claimed Guston in a talk to students at the New York Studio School in 

 
72 Paul Schimmel, “The Faked Gesture: Pop Art and the New York School” in Russell Ferguson (ed.), Hand-
Painted Pop: American Art in Transition, 1955 – 62 (Los Angeles: The Museum of Contemporary Art and New 
York: Rizzoli International Publications), 1993, 19. 
73 Claes Oldenburg, Store Days (New York / Villefranche-sur-Mer / Frankfurt am Main: Something Else Press, 
Inc., 1967), 10-13.  
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1969, in the midst of the production of his late figuration, but before its public display. 

“Show me a person that doesn’t like a twenty-foot ice cream cone made out of plastic, I 

don’t want to know that person. …He’s a kind of poet too.”74 This is the same talk in which 

he denounced abstraction as a “disease”; it can be read in parallel with the emergent 

representation that would be showcased at the Marlborough Gallery the following autumn. 

During a plea to “paint what you hate. Paint what disgusts you”, Guston made the remark: 

“We’re not cool. We’re hot. Really, we’re seething.”75 Both statements indicate the ongoing 

presence in Guston’s mind of the example of Pop art. The former inverts Andy Warhol’s 

statement that Pop art is “liking things”76; the latter suggests Guston’s own reading of 

Warhol’s ostensible detachment from his work’s subject matter, paraphrased by Dore 

Ashton as “cool art in the face of hot war”.77 Yet as I will explore in Chapter Two, there is 

common ground between Guston and Warhol that subjects this distinction to challenge. 

 

Oldenburg’s Snapshots from the City (staged at Judson Memorial Church, New York, 29th 

February and 1-2nd March 1960) brought together painted cardboard and burlap “props” 

that were animated by Oldenburg and his then wife, Pat Muschinski [20]78. The use of these 

objects “involved [them] in a quasi-vernacular rethinking of painting”79 in which rough-hewn 

versions of quotidian objects were imbued with a vibrancy that troubled their commodity 

status. Street Head III (Profile with Hat) (1960), for instance, is a found burlap garbage bag, 

cut into a thick, black-edged shape that resembles at once a fire hydrant, a phallus, and the 

head of its title [21]. Displayed hanging from a wire, the object turned and quivered in 

response to the movements of viewers, at once undermining its gendered associations and 

embodying a hybrid objecthood that evaded categorisation. For Alex Potts, this literal 

animation of painted objects represented a reaction against “the painting as objectified 

thing, taken out of an open circulation between art and life and reified as a precious item.”80 

 
74 Philip Guston, “The Image”, New York Studio School, January 15th, 1969, in Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 
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75 Guston in Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 113. 
76 Jennifer Sichel (ed.), “’What is Pop Art?’: A Revised Transcript of Gene Swenson’s 1963 Interview with Andy 
Warhol” in Oxford Art Journal, Vol.41, No.1 (2018). 
77 Ashton, “That is Not What I Meant at All”, 68. 
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I am struck here not only by the resonances with Guston’s late representation of vibrant 

objects whose ambiguous descriptions evade recognition but also his own critique of 

Abstract Expressionism as fatally entangled with the commercial art world.  

 

Through representation and animation, Oldenburg and Muschinski’s objects could generate 

slippages of signification, as described in Store Days:  

 

cock and balls 

cock and balls equals tie and collar 

equals leg and bra     equals stars and stripes 

flag equals cigarette package and 

cigarettes81  

 

Something very similar is taking place in Guston’s late paintings, with contiguous shapes 

pushing at the limits of representation. An American flag is like a cigarette package as the 

circle in The Deluge is like a sun, is like a shield, is like a patch. Harry Cooper’s description of 

Guston’s objects “free-associat[ing] on canvas” bears a close similarity with this activity, 

through which semantic destabilisation can occur.82 Through the ludic transformation of 

objects, Oldenburg and Muschinski’s practice participated in a freeing up of pictorial 

signifiers that is closer to the painterly slippages of Abstract Expressionism than the 

commercial clarity of conventional Pop. By “parodying [the] corn” that the New York School 

had become, they found within its premises a licence to slide signs away from signification. 

At the same time, the coarse manufacture and abraded surfaces of these objects recycled 

the painterly facture of Abstract Expressionism, recuperating its affective premises. 

 

In his 1965 anthology of the Happenings of that decade, Michael Kirby provided a means by 

which these events obtained some purchase in the art-historical record. In describing the 

events organised between 1959 and 1962 by Oldenburg, Jim Dine, Red Grooms, Allan 

Kaprow and others, Kirby outlined procedures that maintained elements of the Abstract 
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Expressionist legacy that are reminiscent both of Guston’s late work and the critical 

responses to it. Happenings  

 

had in common a physical crudeness and roughness that frequently trod an 

uncomfortable borderline between the genuinely primitive and the merely 

amateurish. This was partly intentional, due to their relationship with action 

painting and so-called junk sculpture.83  

 

I note here a distinction between Happenings such as Oldenburg’s and Dine’s – which, while 

experimental, were never participative, and always required a viewing audience – and 

Kaprow’s, which “were works that engaged the viewer or participant in an immediately 

physical and sensory experience”.84 I suggest that the comparatively conventional theatrical 

form of Snapshots from the City and Dine’s The Shining Bed (Reuben Gallery, New York, 16-

18th December 1960), in which audience members watched the artist lying in bed in a low-lit 

space, slathering foil candles with flour and water before imitating masturbation, was indeed 

closer to the subjectivity of the action painter, including its apparently parodic performance 

of painterly self-indulgence.85  

 

Dine called this and other Happenings “painter’s theatre”,86 which were energised by “his 

conviction that his art grew out of Abstract Expressionism rather than as a reaction against it 

and that his brand of subjectivity was akin to theirs”.87 The Shining Bed has a remarkable 

similarity with Guston’s own parodic imagery of the bedbound artist, in paintings such as 

Painting, Smoking, Eating (1973) [52]. The repeated gerunds of Guston’s title, implying 

repetition and stasis, resemble Kirby’s spare descriptions of the actions of Happenings like 

Dine’s, which abandoned “the clichés of exposition, development, climax and conclusion, of 

love and ambition, the conflicts of personality, and the revelatory monologue of 

character.”88 Dine’s return to painting after his period of working in Happenings is further 
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tradition to parodic treatment, such as Paul McCarthy’s 1995 video Painter. 
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evidence of the closeness of this form of performance to painting practice. In works such as 

Shoes Walking on My Brain (1960), which consists of a pair of paint-splattered shoes affixed 

to a pink cloth which partially conceals a canvas beneath, Dine’s work brings together the 

trappings of the physical negotiation of actual space with the transformative qualities of 

paint itself [22]. The two painted eyes that peek out from under the cloth, as well as the use 

of the shoe motif, anticipate the appearance of similar imagery in Guston’s work in the 

following decade. The work’s hybrid objecthood subjects the legacy of Abstract 

Expressionism to cartoonish critique, while at the same time salvaging the subjecthood of 

the artist, that “vital and peculiar” element in which Oldenburg saw creative possibility.   

 

 

Figuring abstraction: Steinberg and Johns 

 

While Oldenburg and Dine’s Happenings tested the ongoing validity of painterly activity from 

outside of the premises of the medium, similar procedures were taking place within painting 

and its discourses. Leo Steinberg’s lecture “Contemporary Art and the Plight of Its Public”, 

given at the Museum of Modern Art in 1960 and published two years later in Harper’s 

Magazine, articulated the nature of the pressures faced by abstraction at that time. 

Steinberg’s writing establishes frames of reference for Guston’s own later adoption of 

figuration. Recounting his experience of visiting Jasper Johns’ first gallery exhibition, at Leo 

Castelli Gallery, New York, in January 1958, Steinberg wrote that, in looking at the work, 

“one felt the end of illusion. No more manipulation of paint as a medium of transformation.” 

Indeed, the work that prompted Steinberg’s reflection, Target with Four Faces (1955), with 

its appropriated motif, composite structure combining painting and sculpture, and row of 

eyeless heads, seemed to utterly refute the principles of originality, medium-specificity and 

optical immersion characteristic of certain readings of Abstract Expressionism [23]. 

Steinberg’s discussion of his encounter with the work adumbrates what was at stake in 

Johns’ practice: “It looked to me like the death of painting, a rude stop, the end of the 

track.”89   

 
89 Leo Steinberg, “Contemporary Art and the Plight of Its Public” (1962), in Leo Steinberg Other Criteria: 
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 43 

 

Next, the author quotes two unnamed “well-known New York abstract painters” reacting to 

the exhibition; the first says, “If this is painting, I might as well give up.” The other says, 

“Well, I am still involved with the dream.” The resigned romanticism of the second speaker 

unquestionably recalls Guston’s own position and helps to identify the sense of anachronism 

engendered by Johns’ work. Steinberg’s own response, after a sustained analysis of the 

work’s component parts and its possible meanings, is to be “left in a state of anxious 

uncertainty by the painting, about painting, about myself. And I suspect that this is all right. 

In fact, I have little confidence in people who habitually, when exposed to new works of art, 

know what is great and what will last.”90 Steinberg’s reaction registers the destabilising 

encounter with avant-garde art in ways that recall both Reinhardt’s 1946 cartoon and 

Guston’s Red Picture of 1969. As in those examples, the uncertainty about the status of the 

object precipitates a kind of identity crisis in the viewer. Indeed, Steinberg’s text seems to 

restage the drama of confrontation in Reinhardt’s work. It is of note that all three of these 

represented scenarios figure the art encounter as solitary: the viewer dynamic established 

by Abstract Expressionism remains.  

 

The nature of Johns’ work’s relationship to the legacy of the New York School preoccupied 

numerous critics in the late 1950s and early 1960s. In 1962, Steinberg returned to the 

subject of Johns, in an article for Metro, in which he identified the work’s “essentially 

Abstract Expressionist brushwork and surface”, used in such a way that it “seemed to accuse 

the strokes and drips of the de Kooning school of being after all only a subject matter of a 

different kind.”91 That same year, Clement Greenberg recognised Johns as operating “within 

the very space of modernist practice that the Abstract Expressionists occupied. It is a kind of 

disavowal in the given, as the self is conventionally associated with and indexed to the hand 

of the artist making the canvas.”92 The nature of Johns’ relationship with Abstract 

Expressionism was, by 1964, endemic to critical responses to his work.93 Even John Cage’s 

 
90 Steinberg, Other Criteria, 15. 
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dismissal of this contextualisation - “Stupidly we think of abstract expressionism. But here 

we are free of struggle, gesture, and personal image” – nevertheless reinforced the standard 

critical apparatus of assessing the artist’s achievement.94 

 

Clement Greenberg’s essay “After Abstract Expressionism”, published in Art International in 

October 1962 – the same month as Guston’s self-exile from the Sidney Janis stable – 

relegated Guston’s work of the time to the past, using Johns’ work to push it there. 

Greenberg called Guston’s work “homeless representation”, by which he meant “a plastic 

and descriptive painterliness that is applied to abstract ends, but which continues to suggest 

representational ones.”95 For Greenberg, “homeless representation” was not a pejorative 

term per se – Guston in fact took it as a compliment96 – but its approaches had, for 

Greenberg, “harden[ed] into mannerism”97 by the middle of the 1950s. It was fully declared 

dead in the work of Johns, whose works of the mid-to-late-1950s sang “the swan song of 

homeless representation”.98 They did so by embracing the contradiction Greenberg 

identified as unresolved in Guston’s work: representational methods (painterliness, tactility) 

served abstract ends, while abstract ones (flatness, symmetry) served the figurative. For 

Greenberg, this productive contradiction made Johns the “major legatee” of Abstract 

Expressionism.99  

 

Greenberg’s sense of Johns having resolved the tensions that riddled the work of Abstract 

Expressionism by the 1960s is reflected in the critical responses to Guston’s work at that 

time. Paul Schimmel has described how these works were thought of as “essentially a 

variation on Abstract Expressionism. Their centrally weighted compositions seemed 

retrograde in comparison to both the allover [sic] field-like quality of classic Abstract 
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Expressionism and the flatness of Johns’ Flag and Target compositions.”100 Yet the critical 

reaction to Johns provides a model for making sense of Guston’s relationship with Abstract 

Expressionism at the beginning of the 1960s. In an interview with David Sylvester in 1960, 

Guston claimed that “I think of my pictures as a kind of figuration.”101 The works he was 

producing at that time, such as Mirror – to S.K. (1960) are examples of what Craig Burnett 

has called “incipient figuration” [24]. In the painting, layers of semi-transparent colour, 

applied in dry patches, gradually coalesce just off-centre in “a looming black head caught in 

the act of recognising and transforming itself.”102 The painting’s tensions build from the 

territory of recognition. “Centrally weighted”, the painting does seem to pull against the 

“allover” quality with which the New York School had become identified.  

 

However, I argue that Guston’s responses to those traditions were parallel to the critical 

readings established at the same time. Describing his struggles with representation, Guston 

told Sylvester about painting an image of a “can with brushes in it”, before claiming that “I 

couldn’t tolerate it…It became signs and symbols and I don’t like signs.”103 Guston likely 

painted over this lost work. The image of the brush-filled paint can would reemerge in 

Guston’s small panels towards the end of the decade, in works including Untitled (Easel) 

(1968), before being worked into larger compositions, such as The Studio (1969) [25]. 

Somewhere between 1960 and 1968, then, Guston established a means to generate a 

figurative practice that evaded signification. Whether he had Johns’ own works showing cans 

filled with brushes in mind is unknown; Slifkin has identified a similar object to Johns’ 

Painted Bronze (Savarin) (1960) sculpture in the foreground of The Studio [26].104 Regardless, 

what this unexpected kinship reveals are possibilities for painting beyond Abstract 

Expressionism, by making the “homeless” quality of the work a positive characteristic, rather 

than evidence of anachronism. It is Steinberg, again, who seems to provide a means to 

understand this. I argue that his analysis of Johns establishes a critical framework for 

comprehending Guston’s own address to Abstract Expressionism many years later. In a 

 
100 Schimmel in Ferguson (ed.), Hand-Painted Pop, 41. 
101 David Sylvester, “Philip Guston”, recorded March 1960, New York City, in Interviews with American Artists 
(London: Pimlico, 2002), 92.  
102 Craig Burnett, The Studio (London: Afterall Books, 2014), 22. 
103 Guston in Sylvester, Interviews, 95. 
104 Slifkin, Out of Time, 44. 



 46 

description that seems to anticipate the paintings of Guston’s Marlborough exhibition – 

which he would produce a decade after the Johns show in 1958 – Steinberg called Johns’ 

works 

 

situations wherein the subjects are constantly found and lost, submerged and 

recovered. He regains that perpetual oscillation which characterized our looking 

at pre-abstract art. …Johns succeeds in making the pendulum swing within the 

flatland of post-Abstract Expressionist art.105  

 

I suggest that the submergence and recovery of the subject is at play in The Deluge; the 

painting’s multiple significations – towards Rothko, towards the image of the flood, towards 

the practice of erasure in painting – invites a reading of “perpetual oscillation.” Steinberg’s 

mention of “flatland” is certainly an allusion to Greenberg’s insistence on “flatness” in his 

1960 essay “Modernist Painting” and its assertion of the “limitations that constitute the 

medium of painting – the flat surface, the shape of the support, the properties of the 

pigment.”106 Slifkin has shown how Guston’s 1970 painting Flatlands is a “riposte to 

Greenberg’s essay”, revelling in the very qualities Greenberg saw as redundant, including 

illusionistic representation of surfaces and objects [27].107  

 

The painting, which hung in the Marlborough exhibition, shows a disconnected array of 

objects familiar from Guston’s panel paintings of two years previously, including planks of 

wood, disembodied hands and feet, brick walls, clouds, a clock, and two Klan hoods. Like The 

Deluge, it is an emphatically horizontal painting, which is reflected in its production. Guston 

worked on it from right to left, close to the canvas, which seems registered not only in the 

lateral transformation of shapes as the artist free-associated across the surface, but also in 

the temporal poles allegorised in two objects: on the right-hand side, a clock, showing 4 

o’clock (presumably, given Guston’s nocturnal practice, 4 a.m.), and on the left, a rising sun. 

In a public talk in 1978, Guston described the making of the painting: “I painted this picture 
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without stepping back to judge it. I started on the right and kept going all the way to the 

left.”108 Guston’s figuring of the temporality of production in Flatlands responds to the 

definition of action painting as conceptualised by his friend Harold Rosenberg in 1952, 

summarised by Slifkin as “unpremeditated, instinctive, and immediate”.109 Guston often 

mentioned the painting’s relationship to his own practice of the 1950s, in which he painted 

very close to the canvas, not stepping back until the work was complete.110 Flatlands seems 

to be an anomaly in revising this approach. It is the exception that proves the rule of 

Guston’s production of large canvases after 1969. Aside from Flatlands, they were made 

through a process of moving towards and away from the work, seeing and judging it from a 

distance, which recuperates procedures that predated his abstract work, and which 

introduce additional critical frameworks for his representational practice. 

 

 

Making murals in the 60s 

 

Like all of the large canvases that were shown at the Marlborough exhibition, The Deluge 

was produced by first stapling a large unstretched canvas onto the vertical painting wall in 

the Woodstock studio.111 This wall, composed of two large pieces of plastered wood held in 

place by wooden poles stretching from floor to ceiling, occupied the approximate centre of 

the rectangular studio. Its position and scale allowed Guston the space to see his work from 

a range of distances. Reversing the “stepped-in” procedure of his abstractions, he was able 

to work from a physically detached position that was closer to his practice as a mural 

painter of the 1930s and 40s. In her 1988 book Night Studio: A Memoir of Philip Guston, the 

artist’s daughter Musa Mayer describes the scale of her father’s work at this time in terms 

that evoke his own artistic past: 

 
108 Philip Guston, talk at “Art/Not Art?” Conference, University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, February 27th, 
1978, in Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 284. 
109 Slifkin, Out of Time, 159. 
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to see if my sense of structure was inherent.” Ashton, 84. 
111 In Michael Blackwood’s film Philip Guston: A Life Lived (1982), footage from 1971 shows Guston at work in 
the studio. My description of his practice is based partly on that footage, and partly on my own visit to 
Woodstock in December 2023. The cinderblock studio was completed in 1968, and the painting wall installed 
simultaneously. 
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In 1969 and 1970, my father had begun working big, some of the canvases as 

large as six by ten feet, grander in scale than anything he’d done since the 

old mural days of the 1930s.112 

 

It is clear, then, that the transformation of Guston’s work at the end of the 1960s was 

enacted not only in terms of his revival of representational content, but also in his 

reorientation of studio practice. The scale of the largest Marlborough paintings, such as 

The Deluge, A Day’s Work and Blackboard, was underscored by the graphic clarity of their 

contents: they seemed to invite the same kind of distanced viewership that a large-scale 

public mural demanded. Even the ostensible “crudeness” of Guston’s representation of 

figures and objects recalls the formal simplicity and roughness of murals seen up close. The 

resistance of the painting wall, meanwhile, not only enabled certain painterly tropes to be 

easily carried out, such as scraping out the paint or gouging into it with a reversed 

paintbrush, but also effected an elision between canvas and wall that invites reflection 

upon the histories of painting in public sites. In recuperating the viewer dynamic and 

painterly strategies of Rothko’s Abstract Expressionist work in The Deluge, Guston at the 

same time revived unresolved discourses around large-scale painting from the same 

period. This provides a means to consider his frames of viewing Italian fresco painting in 

the trip he took shortly after the Marlborough exhibition, which is the subject of the third 

chapter of this thesis. 

 

The Deluge is the most wall-like of the paintings that hung in the Marlborough exhibition. 

Others show clearly described interior (such as Open Window (1969) and Scared Stiff (1970)) 

or exterior walls (such as Outskirts (1969) and City (1970)), but in every case these walls 

exist within the quasi-fictive zones of each painting’s space. In The Deluge, uniquely, the 

canvas itself seems to substitute for an actual wall, a quality that would have been 

enhanced by the resistance the painting wall provided to the touch of Guston’s brush. This 

obdurate quality is emphasised by the nail of the small canvas which seems to pierce it. The 

bug that appears to scuttle across its surface, meanwhile, serves to reiterate the canvas’ 
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invocation of a wall’s vertical expanse. Yet its detachment from the painting wall and 

subsequent stretching and transportation to the Marlborough Gallery does not preclude The 

Deluge from being understood in terms of muralism. As I will show, the mural was a 

complex category whose hybrid status raised questions about painting’s relationship to 

public space. Detachment, dislocation and even damage are intrinsic to its history. It is this 

hybridity, and not its associations with didactic communication, that made The Deluge’s 

evocation of the painted wall significant in Guston’s figuring of painting’s public address at 

the end of the 1960s. 

 

Critics of the Marlborough exhibition noted the works’ apparent allusions to the 1930s, a 

period in which Guston, like many of his peers, was intermittently employed as a mural 

painter. In his review for Time magazine, for instance, Robert Hughes noted that, in this 

works, “it is as if Guston flipped back to the late 30s, when he was a WPA muralist – those 

remote days when it was still believed that political comment could give art relevance.”113 ⁠ 

Indeed, one repeated aspect of the negative feedback to Guston’s paintings was an 

identification of their political anachronism, regardless of the evident metaphorical intent of 

the Klan figures, who were never shown engaging in the kinds of rallies or acts of violence 

with which they were associated. Even Harold Rosenberg’s positive review for the New 

Yorker reads the content of the work straightforwardly: the crudeness of the paintings’ 

facture “enables him to give a simple account of the simple-mindedness of violence.”114 

With a few exceptions, none of the critics of the exhibition were likely to have been aware 

of the appearance of the Klan in some of Guston’s earlier paintings.115 The scale of the work, 

and their ostensible allusions to modern life, was enough to evoke a context of 1930s 

muralism. During the Boston leg of the 1970 exhibition, Diana Loercher in the Christian 

Science Monitor described the paintings as “exceptionally large caricatures of modern man 

in the modern world that can best be described as cartoon murals.”116 Loercher’s 

interpretation rightly names the paradoxical qualities of the Marlborough paintings, which 
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brought together the imposing scale of the mural with the intimacy, humour and speed of 

manufacture associated with the cartoon. Yet Guston’s evocation of the mural in his work of 

the late 1960s raises questions about painting’s relationship to the social and political world 

that have to date gone underdeveloped in the literature on the artist’s work. 

 

Guston’s critics’ evocation of muralism in their reviews of the Marlborough exhibition 

seemed to treat the term as a stable category, which conflated large scale, politically explicit 

content, and a didactic clarity of expression. Yet murals had always had a problematic and 

unresolved status within American postwar art history. As Jody Patterson has pointed out, 

the modernist 1930s mural was notable for its “categorical unwieldiness”. On the one hand, 

most of the abstract murals of that time were made on portable canvases, refuting 

associations of permanence and site-specificity; on the other, many murals of the 1930s 

were painted over or destroyed within a decade of their production.117 Guston’s own history 

as a muralist is similarly marked by absences, erasures or ambiguities. Further, the narrative 

of the artist’s revival of imagery of the Klan itself refers to three lost, erased or destroyed 

works of art, all of which depicted the Klan. These were his 1930 portable cement mural for 

the John Reed Club, Los Angeles, which was vandalised and subsequently lost in 1933;118 his 

lost 1931 painting Conspirators, the preparatory drawing for which was only recovered by 

Guston in 1973;119 and his huge mural The Struggle Against Terrorism from 1935, made for 

the Museo Regional Michoacan, Morelia, Mexico with Reuben Kadish and Jules Langsner, 

which was hidden behind a false wall shortly afterwards [28]. This was also revealed, 

coincidentally, in 1973.120  

 

 
117 Jody Patterson, Modernism for the Masses: Painters, Politics and Public Murals in 1930s New York New 
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Entangled within Guston’s revived imagery of the Klan, then, was a history of damage, 

occlusion and loss.121 In evoking muralist scale and practice in his work around 1969, Guston 

invited consideration of the frailty of paintings for public sites.122 As I will explore in Chapter 

Two of this thesis, this framing informed his encounter with historical Italian fresco painting 

immediately following the Marlborough exhibition. And yet in recuperating the viewer 

dynamic and compositional strategies of the Abstract Expressionist canvas, specifically 

Rothko’s, The Deluge embodied that movement’s problematic relationship with the mural. 

It is by invoking these histories of large-scale works of art – the historical fresco, the modern 

mural, and the abstract canvas – that the painting articulates its reflection upon public 

address.  

 

In reading The Deluge as evocative at once of muralism and large-scale abstraction, I want 

to consider it in relation to histories of definitional uncertainty that inhere to both forms. 

One such unresolved object is Jackson Pollock’s 1943 work Mural, a huge oil and casein 

painting on canvas, around two and a half metres high by six metres long, which was 

commissioned for the entrance hall of the collector and patron Peggy Guggenheim’s 

Manhattan apartment [29]. Composed of a frieze-like sequence of largely vertical forms 

punctuated with curlicues, patches of bright colour, and spattered paint, Mural was 

conceived to be encountered from right to left, following the physical movement of a visitor 

to the apartment. Having never painted a mural previously, unlike many of his Abstract 

Expressionist colleagues – including Guston – Pollock was “ignorant of the technicalities and 

atelier traditions of mural painting”.123 However, like Guston, Pollock had trained with 

 
121 While apprenticed to David Alfaro Siqueiros in Los Angeles, Guston assisted on the production of Street 
Meeting (1932, Choinard Art Institute, Los Angeles, CA; destroyed), Portrait of Mexico Today (1932, extant; 
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Angeles, CA; whitewashed soon after, and rediscovered in the late 1960s). Aside from the Morelia mural, 
Guston also made the Workers’ Alliance Center Mural with Kadish and Sande McCoy (1934, Workers’ Alliance 
Center, Los Angeles, CA; extant); Physical Growth of Man with Reuben Kadish (1935-6, City of Hope, Duarte, 
CA; extant); Early Mail Service and the Construction of Railroads  (1938, Commerce Georgia Post Office, GA; 
extant); Work the American Way (1939, New York World’s Fair, New York, NY; destroyed); Work and Play 
(1940, Queensbridge, NY; poorly restored and subsequently disowned by Guston); and Pulpwood Logging 
(1941, Laconia, NH; extant). 
122 Possibly the most high-profile case of a mural’s destruction was Diego Rivera’s Man at the Crossroads 
(1932), which was plastered over in May 1932 after the artist refused to remove a portrait of Vladimir Lenin 
that the artist had included.  
123 Francis V. O’Connor, “Jackson Pollock’s Mural for Peggy Guggenheim: Its Legend, Documentation, and 
Redefinition of Wall Painting”, in Peggy Guggenheim and Frederick Kiesler: The Story of Art of This Century 
(New York: Distributed Art Publishers, 2004), 161. 



 52 

Siqueiros, and his painting’s experimental techniques are certainly a legacy of that 

encounter.124 Yet the Mexican artist’s Marxist belief in painting’s political import, and his 

disdain for easel painting, sat uneasily with Mural’s site and the conditions of its 

commission.  

 

As Caroline A. Jones has argued, “Guggenheim’s foyer secured a safe zone for the play of 

capital” in which the legacies of Mexican muralists could be reduced to a “tingling frisson of 

Mexican activism… [which] gave its abstraction a further aura of the avant-garde.”125 This 

internal contradiction was embedded in Mural’s form, just as much as its title. Indeed, 

Pollock himself seemed fully convinced that it was within the terms of this apparent 

contradiction that the next step for American modernism might be taken. In his 1947 

application for a Guggenheim Foundation Fellowship, he announced that “I intend to paint 

large movable pictures which will function between the easel and the mural. …The pictures I 

contemplate painting would constitute a halfway state, and an attempt to point out the 

direction of the future, without arriving there completely.”126  

 

The Deluge embodies the contradictions of large-scale canvases at the end of the 1960s. 

Abstract Expressionism’s repressed relationship with Mexican mural painters – a debt that 

has only relatively recently started to be fully explored127 – invites a reframing of that 

movement’s troubled sense of political address, as well as dismantling authorial 

mythologies that continue to cling to it. I argue that Guston’s shift in studio procedures 

 
124 Pollock worked in Siqueiros’ Experimental Workshop in New York in 1936, learning how to use spray paint, 
stencils, collage, and dripped or splattered paint. “Not until 1947…would [Pollock] begin to process his 
experiences at the Experimental Workshop.” Like Guston, Pollock did not discuss the influence of Mexican 
painters during the height of his fame, but its importance to both of their developments was profound. 
Barbara Haskell, “América: Mexican Muralism and Art in the United States, 1925-1945” in Vida Americana: 
Mexican Muralists Remake American Art, 1925-1945 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2020), 38.  
125 Caroline A. Jones, Eyesight Alone: Clement Greenberg’s Modernism and the Bureaucratization of the Senses 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 225-6. Guston himself rarely discussed the 
significance of Mexican painting on his work; when asked to discuss it in the early 1970s, he declined, “even as 
there was perhaps much to say.” Renato González Mello, “Prometheus Unbound: Orozco in Pomona” in Vida 
Americana, 172. 
126 Jackson Pollock (1947), quoted in David Anfam, Jackson Pollock’s Mural: Energy Made Visible (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2015), 97. 
127 The 2020 exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art, Vida Americana: Mexican Muralists Remake 
American Art, 1925-1945 (February 17th, 2020 – January 31st, 2021) was the first major exhibition to address 
the underrepresented contribution of Mexican mural painters in the development of American modernism. 
There is doubtless more work to be done in this area. 
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around 1968 indicates his intention to address the unresolved history of muralism. Yet it is 

the very tensions that inhere to the form that rendered it available for Guston’s explorations 

of painting’s encounter with the social and political world. Neither one thing nor another, 

the mural provided a model for a form of painting practice that embodied the very 

equivocation, uncertainty, and ambivalence with which Guston himself faced the political 

context of his time. 

 

1.3 Authorship and the studio 

 

Salvaging the subject 

 

By invoking the unresolved histories of muralism, then, The Deluge was able to figure studio 

practice itself as an articulation of equivocal political experience. This was borne out, too, in 

the facture of these works. Guston mentioned Flatlands in relation to another painting: The 

Deluge. In a public talk in 1973, he described a temporal relationship between the two 

canvases:  

 

At some point, I sort of sank the whole world, like it was doomed. In fact, it’s 

called Deluge. There was, at one point, a lot of stuff below and lots going on and 

somehow or other it got sunk in that black water with a few forms floating on 

top. And that’s one of the last ones. It’s called Flatlands. It’s what left.128  

 

Five years later, at another talk, Guston again referred to the two canvases as a pair: “I asked 

myself, “What would it be like if the flood disappeared, what would be left in this 

wasteland?” This [Flatlands] is it.”129 As I will explore in Chapter 4 of this thesis, the flood’s 

invocation of temporality – its implication of before and after – assumed significant 

resonance in Guston’s address to historical catastrophe by the middle of the 1970s. It is true 

that, as Kate Nesin has pointed out, that “these works are unlikely companions; certainly 

one neither requires nor summons the other.” Yet the narrative connection forged between 

 
128 Philip Guston, talk at Yale Summer School of Music and Art, 1973, in Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 224. 
129 Philip Guston, talk at “Art/Not Art?” Conference, 1978, in Philip Guston: Collected Writings, 284. 
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the paintings “give[s] us permission to stand in front of each painting and imagine a time 

when it was different.”130 What the “pairing” of Flatlands and The Deluge enables, then, is a 

means of considering painterly labour in allegorical terms. Guston’s allusion to the field of 

dark paint as “that black water” reveals his interest in applying narrative logic to the practice 

of painting. In the context of the Marlborough exhibition, the emergence of this thematic 

tests the relationship between Guston’s figurative painting and Abstract Expressionism. By 

implicating The Deluge within a narrative framework, Guston reinscribed temporality within 

action painting, thereby enabling it to speak beyond the narrow confines of Greenbergian 

modernism. Indeed, in his review of the Marlborough exhibition for the New Yorker, Harold 

Rosenberg set up a dialectic between action painting and the “content” of Guston’s 

paintings: “Put simply, action painting is not about anything, while Guston’s present 

paintings are.”131 

 

Since both The Deluge and Flatlands invoke the compositional strategies, studio practices, 

and critical frameworks of the 1950s, it is important to establish the uses to which these 

anachronistic devices are put – to ask, that is, what these paintings are “about”. If Oldenburg 

recycled the painterliness of action painting in the service of semantic play and subjective 

expression, and Johns subjected the painterly trace to sustained investigation, what is the 

manner of Guston’s own recuperation? What is at stake within these works is the question 

of a subject’s relationship to the social and political world beyond the studio walls. It is in the 

mobilisation of the tropes of Abstract Expressionism that Guston enables his work to register 

a relationship with contemporary political disorder. The Deluge’s restaging of Rothko, then, 

makes the case for the ongoing validity of the canvas as the contact zone between the 

privacy of the studio and the public domain of historical circumstance. This is a strategy that 

must be understood in terms of the kinds of critical practice previously outlined; it is, in fact, 

energised by them. 

 

Christa Noel Robbins’ The Artist as Author (2021) provides a critical context for the 

recuperation of aspects of the Abstract Expressionist project into the 1960s. In discussing the 

 
130 Nesin in Philip Guston Now, 213. 
131 Harold Rosenberg, “Liberation from Detachment”, The New Yorker, November 7th 1970, 136. 
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situation of the abstract painter around 1960 – a position that had been rendered unstable 

by the practices and critiques that gained an important foothold in avant-garde culture at 

that time – Robbins makes the case not for its eclipse by the new framings of authorship in 

that culture, but for its absorption and performance of those critical positions. The central 

challenge levelled at the Abstract Expressionist legacy by readings of Johns at the turn of the 

1960s rested ultimately in the sense of its “cleaving the gestural mark from expressionist 

trace”, an action that destabilised the authorship of the artist, a move that might be 

compared to the externalisation of the painted surface in the work of Frank Stella at the end 

of the 1950s.132 In both cases, what this “cleaving” engendered was an interest in the 

possibility of indeterminacy, in which the agency of meaning making “slips from the maker 

to the passerby”.133 As Caroline A. Jones has explained, in the work of Johns and Robert 

Rauschenberg towards the end of the 1950s, this “slip” served to shift the centre of gravity 

away from the private expression of the solitary painter to the endless semantic possibility 

of a work lived out in public: “In place of the artist’s body figured by the abstract 

expressionist canvas, these works implied activity on the part of others’ bodies – activity that 

shielded, deflected, or displaced references to the artists’ own.”134 

 

Robbins proposes something different. In discussing the work of Jack Tworkov, an abstract 

painter whom Guston knew well, she argues that the sustained criticism of authorship that 

emerged in the 1960s, and which has often been framed in the terms Jones describes, could 

be staged within painting itself. Tworkov bemoaned his own work’s “feeble” and “narrow” 

qualities when placed in dialogue with avant-garde practices of the early 60s such as 

experimental film, electronics and music. This literally transpired during a Happening 

entitled TV Dinner – Homage to E.A.T (Food for Thought) at the 92nd Street YMHA in 1961, 

which included participation from John Cage, Stan VanDerBeek, Robert Creeley, and Merce 

Cunningham, among others. Tworkov’s painting Barrier No.4 (1961) was suspended above 

the stage; to the artist, “it looked dirty…What possible relation can this modest painting 

have to this happening?” [30].135 Few juxtapositions could better reveal the sense of gestural 

 
132 Höchdorfer, Reserve, 155. 
133 Caroline A. Jones, “Finishing School: John Cage and the Abstract Expressionist Ego” (Critical Enquiry, Vol. 19, 
No. 4 (Summer, 1993), 647. 
134 Jones, “Finishing”, 651. 
135  Jack Tworkov, 1967, cited in Robbins, Artist as Author, 3. 
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painting’s anachronism in the context of an experimental culture that ceded authority from 

the solitary author, and explored chance, collaboration, and open-endedness as creative 

principles. At nearly two and a half metres tall by nearly four metres long, Barrier No.4 is a 

huge, unwieldy object, in which an uneven grid of white marks is worked over with areas of 

loosely brushed reds and pinks; a broken grid of dark gestures is superimposed on top. In 

their reiteration of the format of the canvas surface, these marks seem to probe at the 

expressive limitations (or “barriers”) of the Abstract Expressionist canvas. One might well 

imagine Guston turning away from such an event, sighing, “Well, I am still involved with the 

dream.” Yet Robbins suggests otherwise. An attention to Tworkov’s laments,  

 

which orbit around questions of intention, effect, and temporality, also reveals 

something held in common across that scene: a concern with the question of 

authorship and a commitment to investigating its significance in and as practice… 

the difference [between these practices] are less ideological than technical. 

…such differences are best located in the means by which questions such as 

authorship arise, rather than in the questions themselves.136 

 

Robbins’ argument provides a context for the recuperation of Abstract Expressionist viewer 

dynamics within the heterodox world of American art of the 1960s. Painters like Guston, 

then, could act “as self-conscious agents taking up the question of authorship in order to 

investigate its terms.”137 This “concern with the question of authorship” is one that is staged 

within Guston’s paintings of the end of the decade. It is certainly the case that paintings such 

as The Studio, with its Klansman painting a self-portrait, reflect on a post-Abstract 

Expressionist conception of the author. This thematic of the anti-heroic activity of artistic 

practice remains a constant thread throughout Guston’s later paintings, with the artist 

shown variously in bed, gazing at the bottom of an empty bottle, or staring incredulously at 

his own work. Yet I argue that such questions are dramatized within the practice of painting 

too, and are especially invited by the scale, composition, and facture of works such as The 

Deluge. At issue in these technical decisions is the tension of public and private brought 

 
136 Robbins, Artist as Author, 3-4. 
137 Robbins, Artist as Author, 9. 
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forward by the critical context of the late 1960s. Looking back on that period, Hal Foster 

claimed that at stake was “the nature of meaning and the status of the subject, both of 

which are held to be public, not private, produced in the physical interface with the actual 

world, not in the mental space of idealist conception.” In doing so, it “contradicts the two 

dominant models of the abstract expressionist, the artist as existential creator (advanced by 

Harold Rosenberg) and the artist as formal critic (advanced by Greenberg).”138  

 

As contemporary artist Amy Sillman has written, for Guston “the subject position is a default 

starting point, and he occupies that position straightforwardly.”139 Yet this does not imply 

that he did so uncritically. Robbins has discussed how painting itself is often “only one 

moment of articulation or enunciation on a continuous line of practice, which includes 

activities, relations, and thought processes that precede the act of making (or viewing, as the 

case may be) the work itself. It is out of this extended notion of practice… that the very idea 

of authorship emerges as a possible content on which to go to work.”140  

 

The subject position that is at the core of the critiques of Abstract Expressionism that I have 

delineated so far might then be recuperated in terms of a self that exists only in relative 

terms. Guston’s authorship in his final decade of production can, I argue, be read in such a 

way. Not only did his paintings seem to reflect on his own production – a subject that 

accrued urgency around the middle of the 1970s, as I will discuss in the final chapter of this 

thesis – his practice can be seen as “extended” at this time. Reading Guston not only as a 

painter but as a teacher, collaborator, printmaker, draftsman, public speaker and 

interlocutor not only provides a means of thinking more broadly about his status as a 

cultural figure, it also helps to specify the nature of his ongoing dialogue with Abstract 

Expressionism. I want to show how this dispersed field of practice enabled the questions of 

authorship that inhered to the Abstract Expressionist legacy to be articulated. 

 

 

 

 
138 Hal Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism” in The Return of the Real (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1996), 40. 
139 Amy Sillman, “From Garbage Cans to God” in Philip Guston Now, 63. 
140 Robbins, Artist as Author, 13. 
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“It may seem absurd”: the studio and the world 

 

Three months before the opening of Guston’s exhibition at the Marlborough Gallery in 1970, 

the exhibition Information opened just a few blocks away, at the Museum of Modern Art.141 

Information, curated by Kynaston McShine, showed largely text-based and politically 

engaged conceptual art, and very little painting. In the exhibition’s catalogue, McShine 

articulated this absence by characterising the medium as politically impotent in the face of 

contemporary social turmoil: “It may seem inappropriate, if not absurd, to get up in the 

morning, walk into a room, and apply dabs of paint from a little tube to a square of canvas. 

What can you as a young artist do that seems relevant and meaningful?”142 A politically 

engaged practice, then, emerges from a spatial dynamic at odds with painting’s 

comparatively cloistered environment (comically characterised by the underwhelming 

phrase “walk into a room”). This framing of the “relevant” artist as a peripatetic figure 

unbound to a singular location was reflected in the exhibition’s recalibration of viewers’ 

engagement.  

 

By imagining viewers as, among other things, participants in a pseudo-democracy (Hans 

Haacke), subjects in a televised interview (Group Frontera), or data processors (Siah 

Armajani), the exhibition sought to activate viewership through acts of reading and 

cognition; “sense perception [was] reconfigured as data transmission”.143 As Julia Bryan-

Wilson has described it, Information’s antagonistic relationship with the practice of painting 

was rooted in assumptions about the medium’s perceived interpretative limitations: “After 

suggesting that the medium of painting is bankrupt – one suspects abstraction is his specific 

target – McShine offers up an alternative in its place: the open-ended conceptual art on 

 
141 Information, July 2nd – September 20th 1970, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. I am indebted to 
Robert Slifkin for discussing this exhibition in relation to Guston’s work, which he does in terms of the concept 
of “literalism” in 1960s American art, as a foil to Guston’s own. Slifkin, Out of Time, 35-8. 
142 Kynaston McShine, Information (exh. cat.), New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1970, 138. 
143 Eve Meltzer “The Dream of the Information World”, in Oxford Art Journal (Volume 29, no. 1, 2006), p123.   
Hans Haacke presented his work MoMA-Poll (1970), which invited visitors to cast a vote in response to a 
question about US involvement in Cambodia and its purchase on the forthcoming election, which implicated 
museum trustee Nelson Rockefeller; Group Frontera set up a makeshift television studio and asked 
participants to answer a series of questions, which other audience members could then view (an untitled 
project, 1970); and Siah Armajani showed Number Between 0 And 1 (1969), a print-out of all the digits 
between 0 and 1. 
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display in Information, whose meaning was completed by the viewer. The new “relevant” art 

therefore hinged on the concept not only of “information” but of “participation”.144 The 

dialectic of open (engagement) and closed (practice) informed the politics of the exhibition, 

by which standard painting could only fall short.145 

 

McShine’s critique of the “absurd” practice of painting was in fact prefigured by statements 

made by artists and writers themselves in the years leading up to the exhibition. In 1963, art 

critic Max Kozloff wrote a long letter to Art International which addressed Clement 

Greenberg’s “After Abstract Expressionism” from the previous year, which had espoused 

“the only way to high pictorial art” – namely, the colour field painting of Newman, Rothko, 

and Clyfford Still.146 Kozloff responded in ways that anticipate McShine’s critique: “How 

futile it is to affirm – and yet Mr Greenberg does so – that for not just a very few, but all, 

artists of ambition, the most urgent challenge is still the inventive placement of one colour 

against another.”147 In 1967, the painter David Aronson, a close friend of Guston’s in Boston, 

and a future colleague at Boston University, discussed the pressures on the practice of 

painting in the face of the turmoil of the time: “It was fairly easy for me to realise that my 

artistic salvation did not lie in the tension between two different kinds of red on opposite 

sides of a canvas”.148 Guston’s own statement about his work’s reaction to very similar 

pressures is remarkably similar to these descriptions. In an interview in 1977, nearly a 

decade after the emergence of his late figuration, Guston ventriloquised his younger self: 

 
144 Julia Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers: Radical Practice in the Vietnam War Era (Berkeley, Los Angeles & London: 
University of California Press, 2009), 199. 
145 One work, which existed only as a proposal for the exhibition, did have some overlap with Guston’s interest 
in historical painting: John Baldessari’s Cadaver Piece (Proposal for “Information” Show) (1970). Baldessari’s 
“hypothetical” work involved displaying a human corpse lying on a surface behind a false wall. This scene could 
be observed one viewer at a time through a peephole positioned to generate a view closely resembling the 
feet-first composition of Andrea Mantegna’s painting Dead Christ (c1480, Brera, Milan). Despite the self-
evidently “literal” nature of Baldessari’s proposal, its mobilisation of the tropes of historical painting, and its 
troubling of the embodied viewership generally projected in Minimalism, mounts a proposal for painting’s 
ongoing vitality, a proposal all the more apposite for being a hypothetical one.  
146 Clement Greenberg, “After Abstract Expressionism” (published in Art International, 25 October 1962; 
republished in O’Brian, 1993), 131. 
147 Max Kozloff, “A Letter to the Editor”, Art International, June 25, 1963, 88. 
148 David Aronson, 1967, in Judith Bookbinder Boston Modern: Figurative Expressionism as Alternative 
Modernism (Durham, New Hampshire: University of New Hampshire Press, 2005), 250. 
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“What kind of a man am I, sitting at home, reading magazines, going into a frustrated fury 

about everything – and then going into my studio to adjust a red to a blue?”149  

 

All three of these statements gain their comic traction through a description of painterly 

work that is unmistakeably redolent of Abstract Expressionism. This characterisation rests on 

the cultural associations of the studio. As Caroline A. Jones has shown, for artists of the later 

1960s such as those on display in Information, the studio per se “became the focus of an 

inversion and the locus of a generative critique…painting looked real only when the reality of 

the world outdoors had pervaded the studio, changing artists’ roles, production methods, 

and the work itself.”150 Daniel Buren, whose work for Information consisted of sheets of 

paper printed with stripes which occupied the place of advertising on New York City buses 

for the duration of the exhibition, wrote in his essay “The Function of the Studio” in 1971 

that “The art of yesterday and today is not only marked by the studio as an essential, often 

unique, place of production; it proceeds from it. All my work proceeds from its 

extinction.”151  

 

Guston’s description – which, as I will explore in the following chapter, is only one of many 

rationales he provided for his shift to figuration at the end of the 1960s – particularly 

resembles McShine’s in its figuring of artistic practice in spatial terms. What is implied is a 

desire to bridge the gap between “home” and “studio”, to open up the hermetic workspace 

to “the public world of political life.”152 The assumption that postwar American painters 

“increasingly abandoned the social world in order to explore their own, personal, states of 

mind” is what underpins all of these critiques.153 However, these conceptions of painting as 

fundamentally private rest on readings of Abstract Expressionism that essentialise the 

practices with which it is associated. Guston’s statement, made in an interview with a major 

publication towards the end of a prolific career as a means of explaining its qualities, 

 
149 Philip Guston interviewed by Jerry Tallmer, “Creation is for Beauty Parlors”, The New York Post, April 9th, 
1977. Robert Slifkin pointed out this connection in Out of Time, 35. 
150 Caroline A. Jones Machine in the Studio: Constructing the Postwar American Artist (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 2. 
151 Daniel Buren “The Function of the Studio” (1971) in Documents of Contemporary Art: The Studio 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, MIT Press / Whitechapel Gallery, edited by Jens Hoffmann, 2012), 87. 
152 Jones, Machine, 20. 
153 Robbins, Artist as Author, 24. 
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strongly suggests that the artist’s work did manage to resolve the tensions it describes. It is a 

quotation that remains dominant in essays and reviews of Guston’s work, as well as being 

used in interpretation texts in exhibitions. And yet by the standards of McShine, Buren and 

others, Guston’s ongoing commitment not only to painting but to the sealed world of the 

studio foreclosed the possibility of his work’s political import.  

 

This critique is activated in Guston’s depictions of interior and exterior space in his 

Marlborough paintings. Space is figured continually in shorthand renderings of windows, 

brick walls and distant cities. Where external (public) space is a zone of implied criminality 

(Klansmen huddle in cars as though making an escape in Riding Around, City Limits, Central 

Avenue, Dawn and Edge of Town), internal (private) space is riven with regret and accusation 

(Downtown, By the Window, Remorse, Bad Habits) or legal confrontation (Caught, 

Courtroom, Evidence). The artist’s solitude is therefore figured as perverse, even criminal. 

The Studio dramatizes this collision of private space and public politics in its continual 

oscillation between the trappings of hermetic production (heavy curtains, tins of brushes, 

contemplative action) and public political signage (the Klan hood/s, doubled in the act of 

painting). These works seem to embody what Mary Drach McInnes has called the “two 

major battlefields” of Guston’s late paintings: “the private studio in which Guston struggles 

with his identity as an artist and the public field in which he makes visible his meditations on 

war and aggression. Guston’s private conflicts in fact collide with his brutal narratives.”154 

 

For Guston, it did in fact “seem inappropriate, if not absurd” to expose oneself to the 

turbulence of contemporary global politics and then walk into a studio and make a painting. 

And yet “adjust[ing] a red to a blue” remains a characteristic not only of his abstract 

production, which he presumably had in mind, but of his figurative practice too. I suggest, 

then, that the “absurd” as described by McShine is a positive feature of Guston’s sense of his 

painting’s politics. As Elly Thomas has noted, “For an artist as acutely self-critical as Guston 

to see the horrors of the Shoah, the Vietnam war, police violence against anti-war protestors 

and civil rights activists, and then respond with a painting…is an endeavor that necessitates a 

 
154 Mary Drach McInnes “Guston’s Private and Public Battles” in Kim Sichel and Mary Drach McInnes, Philip 
Guston, 1975-1980: Private and Public Battles exh. cat Boston University Art Gallery (Seattle and London, 
University of Washington Press, 1994), 9. 
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form encapsulating a sense of the inadequacy of the response.”155 Thomas names the 

“absurd” – what she calls “a play with incongruity” – as the chief characteristic of Guston’s 

articulation of this “sense of inadequacy”. In doing so, “one is able to positively dismiss 

resolution in order to place unresolved process at the centre of the work.”156 The “play with 

incongruity” goes some way towards accounting for Guston’s Klansmen, who are accorded 

the sensitivities of the artist and the critic in Red Picture and The Studio, and whose 

triangular form is continually subject to ludic transformation. I want to read this notion of 

the absurd more broadly, however, in thinking of the anachronistic deployment of Abstract 

Expressionist dynamics in The Deluge.  

 

The absurdity of these characteristics is, I suggest, productive; its inability to resolve the 

distance between the studio and the world is the position from which its politics are 

articulated. As Christa Noel Robbins has phrased it, painting “is the mechanism by which the 

limits of both self-expression and individual action are productively investigated.”157 These 

are the very limits at play in the content and the form of Guston’s Marlborough paintings: 

the Klansmen are shown constantly coming up against literal limits, from the geographical 

inferences of Edge of Town and City Limits to the sense of legal infraction in Courtroom and 

Evidence. Yet I restore The Deluge to the centre of this discussion because its allusion to 

Rothko’s expressive dynamics serves, too, to demarcate the boundaries and restrictions of 

that painterly mode. Like Rothko himself in the late 1960s, as I have explored, a refusal to 

participate in painterly absorption is itself a productive strategy. In drawing on Rothko’s work 

in the context of its anachronism and critique, Guston’s painting collapses “self-expression 

and individual action”. Its failure to square the studio and the world is the very means by 

which this approach takes shape.  

 

 

 

 

 
155 Elly Thomas, Play and the Artist’s Creative Process: The Work of Philip Guston and Eduardo Paolozzi 
(London: Routledge, 2019), 63. 
156 Thomas, Play and the Artist’s Creative Process, 154. 
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Chapter Two: To bear witness: Guston and the mediated image 

 
 
2.1 Guston and mediated catastrophe 

 
 
“Stuck in front of the TV”: Guston’s Blackboard  
 
 
Guston’s painting Blackboard (1969), which hung in the Marlborough exhibition, shows 

three white Klan hoods contained within a round-edged black rectangle, which hovers at the 

centre of a large field of dirty pink and grey marks [31]. Towards the upper edge of the 

canvas, a thickly painted, slightly bowed black horizontal line runs across the entire width of 

the painting. To the left and right of centre, grey forms in various states of articulation 

appear through the muddied pink of the composition: one small grey rectangle to the right is 

the most clearly formed. This field is punctuated by painterly effects that closely resemble 

the artist’s abstract paintings produced earlier in the same decade. May Sixty-Five (1965), for 

example, which was shown at Guston’s 1966 Jewish Museum exhibition and is characteristic 

of the works shown there, is very close in facture, palette and composition to Blackboard 

[32]. The willful contamination of colour through wet-in-wet application, the visibility of 

earlier layers of paint in the final work, and the dark rectangular form that occupies the 

centre of the canvas are certainly carried over from this and many other paintings produced 

by the artist between around 1962 and 1965. May Sixty-Five’s building of form through 

erasure – the zigzagging, darting grey marks that determine the outer limits of the black 

rectangle – is repurposed in the later painting in response to historical circumstances that lie 

outside of formal concerns. The title’s association with erasure and the overlaying of marks 

seems illustrated by the painting’s strategies of revelation and concealment.158 

 

 
158 The Guston literature has tended to treat this painting as a direct illustration of its title, and is thereby read 
as a commentary on the American education system; my reading suggests an alternative framing more in line 
with Guston’s elusive or metaphorical use of titles. In Tate’s label for the painting, “hoods appear on the 
blackboard, infiltrating the classroom… [the image of the hoods] points to power dynamics and white 
supremacy in schools.” Philip Guston, Tate Modern, 5th October, 2023 - 25th February, 2024. 
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Blackboard is closely related to The Deluge and is likely to have been painted shortly before 

it.159 Albeit slightly less wide, it is of similar height (like The Deluge, it is around two metres 

high, and is nearly three metres wide), and it shares its emphatically horizontal orientation. 

The presence of the dark horizontal line and the agitated facture of the space below it recalls 

the delineation and watery body of The Deluge’s dark sea. Indeed, at one point, these 

paintings were alike enough to be almost pendants. The position of the three Klan heads is 

very similar to the same motif that occupied the centre of that painting before it was painted 

over. Like The Deluge, Blackboard’s flattened composition, which distinguishes it from many 

of the paintings it hung alongside, invites comparison between the surface of the canvas and 

the painted wall. Where The Deluge deploys tropes of pictorial illusionism to present its red 

field as a wall, Blackboard’s combination of suspended rectangular shapes, and the 

horizontal line, which can read as a picture rail, makes it close to paintings like Open 

Window, which shows an array of paintings hanging in a pink-walled interior, a similar 

horizontal line bisecting the composition towards the very top [33]. 

 

Blackboard operates similarly to The Deluge in that it stages the tensions of the portable 

canvas and the painted wall that inhere to the history of mural painting. And yet 

Blackboard’s dark rectangle is not like the hanging canvases of Open Window, and the pale 

tonality of its surface engenders a sense instead of indeterminate location and uncertain 

form. This is in part a result of its channelling of many of the formal qualities of paintings 

such as May Sixty-Five, but it is a result too of the painting’s principal concerns. The round-

edged shape in the centre of the work – which is unique among the paintings in the 

Marlborough exhibition – provides a different frame of reference for Guston’s interest in 

painting’s account of exposure to historical circumstance. The wet-in-wet facture of the dark 

rectangle resembles less the blackboard of its title than the hazy static of a television screen. 

 

 
159 I make this claim with reference to the Guston catalogue raisonné, which lists Blackboard immediately 
before The Deluge. https://www.gustoncrllc.org/home/search_result?page=10&search%5Btag%5D=Figurative 
(accessed 29th June, 2024). 

https://www.gustoncrllc.org/home/search_result?page=10&search%5Btag%5D=Figurative
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94 Archie Mayo, AV#1(4&+ (1931), 1hr 21min, still with Guston at centre, in beret 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
95 May Stevens, F+($%4<<6$?+/"$B4/., 1971, screenprint, Sheet: 23 × 22 3/16in. (58.4 × 56.4 cm) 

Image: 22 × 21 3/16in. (55.9 × 53.8 cm), Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
 


