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Modernism, Formalism, and
Politics: The “Cubism and
Abstract Art” Exhibition of 1936
at The Museum of Modern Art

By Susan Noyes Platt

he Cubism and Abstract Art exhi-

bition, held at The Museum of
Modern Art in New York City during
the spring of 1936 (Fig. 1) and subse-
quently in six other cities, marks a
watershed in the historiography of ear-
ly-twentieth-century modernism. Ear-
lier, the critical analysis of modern art
had been complex, individual and often
contradictory. Interpretations in Ameri-
ca—by such writers as Katherine
Dreier, Alfred Stieglitz, and Walter
Pach, for example—depended on a com-
bination of personal prejudices and spo-
radic interaction with European and
American publications and artists.
These early critics developed categories,
styles, and motives anew for each publi-
cation.'

Cubism and Abstract Art together
with the widespread dissemination of its
influential catalogue, established Cu-
bism as the central issue of early moder-
nism, abstraction as the goal. It made
Cubism and what it characterized as its
descendents into a completed history. At
the same time, in a significant contra-
diction, it removed Cubism from its own
historical, social, and political context.
These ideas dominated understanding of
the early-twentieth-century develop-
ments in modernism for decades. It
affected later histories of early modern
art written by European as well as
American critics. The effectiveness of
the exhibition and its catalogue from the
perspective of our jaded, satiated late-
twentieth-century art world is startling.
Yet, when the contents of the exhibition,
the basis for the interpretations it pro-
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Fig. 1 View looking northeast on 53rd
Street of The Museum of Modern Art
with Alexander Calder mobile made for
the exhibition Cubism and Abstract
Art. Photograph courtesy The Museum
of Modern Art, New York.

posed, and its development within the
context of the political events of the
1930s are subjected to scrutiny, the rea-
sons for its impact emerge clearly.

As visitors entered the exhibition,
they were immediately confronted with
Picasso’s Dancer (1907) juxtaposed to
an African figure (Fig. 2). In another
room, Boccioni’s bronze Unique Forms
of Continuity in Space was paired with a

plaster cast of the Winged Victory of
Samothrace (Fig. 3).> These juxtaposi-
tions of modern art and its purported
sources were intended to educate view-
ers to the revolutionary development of
modern art as well as to its historical
roots in the familiar art of the classical
era.

Alfred Barr, the curator of Cubism
and Abstract Art, presented there an
apparently absolutely systematic ver-
sion of the development of Cubism. This
grand scheme was epitomized in an evo-
lutionary chart that traced the ancestry
and descendents of Cubism (Fig. 4).
The chart was posted throughout the
exhibition and used on the dust jacket of
the catalogue. Divided into five-year
periods, the chart presented a genealogy
of modern artistic styles. At the top it
demonstrated that Redon, Van Gogh,
Gauguin, Cézanne, Seurat, and Rous-
seau generated Fauvism and Cubism,
whose non-European and nonart sources
were set off in red boxes. About midway
through the chart, Cubism was shown as
the progenitor of Futurism, Purism,
Orphism, Neoplasticism, Suprematism,
and Constructivism, with Fauvism, less
centrally, as the direct ancestor of
Abstract Expressionism and Surreal-
ism. Finally, these styles evolved into
just two directions: “‘geometrical ab-
stract art” and ‘“non-geometrical
abstract art.”

The thesis and structure of the chart
was reflected in the order and sequence
of the installation. Here for the first
time Cubism was displayed as a histori-
cally completed style with demonstrable
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Fig. 2 Installation view of the
exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art.
Photograph by Beaumont Newhall,
courtesy The Museum of Modern Art,
New York

Fig. 3 Installation view of the
exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art.
Photograph by Beaumont Newhall,
courtesy The Museum of Modern Art,
New York

derivation from earlier sources and inev-
itable progeny in the later styles of
abstraction. On the first floor, immedi-
ately after the entryway with the Dancer
and the African figure, Barr grouped his
designated precursors in a source room.
Next came a step-by-step development
of early Cubism, with Cubist works
paired with appropriate works of Afri-
can sculpture (Fig. 5) and Cézanne
(Fig. 6). Later Cubism was represented
with works such as Picasso’s Table (Fig.
7) along with Futurist examples, early
Delaunay, and Léger’s Luncheon. This
section culminated with Picasso’s Stu-
dio (Fig. 8) and The Painter and His
Model, which were given entire walls to
themselves. Barr divided Cubism dis-
tinctly and unequivocally into two
phases: “Analytic” and “Synthetic.”
These were terms that had appeared
frequently in literature on Cubism
almost since its mcepuon but with vary-
ing connotations.’ Here, for the first
time, those terms were used with capital
letters to define clear-cut stylistic stages
in the history of Cubism. Other sections
of the exhibition included the Orphism
of Delaunay, the development of Neo-
plasticism in the work of Mondrian,
Suprematism (Malevich’s Black Square
and Red Square was hung upside down

and reproauccad that way in thc cata-
logue), and the Constructivism of Tatlin
and Popova, represented by photo-
graphic reproductions. Finally, “Ab-
stract Expressionism,” the term Barr
used for the works of Kandinsky,
appeared near the end of the exhibition,
as did “Abstract Dadaism” and “Ab-
stract Surrealism.”

In addition to the traditional me-
diums of painting and sculpture, the
exhibition featured abstract film, pho-
tography, and the application of the
modern vocabulary to architecture,
chair design, and small household
objects such as plates and cups. In all,
nearly 400 objects were exhibited. Barr
enhanced the dignity of the work by his
spare installation. Such touches as the
exhibition of Malevich’s White on White
between two windows on which the
white window shades had been lowered
exactly halfway made a point about the
painting and underscored its inherent
elegance.

In the exhibition catalogue, Barr sys-
tematically and factually laid out a his-
tory of Cubism. The emphasis through-
out the essay, as in the chart, was on the
development of the styles of modern art,
rather than on details of the individual
artists’ careers. Barr repeated the juxta-
positions of the installation in the cata-
logue, filling in works that did not
appear in the exhibition, such as the
Demoiselles d’Avignon, for which the
Dancer was probably the stand-in. Each
style was given a chronology, a summa-
ry, and pictorial documentation. The
book concluded with a list of the works,
carefully catalogued as to size and
source, and a bibliography compiled by
Beaumont Newhall, who also took the
installation photographs.
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Fig. 4 Chart of Modern Art by Alfred
H. Barr, Jr. Photograph courtesy, The
Museum of Modern Art, New York
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Fig. 5 Installation view of the
exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art.
Photograph by Beaumont Newhall,
courtesy The Museum of Modern Art,
New York

he theoretical principles and mod-

els used to explain the development
of modern art in Cubism and Abstract
Art were in some ways the distillation of
many years of thought for Barr. In other
ways, the essay was a significant depar-
ture from his earlier writings, a depar-
ture generated by the political pressures
of the mid 1930s. Examination of his
earlier essays reveals the moment at
which politics began to affect Barr’s
concerns as an art historian.

As Director of The Museum of Mod-
ern Art from its founding in 1929, Barr
formulated preliminary versions of Cu-
bism and Abstract Art in the early
1930s. Even before he became Director,
he had frequently combined teaching
with modern-art exhibitions. But in the
mid thirties a sudden and brilliant amal-
gamation of his earlier experiences as
curator and teacher found expression in
the startling clarity of the 1936 exhibi-
tion. Seeking to educate the public in the
art of their own century, he used the
established methodologies of traditional
art history to validate it.

Barr received a Bachelor of Arts
degree from Princeton in 1922 and a
Masters degree in 1923. His attitude to
an instructional survey of modernism
was the product of his training in the
methodologies of art history as they
were practiced in the early 1920s, when
the focus was formalist. The historians
who influenced Barr’s approach to the
1936 exhibition—Charles Rufus Morey
and Frank Jewett Mather’—were
among the founders of the disciplines of
art history and connoisseurship in
America.

Morey, in particular, influenced Barr
throughout his career. Two aspects of
Morey’s approach had particular impor-
tance for Barr. First, he impressed on
Barr the idea that all the expressions of
art had validity no matter what medium
was used, a perspective that was at
variance with traditional notions of the
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Fig. 6 Installation view of the exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art. Photograph
by Beaumont Newhall, courtesy The Museum of Modern Art, New York

superiority of painting and sculpture.
Morey’s courses included the so-called
minor arts as well as painting, sculpture,
and architecture. Barr’s catalogues
would later include film design as well
as painting and sculpture. Second,
Morey, who was a classical archaeolo-
gist before he turned to medieval art,
held the classical tradition in high
esteem. Yet, influenced by Alois Riegl,
the theorist of late Roman art, Morey
also subscribed to the principle of a
biological model for the history of art—
growth, flowering, and decay.” Morey
characterized art as an abstract flow of
form, which existed independently of
the individual artists. He strongly
influenced Barr to conceive of art his-
tory as a detached event with its own
internal development rather than as a
phenomenon subject to social, political,
and personal pressures.

In Mather, Barr encountered a pro-
fessor of art history engaged with con-
temporary criticism, as well as with ear-
lier art. Mather’s background was in
literature rather than art history. His
historical study echoed the chatty, infor-
mal approach to art criticism as it was
often practiced in the teens. Yet his less
scholarly approach was as instrumental
to Barr’s development as was Morey’s
more analytical approach, although
Mather was less obviously an intellec-
tual role model.®

Barr began doctoral study at Harvard
University in 1924. Among the profes-
sors who most influenced his later work
was Paul J. Sachs. Connoisseurship, the
direct examination and evaluation of the
work of art without regard for it author-
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ship, was the particular emphasis of
Sachs’s courses. His close friend and
even mentor was Bernard Berenson,’
whose role as the formulator of the
methodology of connoisseurship is cru-
cial to an understanding of Barr’s later
writing.

Fig. 7 Pablo Picasso, Table, Guitar
and Bottle (La Table), 1919, oil on
canvas, 50 x 29 1/2”. Northampton,
Mass., Smith College Museum of Art.

In an early work, fne Study and
Criticism of Italian Art (1901), Beren-
son explained his methodology:

The history of art should be stud-
ied much more abstractly than it
has ever been studied and freed as
much as possible from entangling
irrelevancies of personal anecdote
and parasitic growths of petty doc-
umentation. . .. [T]he world’s art
can be, nay should be, studied as
independently of all documents as
is the world’s fauna or the world’s
flora. The effort to classify the one
should proceed along the line
of the others.... Such a classi-
fication would yield material not
only ample enough for the uni-
versal history of art, but precise
enough, if qualitative analysis
also be applied, for the perfect de-
termination of purely artistic
personalities.®

Berenson built on the scientific ap-
proach of the pioneer of connoisseur-
ship, Giovanni Morelli, but added to
that writer’s quantitative approach “the
element of quality.” It was in this scien-
tific, rational, yet subjective determina-
tion of quality that Sachs trained his
students at Harvard. In a seminar pre-
sentation for Sachs’s course on the his-
tory of engraving and drawing, in the
spring of 1925, Barr attempted for the
first time, as far as is known, to adapt
the methodology of connoisseurship to
modern art:

If all artists painted or drew Ma-
donnas as they once did, how con-
veniently we could compare
them—but they don’t. So I will
show you a series of portraits. . . . I
will be emphasizing neither per-
sonalities nor chronologies, nor
nationalities. I will merely propose
a series of comparisons from
which you must draw your own
conclusions.'

Barr then presented an overview of mod-
ern engraving and drawing by connect-
ing the works on the basis of such style
elements as line. He thus created an
anonymous stylistic history of modern-
ism based on qualitative differences he
perceived in the works themselves.

At the same time, Barr created, in an
exhibition that accompanied the lecture,
sequences and juxtapositions of images
to suggest stylistic developments:
lengthy wall labels explained how the
works related to earlier, contempora-
neous, and later works. They also pro-
vided a rudimentary explanation of
Cubism and its background:
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Fig. 8 Pablo Picasso, The Studio, 1927-28, oil on canvas, 59 x 84". New York,
The Museum of Modern Art, Gift of Walter P. Chrysler, Jr., 213.35.

[Picasso] began with Steinlen . . .
played with negro sculpture; with
Braque created Cubism; and de-
serted that for a return to nature
and to Ingres. . . . Cubism was the
invention of Picasso and Braque
but it was inspired by Cézanne
who pointed out that natural
forms if simplified to geometrical
essentials become cubes and cylin-
ders. This was the first stage of
Cubism. Having reduced the form
to cubes and cylinders and
spheres, it is not a difficult step to
juggle them somewhat to combine
in one picture the front and back
of the same figure, to substitute
the concave for the convex and to
do all of these things according
to the aesthetic sensibility of the
artist."!

Barr arranged the prints in the exhibi-
tion in what he called “an almost mathe-
matical progression from Impressionism
to Cubism.” Analyzing individual Cu-
bist works in the tradition of the con-
noisseur, he emphasized their formal
elements, treating the line, plane, and
shape of the works very much in the way
he had been trained to analyze Renais-
sance painting. He indicated that
Cubism had been abandoned for a
return to Ingres, but an Ingres “simpli-
fied and continuous in contour, based
. .. on profound knowledge.”"

Even in this rudimentary student
exercise Barr revealed his dual alle-
giance to the current critical dialogue on
Cubism and to the methodologies of
connoisseurship and art-historical anal-
ysis. In that spring of 1925, as Barr was

presenting his report and exhibition, the
prevailing attitude in American criti-
cism was that Cubism was finished. The
development of the so-called neoclassi-
cal style by Picasso was seen as an
indication that, as one critic put it, the
“game is about up.” The critics of art
celebrated what they saw as a return to
sanity and realism.!> On the other hand,
some writing on recent modern art was
available in New York by 1925: three
surveys of modern art had appeared in
1924, as well as an English translation
of Apollinaire’s ‘“‘Aesthetic Medita-
tions.”'* Thus Barr as a young art histo-
rian focusing on the scholarly approach
in which he had been trained had liter-
ary sources on which to draw. And
although he was aware that Cubism was
considered already a completed event,
unlike the more reactionary critics, he
could appraise and analyze the tradition
itself with his scholarly tools.

F ollowing graduate school, Barr
arranged an exhibition in conjunc-
tion with teaching a course in modern
art at Wellesley in 1927. His first exhi-
bition with a printed catalogue and
extensive explanations, it bears a close
relationship to his activities at The
Museum of Modern Art in the early
1930s. The title of the exhibition, Pro-
gressive Modern Painting from Dau-
mier and Corot to Post Cubism,
reflected the principle of situating
Cubism in relation to earlier develop-
ments of the mid nineteenth century.
This historical approach continued in
later exhibitions; even the emphasis on
Corot and Daumier as ancestors of

modernism was again propounded in
early individual exhibitions for each of
these artists at The Museum of Modern
Art—a lineage for modernism very dif-
ferent from today’s proposal of Manet
and Courbet as progenitors. Also to
reappear later is the categorizing of
groups and tendencies, and the filling in
of blanks left by crucial works that do
not appear in the exhibition by means of
accompanying remarks.

Cubism, although only skimpily rep-
resented—by Juan Gris, Jean Metzing-
er, Fernand Léger, and Marie Lauren-
cin—was acknowledged as a central
event with Futurism and Expressionism
in what Barr referred to as Period II.
The wall label for Juan Gris treated the
nature of Cubism by formal analysis of
the painting. Although the work was a
collage, the term “Synthetic Cubism”
did not appear in the discussion. Most
important in light of later developments,
Cubism was viewed as a prewar move-
ment that was followed by “Period III,”
which was compartmentalized into
“The Neo-Realists,” “the Neo-classi-
cists,” “The Constructivists,” and “The
Super-realists.”"*

In his modern-art course, too, Barr
allotted much more space to the range of
approaches in modern art than to the
role of Cubism. The course studied all
the directions outlined in the sections of
the exhibition as well as “industrial
architecture appliances [and]
graphic arts.... Various recurring
themes are stressed, the appreciation of
primitive and barbaric art, the psychol-
ogy of expressionism, the discipline in
Cubism and constructivism and the
importance of the machine.”’¢

In 1927-28 Barr went to Europe,
supported by a small grant from Paul
Sachs, in order to research his disserta-
tion. On that trip Barr met a number of
contemporary artists through letters of
introduction given to him by the Ger-
man art dealer I.B. Neumann. Neu-
mann, who had immigrated to New
York in 1923, had been Barr’s close
friend and supporter from his earliest
years of teaching. Through Neumann’s
letters, Barr met most of the major
figures of German contemporary art,
such as the Bauhaus group, the Neue
Sachlichkeit, and the dealers and critics
that supported them.'” But he went
beyond even Neumann’s contacts by
visiting Russia in the spring of 1927
There he met Diego Rivera as well as
members of the Russian avant-garde.
His introduction to the extremely politi-
cized artists in Russia had a permanent
effect on his awareness of the interac-
tion of art and politics. Thus Barr
became an amalgam of the detached
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connoisscur-tneoretician  and tne  cn-
gaged art critic aware of the impact of
Marxism and politics in general on the
arts. During that sojourn in Russia, he
not only met with revolutionary artists
but also undertook a pioneering study
of the anonymous Byzantine icons of
Russia.'®

After his return from Russia, Barr
resumed teaching at Wellesley. In a
five-part lecture series in the spring of
1929, Barr presented his more fully
developed analysis of modern art:

Modern Painting: The Ideal of a
“Pure” Art. The important ten-
dencies in painting of twenty years
ago: the neo-renaissance in Der-
ain; the decorative in Matisse; the
cubistic in Picasso. The formalist
attitude toward Medieval, Renais-
sance, and Baroque painting. The
immediate antecedents of cubism:
Degas, Gauguin and the “angle
shot”; Seurat and the theory of
pure design; Cézanne’s natural
geometry; abstraction in primitive
art. The development of cubism in
Paris. Kandinsky and abstract
expressionism in Germany. The
final purification of painting:
Mondriaan in Holland; the su-
prematists in Russia. André Lhote
and the new academic. The
influence of abstract painting
upon architecture, the theatre, the
films, photography, decorative
arts, typographical layout, com-
mercial art. Conclusion: the
“demon of the absolute.”"

Following this section were four more
parts: “The Disintegration Since Cu-
bism”; “Modern American Painting”;
“The Bauhaus”; “The Lyef Group in
Moscow.” Cubism was thus buried in
the early stages of the lecture series,
followed by many subsequent develop-
ments. Part I would become the proto-
type for Cubism and Abstract Art.

illie P. Bliss, Abby Aldrich Rocke-

feller, and Mary Sullivan founded
The Museum of Modern Art in the
spring of 1929; Paul Sachs recom-
mended Alfred Barr as its first Director.
Between 1929 and 1936, Barr arranged
more than twenty exhibitions. Several
had specific references to Cubism, and
some can be seen as preliminary versions
of the 1936 exhibition.

The first exhibition to outline the
history of early-twentieth-century art
was the 1930 Painting in Paris from
American Collections. As in the Welles-
ley exhibition of 1927, the disparities
between what Barr perceived as the cen-
tral issues and artists and the actual
artists who were available in American
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introductory essay. As both connoisseur
and historian he suggested that even as
he created order in modern art with the
exhibition, the final document was the
work of art itself. At the same time he
demonstrated his greater awareness of
recent art in his introductory statement:

Ten years ago it might have been
possible to generalize about mod-
ern art. In fact, even at present
there are some who are cour-
ageous—or blind—enough to de-
clare that modern art has one
dominant characteristic such as
the belief in pure self-expression,
or an exclusive interest in form, or
a contempt for natural appear-
ances but the truth is that ...
contemporary art . . . is merely so
extraordinarily complex that it
defies generalization. ... Any at-
tempt to classify modern artists
must lead to treacherous simplifi-
cation. But it may not be too mis-
leading to suggest a chronology
and some description of terms,
trusting that the paintings them-
selves will contradict inevitable
error.”

His systemization included Fauves, Cu-
bists, and Surrealists. Cubism was
traced from its beginnings in mere sim-
plification through ten years when it

passed through three or four dis-
tinct phases each more compli-
cated in appearance and in ex-
planation. But by 1917 a distinct
clarification occurs.... The in-
fluence of cubism has been
immense, but its nearly complete
elimination of naturalistic imita-
tion has brought about equally
extreme reactions. ... It is note-
worthy that almost without excep-
tion the original members of both
the fauve and cubist groups have
in their recent work given far more
recognition to the values of objec-
tive representation.?!

Barr’s attitude towards contemporary
art and his thoughts about the direction
in which it was moving were most
clearly stated in his next words: “[The]
puritanical exclusion of all sentimental
and ‘human’ values by the cubists of
1908 . . . has induced in the last genera-
tion a reaction which has produced
painting of extraordinary originality . . .
[s]urrealism.”? In 1930, thus, Barr held
the opinion that Surrealism was the
most interesting dimension of contem-
porary art. He devoted more than a page
to its concerns and artists.

In the spring of 1932 Barr organized
A Brief Survey of Modern Painting,

wilcll Wds dIvided 1o several parts thal
echoed the subdivisions of the 1927
Wellesley exhibition, but expanded
them. The historical part included:
“Painting Fifty Years Ago: French and
American” and “Cézanne and the Post
Impressionists.”” Twentieth-century
painting was divided into subcategories:
Section III, which included “Expres-
sionism,” “Psychological and Decora-
tive,” “The ‘Wild Animals,” The ‘School
of Paris’”; and Section IV, which
included “Picasso and Cubism, Fu-
turism, Abstract Design, Super-real-
ism.” Cubism was still presented here as
a gradual “removal from realism ...
until there were few traces of any recog-
nizable objects in their pictures. [T]heir
chief interest is in the design, in aes-
thetic qualities of line, color, texture.”?

The catalogue in a significant con-
trast to the earlier statements also
claimed that

the principles of Cubism and
Abstract Design [Kandinsky,
Mondrian, and Rodchenko]
spread all over the world and
influenced many of the artists in
this exhibition, for example, the
Germans, Marc and Klee, the
Americans, Marin, Demuth and
Dickinson, the Italians, Chirico
and Severini. Cubism and Ab-
stract Design have also had an
immense influence upon ‘modern-
istic’ furniture, textiles, architec-
ture, painting and advertising.?*

Even more significant was Barr’s state-
ment that the Surrealists or, as he called
them, the “Super-realists,” “came as a
violent reaction to the Cubists’ exclusive
interest in the problem of aesthetic
design and color. The Super-realists
asserted the value of the astonishing, the
fantastic, the mysterious, the uncanny,
the paradoxical, the incredible.”? Barr
concluded the exhibition with recent
painting in which many different direc-
tions were developing at the same time
but in which a “gradual, but widespread
return to the realistic representation of
nature has been in progress since the
War.”? Barr’s statement expanded on
the earlier essays: it gave Cubism and
“Abstract Design” more emphasis, but
it gave equal coverage to “Super-real-
ism” and a multifaceted realism.

n the summer of 1933, while Barr

was on leave in Germany, the trust-
ees of the Museum arranged an exhibi-
tion, Modern European Art, which Barr
summarized in the Museum Bulletin the
following October.”” A subtle shift had
now occurred in Barr’s discussion of the
historical survey of modern art, perhaps
as a reaction to Hitler’s rise to power




